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I’m a shark in open waters. He’s blonde, gym-built, thinks he’s all that. I don’t say a word, just lead him through the haze of neon smoke, past the band belting out Johnny Cash. He follows, grinning and swaying, hard already. I close the graffiti-scarred door, lock it with a soft click.
So familiar. Ritualistic. 
He leans against the chipped porcelain sink, its surface cool against the sticky heat of his body. Posters of Dolly Parton, the Dixie Chicks, and The Judds surround his head like a gaudy halo. Cigarette butts litter the orange-tiled floor, tiles rich with the musk of stale piss. A condom dispenser hangs crooked on the wall. I straighten it.
He pants through soft parted lips, like he thinks I’ll kiss him there. “Get up on the counter,” I say instead, tearing the foil wrap from a tub of strawberry yogurt.  
He obeys, of course. Clumsy with lust, tan chinos half-undone. He lifts his salmon polo shirt, spreads his pale hairless legs like he’s the gift, like he expects to be worshipped. I slather his arousal with thick dollops of yogurt, then drop to my knees. His veins thrum a low, relentless beat. All that red pressure just beneath the surface. The boy’s a fool. He should be scared. Terrified. 
I lick the tip, then take his length in. Slow and deliberate, all the way to the base. He gasps, hands clutching the edge of the sink. I grip his thighs, move in a rhythm, a tease. Each motion a pulse, each suck and pull a siphon. 
“Fuck me,” he whispers, soft skin, swept-back hair. A blond version of Elvis. 
Yeah, sorry buddy, but we won’t get that far. 
There’s a reason why the Farm made women their killers. 
Then comes another sound. A soft, humming moan, a low vibration from my throat. His thighs tense, his buttocks clench. My voice soothes him, urges him to believe whatever I want. He gasps, his head dropping back. 
Now, I go for the second course. 
He doesn’t feel the pressure shift at first, that sharpness in my mouth. The way my teeth push into his softness, the first puncture, the first tiny tear. Doesn’t feel the poison flow through my fangs, mingling with his excitement, numbing his veins.
Blood seeps between my lips, slices down my throat, until finally, finally, he senses a change and looks down. “Hey,” he says, noting smears of blood across himself, reddening my lips. “What the hell are you doing?” 
I pull back. “Teaching you a lesson.” 
His eyes register my meaning. “Oh no, shit.” He tries to pull back, but I’ve numbed his backside, his legs. “Fuck, are you—?” 
“What?” I interrupt, forming a half smile. I snarl, lick my gums. 
In answer he reaches forward, tries to grasp my sequined dress. “We’ve been looking for you,” he says. Of course the creepy bastards have. They’re not the types to let this go. Neither am I as it happens. 
I push him back against the tiles, grip harder. Let my teeth sink deeper, let the poison they weaponized me with flow faster, until he’s sweating and groaning, throbbing but fading. 
His scream, when it comes, is soft, almost beautiful.
* * *
Once his heart has stopped, I stand. Lean against the sink, take in the horror of what I’ve done. I avoid looking at his chilling body, but count the slow, rhythmic drips of the faucet, each drip a reminder of the heartbeat I’ve just stopped. My stomach heaves, threatens to vomit. I hold it.
Breathe, Leah, breathe. 
“Jesus,” I sigh, anger floating through me. At him, at Them, the Farm, the surgeons. I rub the surgical scar between my breasts and along my stomach, notice what I’m doing, then drop my hand. “Okay, Leah. Come on, you’ve got this.”
I tug my long blonde wig off my mousy brown locks, tuck it into my purse. Remove the fake eyebrows and lashes. Wipe my mouth with several sheets of toilet paper. Then I squeeze the trash into a ball, growl into the mirror, then toss the ball into the toilet bowl like I’m Michael Jordan. Because nothing says badass like working around a dead man, even if I am pretending. 
I flush, then listen. 
Beyond the door, guitars keep strumming, voices keep wailing, like somebody’s son didn’t just die in here. I study myself in the mirror, squeeze my eyes shut and reopen them, pull a lightweight jacket over my sticky flesh. Note the toilet’s still running. Jiggle the handle once. Twice. It refuses to cooperate.
“Serendipitous,” I say, opening the door and taping a pre-made OUT OF ORDER sign at eye level, slipping through the rear exit into a dark Nashville alley. Somewhere amongst the damp air, a car alarm chirps. I freeze, because that’s what people like me should do. I glance over my shoulder, and wait, but nothing.
Exhaling, I find my breath again. 
“Hello,” I murmur to my old friend, an orange cat. Fur roughened by caked dirt, she sits on a strip of dried moss, pale eyes searching the early spring night. I call her Ready Freddy because of her ever-alert stance, those pale eyes gleaming in the darkness. I lift a hand to touch her, realize there might be poison on my hands, and pull away. She hisses a profanity, and blinks.
“Don’t give me that,” I tell her. 
Her eyes darken before she cowers, meows softly. 
“Whatever, you old witch. You’re the grim reaper too.”
I push west through the dank air, skimming between damp brick walls and trash that reeks of decayed vegetables and vomit. Live bands spill songs from several bars, but I’m not heading there. City developers have started scrubbing old honky-tonk Nashville clean, repackaging Broadway for the coming millennium. I don’t belong in that shiny façade. I’m a woman of the night, of dark shadows, of bad decisions.
Though I also sleep in puppy-dog pajamas.
My back slams against slimy brick, and I slump into a crouch, let my head fall into my hands. A tear falls, joins the drizzle, but I ignore it, don’t wipe. 
Strong women don’t solve their problems with tears. My mother told me that when I was six years old, still a child. My mother. Long red hair, once loving, then lost in the sadness of her own grieving mind. She should have protected me. My father shouldn’t have died.
I reach for my voice recorder, flick the power on. Should the police find this I’ll go down, but I have insurance. I’ve listed cops’ names in previous recordings. Cops who worked the Farm, who helped turn me into this poisonous bitch.
“Another one,” I say, my voice steady, my pulse erratic. “No name. Younger than most.” The recorder hums, a faithful witness to my sins. An epitaph. “And as always I’m curious about what happens next, because something allows me to get away with murder. Literally.” I almost giggle, though I don’t mean to. “No bodies, no police alerts, no news. Zip, just business as usual, and the appearance of a creepy white van.”
I release the button, glance back towards the scene. Then I force myself onwards, heels clicking a steady heartbeat, energy pulsing through me. His energy, the red blood of his youth. The poison that kills him, yet somehow energizes me. The chef’s kiss. 
As I step from the alley into a wider road, thick veils of mist curtain a stream of cars. I run hot after a kill. The rain reminds me of this, hissing as cold droplets push into my ears, around the back of my neck. A shop window catches my reflection, the red sequined dress clinging to my body, smeared mouth, hair curling in the damp air. I stop to look, see something in the face looking back that isn't quite mine, some quality in the eyes that spark of history. I blink and it fades. 
Now it’s just me. Just Leah. 
I take a deep breath, prepare to step into a hive of normalcy. 
* * *
The Wild Witch Saloon, not its real name. 
Condensation clouds the glass. I grip the brass handle and push the door open. Inside, the sweaty warmth of April isn’t countered by air conditioning. Being spring 1998, you’d think the bar would have it, but not this one. 
Regulars sit with guitar cases propped against silver-legged stools, men wasting precious tip money on beer, women pushing up breasts, coaxing them to pay for theirs. Fools, all of them, but they’re safe from me. I pinch my wrist to ground myself in the present, reminding myself I’m just Leah, and I’m here, already slipping into normal mode.
Claire spots me. Stubbing out her cigarette, she lifts a hand with a little wave, silver rings catching the light of a Jack Daniel’s sign. She's saying something to Davey, and then she laughs. A real one, head back, genuine. I halt for a moment, feeling the warmth of her joy, but hating it. She’s not like me. Nobody I know is like me. 
The whirr of ceiling fans soothes me, almost pulls me under, its rhythmic hum behaving like the Farm’s dronesong, the beauty, the magic of those women’s voices. I shake it off, start walking again. Four years my junior, Claire’s the home’s meal planner, baker, and nosy witch. I tolerate her annoying nosiness because her cooking is delicious, and I hate to cook. And our other roommate, Davey, insists she’s part of our special family, whatever the fuck that means. 
Davey lounges opposite her, striking a pose like he’s gracing the pages of a gay magazine. He fled Manhattan at his wealthy grandmother Estelle’s behest, claiming disinheritance, and because she tolerates his gayness. I suspect Grandma Estelle bought him what’s become our East Nashville crackhouse, minus the crack. The three of us live together, and work in the same bar. A literal polyp up Nashville’s backside.  
“You missed the drag queens and the fries,” Davey says, his shiny green dress shirt drawing attention to his gold chain and exposed dark chest hairs.
I plop into the booth beside Claire. “Then it’s a good thing I’m not hungry for tuck underwear and greasy potatoes.” I force a lighthearted wink.
“Gross,” Claire says, sliding a gin and tonic my way. “You look like hell. Do you need a hug?”
I pull away. “Uh, thanks, but no thanks. I’m trying out post-murder chick. You like it?”
“No, but you’re making the whole booth shake. Did something happen?”
“For Christ’s sake, no, I’m just chilly.” Cold sweat drips between my boobs, down my scars, and soaks into the sequined fabric. I press my hand against my stomach, turning it clockwise, trying to soothe the unease.
“Hmm,” she says, narrowing her eyes, another cigarette wedged between two fingers. 
“You took longer than expected,” she says. A tall shadow moves across the window. Claire notices and shakes her head. “What were you up to, Leah?”
“Me? What are you up to?” The shadow drifts past again. It’s a man checking his watch. He points in through the glass, directly at Claire. She shakes her head a second time. “Claire?”
“It’s nothing, Leah. For Christ’s sake.”
Davey rearranges his chain. “The way you two get onto each other, I swear you’re sisters.” Claire gives him such a filthy look, I don’t need to. 
“So, what were you up to?” Davey presses.
“Oh, you know. The cashpoint machine refused to spit out any money, so I got drunk, robbed a bank, then killed a man.”
He chokes on a fry. “Liar,” he says, though there’s a glimmer of concern in his eyes. “And not a funny lie, either. One day somebody’ll believe you.”
Frowning, Claire rests the back of a hand against my forehead. She’s been picking at her nails again. Pink nail polish can only hide so much. “Leah, you’re burning up. I think we should go home and put you to bed.”
I push Claire’s hand away. An orange cat jumps onto the outdoor windowsill, eyeing into the bar. I turn towards Davey. “Find a spectacular queen to date?”
“Nope,” he says, swirling ice around his glass, his gaze flickering nervously.
The cat parades along the sill, then jumps back down. 
“And it’s perhaps as well, as that would really set my family off.” His voice drops. “Even my grandmother would lose it, and she already looked pretty bad.” 
Claire and I freeze, watch him scratch at his neck, a telltale sign he’s let something he didn’t want to say slip. “Okay,” he says, “I know I tell you I never visit her, but I happened to be in Belle Meade.”
Belle Meade’s a good forty minutes away, and our kind of broke doesn't happen to drive that far. I look at Claire, she looks at me. Our silent agreement: Davey was summoned. 
“You know what, I can’t do this,” I say, swiping a cigarette from the open packet lying on the table. “I’m going for a walk, and I’m going alone.”
“With a fever?” Claire asks, worry etched across her face. Feigned or truthful I can never tell. 
“Nope.” I grab the lighter, the flame flickering like a small beacon. “With a cigarette,” I say, taking a hard drag as the smoke curls around me. 
Davey picks up another fry. “Text me, let me know where you are.”
“Sure, if I’m not busy hiding another body.”
His fist comes down on the table. “Leah, for heaven’s sake. Stop doing that.”
I pull up my hood. Head for the door, where the orange cat dodges between black pants, and dark shoes, and disappears behind a creepy white van. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.ouel0dvxhv3j]Chapter 2 - The Watcher

The rain has thickened, is now coming down in sheets. Folks around me run for shelter, while rubber tires hiss and suck against slick pavement, and gusts of wind tear at my jacket. I grab my zipper and tug it tight against the chill, tuck an errant strand of hair behind my ear, though the wind whips it out again. 
I wait before crossing between a red Chevy and a blue pickup truck, their engines rumbling like scorned beasts. A woman wearing a long coat passes me, red hair blowing in the wind. She smiles, lifts a hand to her lips, a ring with a red stone on her finger. “Mama,” I whisper, then another car splashes water up my legs, and she’s gone. 
“A ruby,” I say aloud, naming the stone. I remember seeing it on my mother’s finger, remember holding it. But then came the crash and it disappeared from our lives. Not now, I tell myself, the alley looming. 
Rats scurry through the shadows, their tiny bodies forming dark silhouettes against flickering reflections of headlights and taillights at the alley’s end. I join the creatures, vow I’m not returning to the scene, that I’m just…
What am I doing?
I pull out my recorder, my partner in crime. “I have to know,” I tell it. Then I wait, like it might respond. When it doesn’t, I tell myself to back out. Tell myself I’m close to ruining everything. But I stop recording, keep walking forward, drawn by the grit, the determined steadiness of my breath, the chill of regret and the promise of answers. 
I near the bar, duck behind a dumpster, the stench of rot making me think of those I’ve killed. I peer through the narrow gap between blue plastic and the rough, crumbling brick wall, tell myself this wasn’t by choice. It was never my choice, it was Theirs, the Farm. 
The door has been wedged open by something angular, a broken cinderblock. A triangle of light pours over cracked concrete, bringing with it threads of music and the rumble of voices. Laughter bounces off walls, almost in mockery. 
I notice a fire escape, its angle perfect to observe what happens next. So I lift my dress, and climb, cold iron rubbing against my knees. I hold my recorder at the ready, and wait, my hands shivering in the breeze, the angled rain. 
A set of creaking hinges disturb the night air. I flatten against the wall, a spider now. A spider building a web against mortar and brick. I hold my breath. 
Beneath me the light shifts. It expands like a movie theater projector flickering to life, and a shadow stretches across the alley floor, forming the vertical silhouette of a man. Long dark coat, billowing in the wind, a rimmed hat pulled over his eyes. I think of a Cold War thriller, the stark contrast of light and shadow, the rats, and the trash. 
I shake my head, then focus on the view beneath me, the man. 
I’ve seen him before. Yes. Yes, I have. I remember now.
 I saw him in the lobby of those new apartments in the Gulch, in Germantown near the river, in that gas station north of Broadway. 
Always the same stance, the same clothes, the same silence. Always a sensation of buzzing against my skull. I lift my fingers to the quarter inch ridge above my right ear, find the ridge. Then check the left side. Uneven, not balanced. The ridge rolls beneath my right hand like it doesn’t belong, like it’s a capsule, a dog tracker. Like it broadcasts my thoughts, but only to him. 
“The Watcher,” I whisper. 
The capsule buzzes beneath my hand, strong enough to send vibrations down my hand, through my wrist, and along my arm. I pull away as though shocked by electricity, and for a moment, I recall a diagram taped to a doctor’s wall. A capsule pinned to a skull, wires fed through bone into soft tissue, and an explanation beneath: Telepathy, Location Detection, and Aura Communication.
“Watcher, do you have one too?”
I hadn’t planned on choosing a name, and I certainly hadn’t planned on such a creepy one. But it suits him. Maybe because of the coat, which he wears with the subtlety of a spy at a nudist colony. 
The capsule buzzes and his head lifts. For a moment I think he smiles, but then the motion’s gone. It doesn’t matter. I saw his mahogany skin, and bright eyes. I got to see his humanity in them. Something else too. A tiredness around the jaw, the particular exhaustion of a person who’s been patient a very long time. I recognize it because I wear it too.
You’re on my side, I think. 
His hat shifts, like he’s answering me. I rub the ridge again, feel it roll between my skull and scalp, feel the way it buzzes. 
I want to step down, ask him about it. 
His head shakes. 
Too soon, he shifts his attention toward the alley entrance. I follow his gaze to where deep red bricks glow red. Knowing he’s clocked me, I shuffle forward. Iron scrapes my knees, slithers of rust draw blood. Davey’ll get onto me later, wanting to know when I last had a tetanus shot. The answer: never. I’ll never visit a doctor, not after what they did to me. 
The Watcher presses his hand against his chest, runs his fingers down his sternum. My scars ripple, like he’s telling me he knows, telling me he’s sorry. I drop my head, swallow hard. Hit my internal reset button, then look back up. 
The air shifts from red to white. A white van appears, backing into the alley. It comes fast at first, then slows, its engine settling into a stall. Its rear doors swing open, a man in blue overalls jumps down. Tall, jaw swinging from side to side, like a cow chewing cud. I call him Daisy. Another drops from the driver’s seat. Smaller, strange limp, almost like one leg is shorter than the other. Hopalong, obviously. They enter the bar, one carrying something dark. Moments later, they’re back out, the dark things unfolded into a duffel bag, the shape of a body inside. 
They toss it into the van with a thump. The Watcher appears to scold them, pointing up and down the alley. The doors close quietly. The tall man opens the driver’s door, reaches over and removes a bucket containing bottles and wipes. Ten minutes inside the bar, and they’re back out. 
The van’s lights come back on, illuminating a logo on its reverse. I’m trying to read it when another sound comes from behind me. A voice, a woman’s footsteps. The Watcher lifts a hand to his eyes, pulls it away, forms a pointy fist and swirls it around. 
“No,” I shout. “No, please don’t go.”
But he’s going, of course he is. Their work is done. 
If you can hear me, I think, leave me one thing to prove it. 
His body seems to glow, first red, then orange, then green.
* * *
“Yoohoo,” a voice sings, coming from behind me. 
I swing from the fire escape, land in the shadows. Claire’s face emerges from darkness, into shade, then into the glow of the van’s light. I leap from the shadows, grab her dress and yank her behind a dumpster.
“What the hell,” she yells. “Get your filthy hands off me.”
“One more word,” I say, pressing my palm over her lips. “And I’ll throttle you so hard your parents won’t be able to identify your body.”
She bites into my palm. I pull away, look at my hand. She’s put teeth marks on a body riddled with poison. “You idiot, Claire. You’ve drawn blood.”
“Sorry,” she says. 
Sorry! That’s it. She bit so hard she drew blood. 
I check her eyes, watch her breathing. Serves her right if she drops dead. But I’d rather not explain that to Davey. I wipe my hand down my sequined red dress, worn because it’s the color of blood, and sequins can be wiped clean. Practical, in other words. 
“Why are you here?” I lift my unbitten hand, and rub my scalp without thinking. “Are you out looking for that man who passed the bar? The one who passed twice, checked his watch, and pointed at you?”
The van hasn’t left yet, the ridge still buzzes. Maybe the Watcher’s on high alert to whip her body into a duffle bag too. The thought makes me shiver. 
Claire picks at her nails. “No, and I already told you he was nothing. I came to check if you're okay. Then I saw you, and the van, and I’m like: ‘okay, what’s the van for? Is Leah getting kidnapped?’ So I ran faster.” 
That’s feasible. It’s a creepy white van. Has a logo on the back. 
I peer out to look once again—
Three sheaves of wheat, Two Sisters Bakery curved along the top. 
“And you’re not going to thank me?” she asks.
I should. A better person would. 
The light behind us changes, and wheels spin over gravel. 
I push out from behind the dumpster. Ready Freddy follows and meows, but it’s too late. The vehicle heads up the alley, barely slowing before turning left. Its exhaust dances in the vehicle’s headlights following behind it. A boxy, black car. It slows a minute, then shoots off behind the van. 
The ridge’s pulse becomes a gentle hum. Not quite asleep, but not alert either. Just there, reminding me I’m part of Them, that I’ll never be free. 
Claire joins me, nudges my arm. “Come on. Let’s sneak into the bar and take a look around.” She says this like everything’s fine. Like we’re at Disneyworld and it’s time to sit down and take a rest. Like she has no idea I killed a man in there, but—
I turn to look at her. Still breathing, still alive. Resistant to the poison, and resistant to me. More like a sibling than I care to admit. And her eyes are dancing. Wildly dancing, twinkling way more than they should be. She knows something. I have no idea what that something is, but she’s more than innocent little Claire, fellow roommate. 
I scratch my sternum, then remember my shoes. I slip my right foot into one.
“Yay,” Claire says, heading for the door. 
“Shit, no, Claire. They’ll fuss at us for entering through the back.”
But she’s already at the door, tugging its heavy metal weight open. 
“Fuck me,” I rasp, though I’m thinking, fuck Claire, and fuck Them, and fuck everyone, the Watcher and his cleanup crew included. 
Second shoe on, I hobble across the alley, and step into cigarette smoke. The hallway posters are the same, the band’s banging out their next Johnny Cash song. My sign remains taped to the restroom door. 
I tug at Claire’s arm. “Let’s go somewhere else. I’ll even buy you a drink.”
Claire meets my gaze. “I don’t want a drink. I want to pee.”
She doesn’t. She’s a sniffer dog, ratting the restroom door and finding it locked. Probably to let the cleaning fluids dry. She heads towards the bar. I lurk in the hallway, watch a brown-haired barman cup his ear, shake his head, then nod. Claire returns with a key swinging around her finger, a large wooden fob swirling like a helicopter blade. 
“Ta-da,” she sings. “Seems the van was here because the restroom had a problem.”
She pushes the key into the lock and twists. 
I shut my eyes, waiting for the worst. That the cleanup crew didn’t take the boy’s body, and he still lies here, his penis flaccid, his body white. I’m met with the stench of cleaning fluids, rather than early death. 
Claire steps inside. “Guess I’ll pee now I’m here.”
I open my eyes, find the sink leaves no evidence of lust, or blood, or death. Also that the floor no longer smells of musky piss, and all the cigarette butts have gone. That last part wasn't part of the cleanup, that was a germophobe. Even the condom dispenser hangs perfectly straight. The bar owners will be thrilled when they see this. 
The toilet flushes and Claire comes out. A blue rubber glove is stuck to the bottom of her shoe. I use a piece of toilet paper to swipe it away before she notices. Then I turn it over in my hands. Blue rubber, slightly too large, with one finger half-rolled down. 
I wrap it in a paper towel and stuff it into my purse. 
Then I lift my eyes to find Claire watching me, her eyes so like my mother’s it’s uncanny. I entertain the thought that we might be more than just Davey’s special family, but quickly dismiss it. People don’t discover their roommates are family. It’s just Davey getting inside my head, because that’s what people do. Literally, they get inside my head. And we all know who’s the worst. 
The Watcher. 
The ridge buzzes in response, like he’s telling me he knows. 
I rub it, tell him to mind his own damn business, and follow Claire back through the bar. 
A boxy, black car, similar to the one following the van, idles at the curb. Its driver’s window pulls up, open despite the rain. The car pulls away once we’re pushing open the bar’s door. 
“Are you sure he was nothing?” I ask.
Claire doesn’t answer. 


[bookmark: _heading=h.vpznyjj5vr3e]Chapter 3 - Gifts

One last drink at the Saloon, then we stumble outside and find the shitwagon Davey insists on calling a car. He sways as he walks, and drops the keys. “Want me to drive?” I ask, though I know the answer. I crashed one of our boss’s golf carts into a trashcan. Davey fumbles with the ignition, then the engine coughs to a smoky start. Claire takes the seat beside him, her wet messy bun now a bird’s nest, while I’m shoved in the back. She glances over her shoulder. “Think we’ll live?” she asks, loud enough that half of Nashville can hear. 
I’m surprised she already has. The teeth marks she gave me throb, though they’re not deep, meaning either she didn’t bite hard enough, or women are immune. My guess is the second, else I’d be lying in a pool of jelly somewhere. 
“I’m fine,” Davey says, the car jumping backward rather than forward. 
Claire pulls the lever further down. The gears crunch and we limp forward, missing a traffic cone by inches. Davey pulls onto the street, then burps, filling the car with the stench of burger and whiskey. Claire bats at the air. Beneath us, the bearings grind, the shocks squeak, the exhaust bangs as it swings. 
Turning on Korean Veterans Boulevard, a boxy, black car pulls in behind us. It follows us over the bridge, past the football stadium going up, and onto Shelby Avenue. It follows us through several turns, but at Kroger, I lose it. Davey does too, nearly taking out a pedestrian. 
“For fuck’s sake,” Claire screams.
The pedestrian is a woman, though she’s white as a sheet. She lowers her umbrella to pound Davey’s bumper. “Stupid fucking drunk,” she slurs. 
We arrive on our street, where rain swirls around mid-century brick ranches and weaves through rusted chain-link fences. Davey’s engine sputters and dies, and we sit in a soothing lull of rain. “We didn’t die,” Claire says, breaking the spell rain casts as it pounds against metal. 
I inhale the foul stench of sweat and cigarettes. It’s bad, but better than the house, which somehow manages to stink like a wet dog. A metallic sound crunches beneath my butt. “I take it that’s another bearing gone.”
Davey swipes my leg. “Not funny, Leah. Unless you intend to help replace them.” He pulls his doorhandle, uses his shoulder to leverage the door open. The squeak fights the splash of rain. Music comes from a nearby house. Not Johnny Cash, but Shania Twain, singing Whose bed have your boots been under? Mine, I hope soon. 
I push open my door, the same boxy shadow passing the end of our street. It has to be the same. Tinted windows, dark hubcaps. A window that slides down to check, then slides back up. Electric, I’m guessing, unlike Davey’s handcranks, two of which don’t work. 
Moments later, the vehicle returns from the opposite direction, then pushes out of view. It’s too coincidental. I lift a hand, and point, noting my finger’s wobble. “Did you see that?” convinced Claire has a stalker. 
“See what?” Davey’s voice is casual, though he glances toward the end of the street. “Are you seeing ghosts again, Leah? I’ve told you the house on the corner is derelict, and unoccupied. Over and over I’ve told you that, but you keep talking about that damned ghost.”
My throat tightens, swallowing air before it can reach my lungs. “It wasn’t a ghost,” I choke out, though I glance at the derelict house. It’s true, I’ve seen somebody at the window, I’ve seen the movement of drapes, and I’ve also seen a gray man out walking a dog. But it’s also true Davey seems to care too much about negating my observations. 
I slam my door. “I’m talking about a car, not a damn ghost. It was right there, Davey. And it’s been following us.” My eyes track back to the street, waiting for those dark hubcaps to reappear. “I saw it downtown, then on the bridge, on Shelby Avenue. And I’m seeing it now.”
“Where?” Davey asks. “There’s nothing there, Leah. You’re imagining things. Again.”
But I’m not. I stand there, rain pouring over my head and shoulders, waiting and watching. But nothing happens. No car, no ghost, no Watcher, and no Farm. A streetlight turns the rain orange, and for a moment, I imagine a shadow standing beneath it. Long grey coat, black trilby. I rub the ridge on my scalp, but feel nothing beyond rain drenching my hair. Then it buzzes. A low hum I’ve learned to read like the weather. Tonight it feels different. Less like surveillance, more like worry. 
Claire sticks her head through our open front door. “You coming inside, or not?”
I shake my head. “Nope, I’m going to take another walk. Don’t follow me this time.”
The door swings shut. 
Claire might be annoying, but she’s my roommate and no man is going to stalk her and get away with it. I’ll track the bastard down if it’s the last thing I do. Hopefully, he’ll be Farm and the process will be as simple as a fondle, a lick, and a bite. 
* * *
I pause at the intersection. There, I rest my hand on the gate of the home Davey swears is derelict, and wonder for a moment why he’s so adamant. A lit bulb swings in its entryway, which means somebody’s paying the electricity bill. 
Even so, I’m not ready when the curtain twitches, and a face peers out. Grey moustache and bushy eyebrows, woolen hat pulled low over his forehead. I pull back, urge myself to keep walking, but my legs don’t move. The curtains sweep to one side, and the window slides open. The gray face peers out, the orange streetlight giving it a surreal, deathly gleam. The man waves. “Hey, good to meet you, neighbor.” And he speaks, which means he breathes, which also means he isn’t a ghost. “Come over one morning. I make great coffee.” And he’s inviting me for coffee. 
Um, people don’t do that. 
People don’t roll open their windows at midnight, poke out their heads, and invite random neighbors over for morning refreshments. 
Except, this non-ghost, real-person just did exactly that. 
A man approaches from the intersection. Plastic hood pulled over his shock of dark hair, he turns to the open window and waves a hand. “Hey doc, anything you need, you be sure to let me know. Another stethoscope, a few scalpels, and I’m your guy.”
The dude has to be joking. He has to be. 
He grins at my face. “Don’t worry, I’m a medical rep. Doc’s an old friend. He’s not holing up bodies inside his house.”
Well, that’s a relief. 
“You happen to have seen a boxy, black car?” I ask. 
He points at his chest. “Me? The wife says I’m about as observant as a dead witness.” He turns back to his friend. “See you around. Maybe at bridge club.”
So, Davey’s ghost isn’t only not dead, but he’s alive, and plays bridge. Can’t wait to take that little morsel back home. “I will,” I say, waving goodbye. 
The window slides shut, the drapes sweep across, and the entry light flickers. I turn to look for the dark-haired dude, but he’s gone. When I look back at the house, the light has gone out. He’s old, he’s gone to bed. Nothing more untoward than that. 
“Fuck Davey, and his paranoia,” I say. 
* * *
Five or six streets over, the wind picks up, stinging cold against my cheek. I’m about to give up when a shadow flickers at the edge of my vision. I spin around, find nothing there. Not a shadow, not a dry spot. But something’s in the air. If it’s the Watcher, I need to find and approach him, get the man to talk. But if they’re Farm, I should run as quickly as possible, dodge through backyards, vow never to do something so stupid ever again. 
Without a car, I’m able to make a decision. Whoever’s doing this is teasing me. They’re forcing me to question my own sanity. Fine, I’m questioning it. I should be at home, lying in bed. 
A whisper sails through the air, but it’s just the wind. Chimes hanging from a tree ring, a shutter bangs. A dog barks at the moon. It’s confirmed, I’m going crazy. 
My head begins to pound. Not around the ridge, but everywhere. Back, front, sides. 
“Storm headache,” I say, which might be true. The skin on my nape prickling, I pick up my pace, first heading for home. The wind whips at my clothes, the rain comes down harder. The sky lightens, then rumbles. There’s a picnic shelter up a slight rise. 
As I crest the grass, a figure in a long coat steps out from behind the shelter, gloved hand slipping a brown paper bag onto the picnic table. He pauses, turns just long enough to recognize the angle of his jaw, then glides down the reverse side of the hill. 
Not Claire’s stalker. Maybe she doesn’t have one. 
By the time I reach the shelter, there’s no sign of him or the car. Rain patters against the tin roof, wind howling around the rafters. I sit, look at the bag. On it is a handwritten note on a square of paper: I believe you call me the watcher.
I pull a bottle of orange liquid from the bag, and twist the lid. I’m expecting the citrusy scent of oranges, but it’s more like liquorice. Breath ragged, I lift the bottle to the single light, find a picture glued to the glass: red dress, blonde wig, leading the blonde-haired version of Elvis through the bar. Sociopathic chic, I think, lifting the bottle to my lips. Here’s to making memories, or hallucinating them. 
The flavor is a mix of orange zest and liquorice, but other things too. Allspice. Mint. Nothing that should taste good together, yet it does. The liquid slides down my throat, relieving the remaining itching in my gums, the soreness of my scars, pounding in my head. I’m feeling great until I open the bag further, find it contains a small box. 
I lower the container to my knees, undo the string, and peel back the tape. 
Tissue paper, and a feeling. The weight, the shape of it. 
Even as I unwrap it, I know. 
Even before I see it I know. 
“No,” I wail. “No no no.”
The last piece of tissue paper falls aside, and there it is, a bear small enough to fit in a child’s palm. Inside my palm. 
I stand, lift it to my lips. Kiss the rugged hair on its wooden body, imagine my father’s hands whittling in the gaslight of our cabin. Me, just four years old, breathless with wanting to know what he’s making. Him, telling me to be patient, to wait. 
“Daddy, oh Daddy.” 
My voice breaks, that terrible night coming back to me. That need to run away, me clutching this bear, getting into the back of a borrowed car. Mama pushing me into the footwell, Daddy yelling for me to stay down. Another car following us, chasing us, making us get faster and faster, its headlights glaring through the glass. Headlights that would let me see my brand new bear. 
“I tried so hard,” I say, seeing myself need to look. Seeing myself climb onto the seat, and holding the bear up so I admire it in the light. My father yelling, my father grabbing, the car getting faster. “I tried not to get up, but I had to see, Daddy. I had to look.”
The headlights lighting my face. The car behind us honking its horn, getting closer. The bang bang bang of the gun. 
The crash that pushed me against Daddy’s seat. 
The silence after the engine stopped. The hissing from beneath the hood, the drip of oil, my father’s groans. My mama wiping blood from her forehead. 
“Paul,” she said, reaching for his shoulders, his head bleeding against the steering wheel. “Paul, you have to wake up.”
Daddy didn’t wake up. 
Then came the flames, lights of dancing yellow. First on the hood, then approaching the windshield. The crackle, the stench, the heat. Mama shaking Daddy. “Wake up, Paul. Jesus, wake him up.”
Jesus was too busy. 
Mama pushed open her door, ran around and tried to get Daddy out through his door. She couldn’t do it. She screamed and pleaded and tried, but she couldn’t. She yelled for me to get out and run, but I couldn’t move. 
The doors opened behind us, and she left Daddy to rescue me.
I tried to run. My little legs kicked hard, but only through the air. I was lifted, made to watch my daddy burn. My daddy, while men kicked him, and laughed.
And there I am, standing in the picnic shelter, not knowing how the Watcher got it, how long he's kept it, what it means that he's giving it back now.
The black car follows me, lighting the way ahead. Quiet headlights, taking me home. 
Near my house, the car slows, and the window opens. 
“It’s starting,” a voice says. “Watch out for their warning.”
The Watcher speaking. The Farm’s warning. 
The car pulls away, the rear lights blink. Like an Eye. 
I go back inside, pull the surgical glove from my purse, and study it. I could add it to my burlap sack of special things, but I don’t. I hide it beneath my mattress instead. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.qnbinsde3bev]
[bookmark: _heading=h.l5b4ve7s5vwr]Chapter 4 - The Eye
The warning arrives two days later, the smell of morning coffee pushes through bathroom fog. I slide open the shower curtain, cold wrapping around my body, and see it in the mirror. A finger’s width of negative space forming an eye, trapped in a shaky triangle. No lashes, no words. I sweep the shower curtain closed, count to three, then peel it open.
“It’s still there,” I whisper, like somehow, deep within my fog of fantasies about the Watcher being overly gloomy, I thought it would magically disappear. I close my eyes and reopen them. A sliver of condensation drips from its eyeball, making it look like the symbol’s crying. 
“Nah,” I say, stepping from the tub. “It’s just bathroom graffiti.”
I tiptoe closer. My finger hovers above the glass, and I change my angle. No beads of moisture have settled on the lines, so someone greased it before the steam hit. I don’t touch it, just open the bathroom door a crack, and yell down the hallway: “Which of you two decided to decorate the bathroom mirror with creepy shit?” 
Because this has to be Claire’s doing. In her inherent nosiness, she discovered the symbol and now she’s messing with my head. Or it could be Davey, who can also mess with my head, but more often via his grandmother. The homeowner. The one who also seems to have some kind of hold over him. Whatever, it can’t be Farm. They’d have left the symbol outside, or delivered it in a picnic shelter. Not invade the privacy of my home, which I share with a couple of roommates. 
But then I think of that man outside the bar, his darkness, the silhouette of a painting finger, and I’m sure something’s wrong. The Watcher is one thing, but that shadow. I shudder thinking about it. 
“There’s shit on the mirror?” Davey asks, stepping from the kitchen with a coffee mug in hand. “As in actual shit? The stuff that comes out of buttholes?”
“No, Davey,” I say, deciding it wasn’t him. The man’s too much of a buffoon. 
Therefore, it has to be Claire.
Davey steps into the bathroom, eyes narrowing at the mirror. He leans closer, then checks from the side, as if maybe he’ll see a trick of light instead of what’s in front of us. But I know that expression. He sees it’s real.
“It’s the Eye of Providence,” he says, mouth tightening. 
Now that I didn’t expect, because who knows the name of creepy signs, unless—
I don’t finish my thought, because I’m not sure what comes next. 
There is no unless. 
“No kidding,” I say, more as a placeholder. The symbol was everywhere on the Farm. Carved into doorframes, pressed into fireplaces and walls. It warned us we were always being watched, and always seen. Not only by man, but by the supernatural Eye, who happened to be conveniently tight with God. “Question is, Davey, how do you know?”
Davey shrugs, one shoulder higher than the other. “Um, dunno. Might’ve seen it around someplace. At grandma’s maybe, but I can assure you she didn’t drive over here and paint a greasy picture onto our bathroom mirror.” He shrugs again, stares into his coffee. “Truth is, she’s never been here. She’d throw a conniption if she saw how we live.”
A change of subject, because he has seen it at his grandmother’s. Davey might be one of the easiest men I’ve encountered to read, yet still, he baffles me, because why would he see it at his grandmother’s house, bothered to learn its name, then told me about it, then instantly backtracked by changing the subject? 
“So if it wasn’t you,” I say, watching him shift his weight. “And it wasn’t your dear grandmother, and it wasn’t the tooth fairy playing a psychological prank, then who the hell put it there?”
Davey pulls his lips to one side, then turns toward the door. “Claire? You painting on mirrors again?”
I expect her to come barrelling down the hallway. Crowd the bathroom. Tell us no, of course not, why would she. Ask why she’s getting blamed, again. But she does none of that. Instead, she calls from what sounds like the kitchen table. “Of course not. Is it a smiley face or a middle finger?”
Davey takes a breath to reply, but I shake my head, lift a towel to wipe the mirror dry.  “Let’s not drag her into it,” I say, watching the image return. Not because I’m trying to protect her, but because I’m stronger, and if anyone’s going to find answers, it’ll be me. “I need Windex.”
Davey opens the hallway closet, plucks out a bottle of cheap window cleaner and an old sock. “Okay, but doesn’t it bother you? A picture appearing out of nowhere? It feels wrong.”
I fake nonchalance. “I might’ve done it. Odds are I had a nightmare, got up, and channeled my inner Picasso.” 
A lie, but Davey’s the kind to buy it. “Wouldn’t be the weirdest thing you’ve done.” He raises his mug. “Come join us once you’re dressed. Coffee tastes good.”
“Coffee tastes cheap,” Claire calls through the kitchen.
Then he disappears, leaving me to scrub evidence that the change the Watcher promised, and the arrival of a warning, has been delivered, and noted. 
“Get the fuck off my mirror,” I growl. “And get the hell out of my life.”
Won’t happen, the Eye seems to say, before it fades. 
I dress slowly, glance at the bottle the Watcher gave me, now containing a candle. 
* * *
Turns out the reason behind Claire’s lack of interest in the bathroom mirror is a newspaper, spread wide over our yellow pink table. “Kid went missing two nights ago,” she says, not bothering with pleasantries. She jabs a finger at the headline. I try not to flinch. “His frat friends reported it after he failed to return to their hotel in the early hours. He still hadn’t returned by last night.”
“People disappear every day,” I say, my voice flat. There can’t be any connection with him and the kid I killed, as there never is. Why would it start now, especially after the Watcher left me a gift, and warned me about the Eye. “This is Nashville. He probably just got lucky, and he’s lying in some hot chick’s bed. You wait, he’ll show up soon enough with a headache, and a stolen wallet.” 
“Hmm,” Claire says. “Unless somebody killed him.”
“Like a weird silhouette in a window? One with a pointy finger?”
“Now why would you say that?” Davey asks. “Both of you, cut it out.”
Claire shakes her head, holding my gaze. “It’s more than that. I feel it.”
I can too, but not the way she thinks. Something is amiss, but I’m not about to admit that. “He’s fine, Claire. I can feel that in my bones too.” Her eyes don’t flinch. “Quit staring like I’ve got something to confess. You’re getting on my nerves.”
Her eyes linger on my skin. “Well you’re flushed. Something you want to say, or admit to?”
I force a smirk. “Aside from: I just took a very hot shower, then no. Do you have something you’d like to admit, like maybe drawing in the bathroom mirror, or lying about the man in the—”
Davey smacks the table, the paper bounces. “Both of you need to stop this right now.”
Claire drops her eyes. “Allow me to read. Nashville police are searching for twenty-year-old Daniel Reese, last seen leaving a Broadway bar at approximately 11:45 PM Tuesday night. Witnesses recall him speaking to a woman wearing a red dress.” 
Her gaze lifts, and her eyes drill holes. 
Something is absolutely, definitely wrong. “Yes, okay,” I say. “I confess I wore red. But before you call the cops to come arrest me, you have to realize so did a good part of the city. And I bet the article says nothing about sequins. 
“Leave it,” Davey says, stroking my arm. “And you too, Claire. I don’t know what’s gotten into everyone this morning.”
I do. It’s the Eye in the mirror. 
Somebody put it there, and it wasn’t Davey, or Claire, or me.
Which means somebody has access to our house. 
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[bookmark: _heading=h.2pvr8ubx806j]Chapter 5 - Wilburn Street

Even on the best of evenings, I fucking hate this place. Tonight, because I’m watching every person, shadow, and corner for whatever the Eye of Providence means, I despise the place to hell and back. The only good news is the scar the Farm doctor put down on my chest isn’t tingling, and my head ridge isn’t burning a hole through my scalp.
Meanwhile, Davey’s behaving like he has a bee wedged up his butt crack. His eyes follow me everywhere. I reach for a wine glass, and he eyes me over his shoulder. I pour a beer, and he swivels his head like an owl. I swipe a credit card, and he checks my reflection in the mirror. Something has triggered him beyond a little drawing in our mirror. Judging the ease of his movements around Claire, it’s not her. So it has to be his Grandma Estelle. 
Unless Davey’s Farm, which makes me laugh. Boy’s a flamboyant gay, so he’d have been hung, drawn, and quartered by now. I wouldn’t mind doing that to him myself. 
I slam down the beer I’ve just poured.
“Careful,” a hairy dude grumbles. I drag my thumb through the spill and smear a triangle near the counter’s edge. Insert an eye. The dude watches me, but doesn’t react. So not him, I think, using the side of my hand to wipe the symbol away. I blow him a relieved kiss. 
Big fucking mistake, Leah. Behaving like a rookie. 
“Hey babe,” he says, behaving like a man convinced ‘no’ is just an opening bid. 
“Jake, we’ve been down this road before. No is no. You’re too hairy.”
“Boy can shave.”
That wouldn’t help the mess spilling out from his open collar, or the matting I’ve seen against his back. Besides, I just can’t afford to take the risk. One rogue bite and boom, another man down. It doesn’t help that my gums have begun to buzz. 
Claire floats by, carrying steins like she’s a well-equipped German barmaid, balancing them on her boobs. It’s no wonder James Asshole Trout gives her the best shifts. 
“Leah, table four’s just filled up.” Davey points over my shoulder. “Claire’s busy, go serve them.”
 One glance, and I know I don’t want to. The buzzing’s definitely a thing, and I’ve begun to taste sweetness too. My poison. Without waiting for me to agree, my body’s begun to prepare itself for whatever it thinks is inevitable. 
“Serve them yourself, Davey. They’re lecherous, they deserve a man.”
His whisper’s sharp. “You don’t get to pick and choose, Leah. It’s just work.”
“Work?” I pour myself a whiskey. Down it. Fuck Trout and his stupid rules. “Did you see that motherfucker grab my ass earlier? Next thing we know he’ll be back, and he’ll ask for a twenty-dollar handjob.”
“You only charge twenty bucks for a handjob?” Hairyman Jake asks. 
I tug at my blouse, the fabric scratching at my nipples. “No, I don’t give handjobs. But tell me how much do you think they’re worth.”
Jake’s voice comes out thin. “Probably more than twenty bucks.”
“Then I’m in the wrong line of work,” I tell him. 
I’m about to suggest Davey serve table four himself when I notice one of the men has left his seat. A younger one, scruffy hair. He’s not heading for the restroom, or the exit, but straight for Claire. He reaches her near the service hatch, where she sets down her steins, then leans in close enough that she has to feel his breath. She doesn’t look up, or step away, or tell him to go to hell. I set down my glass. 
His voice is low, meant only for her, but the bar noise drops at the wrong moment and I catch the gist of it. Something about last night, about her failing to show up. Then, “You’re putting your sister in danger.”
I blink, because really…Claire has a sister?
She glances at me, then at him. “Sorry, I’ll sort it.”
He straightens. “Good, because you don’t let men like us down, ever. You hear. Wear something tight and lacy.”
I press the flat of my hand against the bar, hold myself in place. He goes back to his table. Claire watches him, the rims around her baby blues turning red. 
“What did you do?” Davey says, gesturing toward Claire. 
I turn to scowl at him. “I didn’t do anything, Davey. Didn’t you see what just happened with that dude? He threatened her.”
Davey shakes his head, and I look back at Claire, who’s back to carrying her steins like nothing happened.
Fortunately, that’s when the bar door opens, and a breath of air steps in. A man dressed as Buddy Holly, guitar slung over his shoulder. He looks ridiculous. I instantly like him. 
“I need air,” I tell Davey, my words almost a dare. “Outside air. Real air.”
I grab my purse and circle the bar, feed my arm through Buddy’s. “Any chance you’re willing to rescue me from this place?”
Buddy hesitates, like he’s weighing his options. It doesn’t take long for him to decide. “Will you pretend to be my girlfriend? I’m not asking you to make out, or anything. It’s just that Margaret dumped me, and I’d rather avoid ’fessing that up to my brother.”
I sneer at Davey. “I can be anything to anyone tonight.”
I clutch my purse, then wave over my shoulder. 
* * *
Turns out Buddy Holly’s real name is Mike, and he’s dressed for costume night at the Wilburn Street Tavern, back in East Nashville. His Ford pickup delivers us to a building of exposed brick walls, and dim lighting, packed with costumed revellers. Someone’s gone full Beetlejuice, another leans against the bar in a plastic crown, mascara streaking down his cheeks. There’s way too many cowboys to count, but no sign of the Watcher. 
My scalp buzzes, which means he’s nearby. Which also suggests Farm is too. Four nights since I last killed, maybe five. Not my preference, but when is it ever?
Mike tries to take my hand. I pull it away. “Dude, I said I’d play, let’s pretend, so I will. That means drinking, chatting, and laughing. Maybe even a little flirting, if that helps. But try to touch me, and I’ll go full werewolf and tear your neck apart. Understood?”
He laughs, until he realizes I’m serious. Then I laugh, because I’m not. 
“I’m not really a werewolf,” I tell him. “But I don’t appreciate being mauled.”
“Got it.” He points over at the bar. “My brother’s the rich dick in the shiny suit.”
A man wearing an expensive tailored suit sits on a barstool, softball mask pulled over his face. “So glad you made it,” he says to Mike. “And who’s the babe?”
“Margaret,” Mike says.
Jeremy picks up a glass of amber liquid, and hands it to me. “And you want me to believe she’s a librarian?”
“And you want me to believe you’re Hannibal Lecter?”
“Told you,” Jeremy tells Mike. “Getting ready in my office, your idiotic boyfriend didn’t understand the mask.”
The ridge in my head buzzes, my scars pulse. I sip from my glass, and look around the bar. Nobody hits me as The One, but somebody’s here. Somebody who doesn’t deserve to see tomorrow. My gums begin to itch. I take another sip, roll the icy liquid over my tongue, between my cheeks and my gums. It helps. 
Mike touches my shoulder. 
“Don’t fucking touch me,” I snarl. Then I laugh. “Sorry, over reaction again. I’ve no idea what’s wrong with me tonight.”
“She’s no librarian,” Jeremy says. 
I offer him a crooked smile. “Think what you like. I suspect you’re not a straightforward lawyer either. Your suit’s just…” I step back and look him up and down. “…just too shiny.”
Mike laughs. “Librarian or not, the girl has you pegged.”
Two feet over, a cowboy pushes towards the bar, turns and tips his hat. For a moment I think it’s him, my scalp on fire, my mouth watering. 
“Another?” Jeremy asks, noting my glass is empty again. 
I nod, swallow it in one gulp. “Do you happen to have a sister?” he asks, spinning a red Sharpie on the bar. It slows and points, not at him, or Mike, or me. Not even at the cowboy, but at a pilot entering the party behind us. I turn to follow his entrance, his shoulders flanked by men wearing similar flightsuits. But it’s him. 
Farm, I think, reaching for the Sharpie, the tickle turning to something very different.
“I need to go,” I tell Mike. 
He looks at his watch. “Are you serious? We only just got here.”
“Quality not quantity,” I say, heading toward the restroom. 
Heading to where I’ll prepare for my kill. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.c943esucrved]Chapter 6 - Maverick
Good, I think, checking in the mirror. The wig is on, my barmaid dress has been replaced by my red sequined number, and I’ve applied my brows and lashes. Now for a little bronzer, and something to help change the shape of my face. Lipstick, bright enough to match my dress. Finally, I place my barmaid uniform in a trash bag, slip from the restroom and dump it next to a pile of trash outside the bar. Then I ease back inside, and by ease, I mean swagger up the runway, hips swaying, lips puckered, boobs out. The only time my scars don’t bother me is that moment between activation and poison, which I suppose is my reward. 
Some fucking reward.
He’s crowded by women. Leather jacket, short haircut, aviator glasses indoors. A head taller than the girls, broad as a doorframe. The kind of man believing he’s earned the right to take up space. Military name patch, callsign Maverick. A costume, I hope, though I’m not convinced. He flashes his teeth, breath smelling like bourbon and Red Bull. His eyes are already running over my body, tallying what’s his for the taking. His dog tags clink. 
“You got a callsign?” he asks, grinning. 
“Werewolf,” I say, which isn’t true, but he doesn’t want truths. He’s here for lies, looking for the innocent to take back, to adjust, to harness. Give them promises of purity, of community, not telling them they’re about to disappear.
His fingers curl around my elbow. 
My fangs sharpen. The sweetness trickles onto my tongue. 
He leans forward and whispers: “Would you like to go somewhere quieter? I have a proposal to make.” Man thinks he’s the hunter, not knowing he brought his ego to a fang fight. 
Outside the air is pungent in the way of early spring. A dusting of yellow pollen coats Mike’s pickup. Maverick takes me across Wilburn Street, and I let him, because that’s part of the act. Because that’s where I want to go. We’re of the same cult, he and I, but only one of us knows it. 
“What’s your proposal?” I ask. I don’t usually do that. I don’t need to, I already know. But this man is different, the poison within me stronger, my urge to kill more vicious. I want to tame it, prove who’s really in control. Not him, not the Eye. Not even the Watcher. 
He presses me against a tree, lips at my ear. “First, I need to check out the goods.” His hand grips my hip, then slips around, nestles in the gap between my legs. 
He’s making a mistake, but I hold back. “You like it rough?” I ask. It’s not a question, but an invite. Tonight, I want him to come after me. I want to fight, to destroy him. Teach the Farm a lesson. 
“Only if it's housebroken,” he says, his voice a laugh. 
“One thing I’m not, is housebroken.”
He laughs louder, like the man who made me watch my father burn. 
I calm myself by humming, just a note or two. His pupils dilate. It’s not hypnosis, nothing so clean, but it’s enough to blur my edges, and his. Enough to remind me who’s really in control.
I stop because I want to. 
He removes his jacket, lowers his flightsuit to his waist. Then he tears off his T-shirt. 
His chest is hairless, bronzed, and muscular. My gums itch, reminding me how easily the beautiful fall. He pushes me against the tree. Bark scratches my neck, my right shoulder. He presses his lips against mine, forces them open.
I lift my hands, shove him hard. He trips over his own feet. I push again, and he’s down. 
“Lower that ridiculous flightsuit,” I tell him.
His eyes bulge, he thinks I’m halfway to being trained. I imagine him telling the other recruiters, “Jeez, we’re already halfway there. Bitch took me in deep.”
The joke’s on him. 
“Are you ready to behave?” I ask, lowering myself to the ground. I settle my weight on his legs. His hands circle my hips.
“You’re dangerous,” he rasps, falling under my spell the moment I take my first lick. 
By the time I take my first bite, Maverick’s too enraptured to care. 
* * *
He’s pale, spasming, when I pause to look up. I let him fall from my mouth, and rest on my haunches. “I’ve made a decision,” I tell him. “I’m going to let you live. Not because I want you to, but because I want certain people to know I can.”
Maverick tries to sit, but he slumps, shivering against the leaves. For a moment I see myself in the dark glass of his eyes: a girl in a red dress, teeth sharp, mouth full of poison. Then his eyelids fall closed, and I’m me again. Not Leah, not exactly, but something close. A person who can make decisions, hold a life in her mouth and choose not to take it.
But I can’t simply leave him. What would that do? Make them think I failed, and this gal never fails. “Hmm,” I say, my voice a hum, but not the dronesong. It’s too late for that. 
I consider drawing the Eye of Providence, but dismiss it. That’s their symbol, not mine. I want something unique to me, or unique to the Watcher. The logo on the van. Three sheaves of wheat tied by a ribbon. No words, but something special to me underneath. 
A hybrid of sorts, I think, pulling Jeremy’s Sharpie from my purse. 
I couldn’t have chosen better, his chest providing a perfectly sculpted canvas. I remove the cap, the stench of chemicals fresh and strong. 
“Now, where should I start?” I ask him. 
He whimpers, his eyes flickering open, then falling closed. His fingers twitch, his head rolls to one side. 
“Don’t worry,” I whisper, reaching forward to right his head. “The hard part’s over.”
I tap the Sharpie’s nib on my fingertip, watch a little red spot bloom on my flesh. “How about I draw something fun on your chest?” 
I think of a doctor telling her patients what she’s doing, then I think of a man. Not just any man. The man in my surgery, his face covered by a mask. The man with bushy eyes, the white hat. I recoil, clench my jaw. Watch my hands shake.
Then I breathe, in and out. You’re okay, I tell myself. 
I’m okay. 
I press the nib just beneath his right nipple. “You should feel special,” I tell him. “You’re the first I’m allowing to live.”
I drag the pen towards his hip, crossing his midline an inch or so above his belly button. Then I lean back and study my work. It’s not good. It has to be perfect. Perfection comes with a blade. “Would you happen to have a knife?” I ask, using my most polite language. It seems important at this juncture. Professionalism counts, and I’m nothing if I’m not professional. 
He doesn’t answer, which seems rude. 
I rifle through Maverick’s pockets, wrap my fingers around something smooth. Pull out a blade folded within a shiny white handle. “Is this ivory?” I ask, rolling it around my palm. “I think it is, and I really like elephants. I have to tell you, this makes me a little mad.”
He remains helpless, slack-jawed. I flick the blade open, study the tip, then the sharp length. I should clean it, of course, as unclean knives leave scars. I have scars. 
“Do you have a family?” I ask, as a distraction for myself. “One grunt means yes, two means no.”
He grunts once, tries to lift a hand. 
“I thought so,” I say, adding that to his list of sins. 
I don’t press hard, but hard enough. By the end of the first stroke, it turns out hard enough doesn’t cut it. Another joke, but I don’t laugh. I drag the knife back over his scratch, cut a little deeper. Blood seeps from the slice, and mingles with the ink. “Think they’ll be proud when they see your scars?” I ask, cutting the second line. 
No answer, so I cut the third. I add a few grains to each stalk, which is tricky, but leveraging the tip helps. 
“Talking of callsigns,” I say, wiping a bead of sweat from my own brow. “It’s time to think of something special, something that’s uniquely me.”
I scratch my scar, feel the beat of my heart drumming against my ribs. Too fast, too chaotic, too deliciously alive. 
“How about a rhythm?” I say. “A pulse? A fading heartbeat?”
His eyelids twitch, but don’t open. Poor man must be exhausted. I reach over, press the knife against his belly. “Ba’boom,” I say, making the first beat hard and strong. “Ba’boom.”
I verbalize each, getting quieter with each weakened heartbeat. Finally, the rhythm flatlines. “All done,” I say, wiping the knife against his flightsuit. “Hardly Monet or Picasso, but you’ll do.”
Now it’s time to leave him, let the Farm see what I’ve done, the Watcher too. Let them all know I’m no puppet. Standing, I look at the knife, wonder whether to keep it in honor of the elephant. Unsure, I leave him with a single message: “Don’t kill what can still be useful.” Seems apt. 
By the time I’ve pushed through the leaves, I’m dry-heaving behind a dumpster.



[bookmark: _heading=h.88mw4ils4lka]Chapter 7 - The Perp
Something is wrong, way beyond my dry-heaving beside a dumpster. I feel it before I see it, Wilburn Street filled with shouting voices. I push away from the dumpster, stagger between buildings, arrive at the curb. 
 “You,” a policeman—no, wrong uniform—a firefighter shouts. Female. Hair scraped tight over her scalp, boots stomping over asphalt. “Get away from the door.”
Another firefighter. Broader, fireproof pants hissing. 
“I said move away.”
A girl staggers out from the bar, hands held high. “Don’t shoot,” she slurs, legs folding beneath her. The whiff of beer cuts through the night. Vomit. The stench of piss. 
Sirens build behind me. 
Two firefighters, no police. Yet.
The crowd outside the bar swells. My skin throbs, my nerves ablaze from the kill. Red sequins cling, sticky with sweat and evidence. My blonde wig is cocked askew. 
I sliced him. Like the surgeon sliced me. In that room with the diagram of the skull and the capsules and the wires. And the picture of the liver too. A bladder, a network of tubes. I blink hard because no, it’s not supposed to go like this. After a kill, the world is meant to hush. Just darkness like a cloak. The Farm taught me to be invisible. But these sirens. The flashing blue lights. I’m laid open. 
I rub my scars, then touch my scalp. Stop it, I tell myself. 
I force my hands to relax, my arms, my shoulders. Breathe slowly. 
Jeremy appears, leaning against the bar’s threshold. His shirt’s wrinkled, and untucked. His tie’s draped over his shoulder. He waves the firefighters in. “They’ve got knives,” he says. No sign of Buddy Holly. My pulse slows a fraction.
The pilots spill out, uniforms askew, faces bruised with drink and sweat. Boys who’ve never learned to look over their shoulders. They’re not Maverick. They’re just flack. 
Fists fly, knuckles catch on Jeremy’s jawbone. It cracks, he shrinks back. 
Sirens crest the street, blue-red strobes flickering across the bar’s brick. Squad cars screech, uniforms pour out, hands flashing badges. 
A cop, a thunderous voice. “Where is she?”
She. Not he. 
I taste panic on my tongue. Bitter, not sweet like the poison. Maverick’s knife is still warm in my hand. I drift towards a storm drain, stoop. Let the blade slip through the grate. The splash below is soft. 
“Sorry, elephant,” I whisper. A talisman against rats. 
A group of teenagers approach from my left, the knuckles clutching six packs. They’re heading for the break between buildings. Thirty long strides, and they’ll find him. I hear their screams before they’re voiced. 
“There’s a bomb,” I shout, my pitch rising, my tone desperate.  
The kids stop walking. The firemen don’t hear. They don’t need to. 
The redheaded boy grins, leans against a blue Toyota pickup, beer half-raised. A second dark-haired kid pulls a beer from his plastic ring, holds it up, wiggles the can like bait. 
I wander over, lean against the truck, take the lukewarm can. Crack it open, down it in one fizzy slug. Reach into my purse for a dollar, swap it for another lukewarm can. 
“Your wig is skewed,” the girl with blue hair says. Big nose, angular jaw. Not traditionally pretty, but photographers would coo over her bone structure. “Want me to fix it for the cameras?” She points towards a news van, crew tumbling onto the street.
I don’t answer. She fixes it anyway.
A reporter stands on a box, talks to a camera. I wonder what she’s saying. 
“Do you see her?” a cop yells into the bar. 
“Are they looking for you?” The dark-haired boy.
I finish the beer, then check my watch. “Hope not.”
A woman in a long red T-shirt is dragged out, her shouts colorful. The blue-haired girl leans in. “Dealer. She’s always here.” 
I watch the red fabric ride up as cops push her into the cruiser. 
After that, the crowd thins. 
Firefighters wander back to their station, talking about pizza, Diet Coke. 
The news crew packs up. 
I grab the trashbag containing my barmaid uniform, sling it over my shoulder. The white van rolls in from the right. Two Sisters Bakery, three sheaves of wheat. The van noses past a building, headlights flicking over torn flyers and crushed plastic cups. 
“Go home,” I tell the teenagers. “I’m serious. When the cops get bored, they’ll spot you. You’ve had your fun.”
The dark-haired boy nods. They return the way they came.
I hide behind my dry-heave dumpster, change into the thin sweats I always carry. 
* * *
I push back between the buildings, my knees bent, making myself smaller. The van rolls over grass. I find a tree, shimmy up. Pull myself onto its lowest branch, bark scraping my thighs. Then I lie flat. The van comes to a stop. A man unfolds from the passenger seat. Tall, denim overalls, chewing cud like a cow. Daisy, the man from before. 
“What got into her this time?” he mutters, jaw still working. 
His partner emerges, shorter, thicker through the shoulders, still limping on one side. Hopalong, also the man from before. Daisy and Hopalong, more flack. 
Hopalong shifts. “Dunno, but this kind of crap wasn’t taught on the Farm. Those bitches are engineered to kill, not become tattoo artists.”
They both laugh. 
“You ever wonder what it’s like?” Daisy says. “The sucking before the bite, you reckon it’s good?”
Hopalong bends his knees. “Worse ways to die, I s’pose. Though I’ve heard rumors about some magic potion that cowboy fella’s working on. You heard about that?”
Daisy laughs. “Yeah, but they’ve been working on that for years and got nowhere, but wait a minute.” He circles the body then hobbles around the back of the van, and studies the logo. “She’s only gone and knifed the bakery logo into his chest, poor swine.”
A chill slips under my skin. Because I did that. Me. Leah. Not what I was trained for, but I did it anyway. 
Hopalong lifts a wrist to check his watch. “He’s fucking late. Should’ve been here way before now.” 
Yes, he should. I’ve pushed my luck. 
Fuck!
Daisy shakes his head. “Quit your whining, he’ll be here.”
The air doesn’t exactly shift, but something happens. Maybe it gets warmer, or colder. Or redder, for stop. Stop breaking the rules. The Watcher’s command.
The ridge in my scalp buzzes. I scratch at it, draw a little blood.
More red.
I hear a rustle, then a foot emerges. The coat, the hat shadowing his face. He moves with the kind of graceful quiet that makes predators easy to miss. Though he’s not the predator. He stops three feet from Maverick’s head, studies him from the top down. Daisy and Hopalong watch the Watcher doing his watching. 
“Smile for the camera,” I whisper. 
He does. I see it for a brief moment, a little smile plays over his lips. 
“What’s the story, Boss?” Daisy asks. Hopalong scowls at him. The Watcher pays no attention. He circles the body, looking down. Looks once into the tree. I shrink, but he knows. His aura is green. Go, he’s telling me. Go as in run, or Go Girl?
Another fleeting smile. Then he’s all business. 
He draws a glove off his hand, skin the color of fresh coffee. He kneels, traces Maverick’s wounds, hovers the back of his hand over Mavericks nose, his mouth. Frowns, then checks for a pulse. He stays kneeling longer than he needs to. Like he's apologizing to the man, or maybe to himself. Then he stands and his face goes back to whatever it was before, unreadable, official, gone.
“Is he dead?” Hopalong asks. 
The Watcher reaches into his pocket, pulls out a recorder identical to mine. “Thursday, eleven-oh-five p.m. Wilburn Street. Victim: pilot, name patch ‘Maverick’. Perp has changed her MO and did not kill.”
Daisy and Hopalong giggle. The Watcher glares at them. I gasp, because he called me a perp. Not a trained assassin, or a Farm witch, but a fucking perp. For a moment I see him as a child, calling an older child a name. The Watcher pushes him, then comes to me. I’m small too. Then, as quickly as the vision came, it’s gone.
“Victim is breathing, though barely. Death appears close. A blade has been used to mark his chest, one assumes to send a message. Given it’s the bakery logo, I’m assuming the message was for us.”
He pauses, probably trying to extract information from my mind. I feel the ridge tingling, getting hotter and hotter. So I think about other things. Bunny rabbits, baby chickens, big dicks. Anything and everything.
“Definitely for us,” the Watcher says, glancing over his shoulder, back into my tree.
He returns the recorder to his pocket, then opens his coat. Reaches into an inside pocket, pulls out a notebook. Black cover, white pages, thin lines. His pen is gold, probably has his name on the side. 
He draws a circle, then a few lines. Arms. A torso. Legs. Eyes darting from scene to paper, immortalizing the wounds, the marks, his spread of clothes. Even the T-shirt, which I had the decency to fold. 
“Sir?” Daisy, studying the Watcher, and the body. “We need to hustle, sir, just in case.”
“Wait a moment.” The Watcher. Musical voice, not what I expected. 
Daisy and Hopalong huddle, pointing at the body. Their movements, their words: Should we bag him and zip him up, leave a gap so he can breathe, but what if he wakes. He could lunge out, stab our necks with a knife. 
He can’t. The rats have the knife an elephant died for.
The Watcher interrupts, gestures toward the van. “Get a bag and load him up.” No hesitation, no flourish. He’s written something beneath the sketch. The angle isn’t good enough for me to see what. “Just make sure to leave a gap for him to breathe.”
They do as he commands, as would I. Command me to drop from the tree, kiss Maverick in apology, and bag him myself, I would. He has that way about him. 
Clicking his fingers, he glows red. Stop, don’t drop. 
Okay, sir, I won’t.
He tears his sketch from the pad, folds it, tucks it beneath a pile of rocks. He tips his hat, looks up once more, and presses his fingers against his lips. Then he pushes back through the trees, glow bleeding into the shadows. 
And then he’s gone. That’s it. He’s gone. 
Daisy and Hopalong remain. 
They spray chemicals, too sharp and acidic for a peaceful spot beneath trees. Then they rake leaves, erase the evidence. Soon it’ll be like nothing happened, except for the ache in my jaw, the itch in my gums where fangs and poison hide. And a feeling in my chest, something I don’t have a name for, something I’m not sure I like. 
He didn’t put the Eye on my mirror. 
I knew that, of course, but now I’m sure. 
Daisy and Hopalong return the cleaning tools to the van, slam the rear doors closed. They climb inside, their engine rumbles to a start, and the van backs up. I give them five minutes to fully disappear before I slide down the tree, and head over to the rocks. There, I kneel like I’m praying. Which I am. I’m praying the sketch is more than a sketch. I’m praying that by holding it I’ll learn something. About the Watcher. About me. 
Eventually, I pick up the rock, and there it is. Maverick bleeding in all his glory, the Watcher’s angular handwriting beneath:
You deserve to know. 
Meet at The Hermitage Hotel
Saturday, 8.30 p.m. Don’t be late.
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[bookmark: _heading=h.rueuim16mm]Chapter 8 - Trapper’s Hut
I push up out of the trees and walk up the street. I’m too far away from home to walk all the way, but I can make a start. Approaching the railway cutting, I hear a train in the distance, and take a detour. There’s nothing like a good scream beneath a railway bridge, especially after half-killing a man. 
It takes a little jiggling around fences, the passing of a red pickup truck, but I get there. The rumble of the train approaches, horn blaring. A freight train, of course. Never seen a passenger train in Nashville. Blue engine, then the rumble of carriages. 
I scream and scream. Then I laugh. I don’t let myself cry because that would be stupid, though I could. I could so easily cry for myself, and my shell of a mother back at the Farm, and my dead father. For all those women still there, still being forced to murder during each celebration. For the innocent men like Maverick recruit, thinking they’re in for a good time, but winding up dead. For those young adults who, once they’re off age, get cut up and altered. But I don’t. I scream for them all, for the scars on my chest, for the ridge in my scalp. 
Then the air stills, the concrete I’m leaning against stops vibrating. 
Now I just smell skunk, beer, note the syringes. 
But I hear something too. A whisper too low for ordinary ears. 
At first I think it’s the after effects of screaming, or the distant train. Then I think it’s the wind, but it’s not. It’s too precise, too intentional. 
There it is again— 
“Leah—” 
A long breathy whoosh.
The air ripples, the temperature drops. 
Something’s here, and it’s not the Watcher. 
“Who are you?” I ask.
A body steps beneath the bridge, his shape more shadow than human flesh. He wears a Cowboy hat, his brim tipped low, something dripping from the rim. Looks like water, but it’s not raining. So like he crawled out of a sewer. He smells that way too, with a mix of whiskey and tobacco. 
“You think you’re so clever,” he says.
Words like a hum behind the eardrum, like the Farm’s dronesong. 
But no, men can’t do it, only women.
He takes a step closer. “Running away from the Farm—” 
I was rescued, but I won’t tell him that.
Another step. “Living in Nashville, thinking you’re safe hiding in plain sight—”
I’ve never felt safe, but I won’t tell him that either.
A third step. “Thinking you only have one Watcher—”
I hadn’t realized I had him until recently.
A fourth step. “Running a commentary through your head, knowing the Watcher can hear every word—”
The capsule, the diagram, and now…confirmation. 
He shifts his waistcoat to one side, revealing a revolver. Still can’t see his face. “You have watchers everywhere, and I’m one.” He laughs, though nothing is funny. “Who do you think drew in your mirror?”
I found him. Or rather, he found me. 
“You,” I say, wondering how to play this, whether to launch forward, use my forward momentum to run past him. He’d have to turn, but he could reach out and grab me. Or to turn and run backwards, giving him the forward advantage. 
He laughs again. 
“You want to know who you are? You want to know why you kill?” 
I sense his eyes glittering. 
“It’s in your blood. Your mother’s, your father’s. You carry the poison. You were made to bite. Built for it.”
I take a sideways step. “You’re telling me nothing new. I have the scars, I have certain memories.”
“Oh?” he says. “Good for you. Why’d you think I drew the Eye?”
Another sideways shuffle. “Because you’re Farm.”
He smiles, tobacco in his teeth. His nose is large, but still no eyes. “You feeling it in your teeth?”
A little, but not enough. I’ve killed already, and he knows that. That’s why he’s here. He thinks I’m defenseless, and I am. Against him, I’m vulnerable. He knows it. I know. I shuffle again. 
He lunges forward, I slip to the side, dodging him. I’m past his body, running, leaving the tunnel, sprinting along the railway tracks. 
He follows, I hear him gaining, smell his breath, feel his heat.
A hand reaches out, grabs my sweatshirt. I’m down. On my face, his knee against my back. I manage to roll, land my knee against his stomach. He growls. Not like a man, but a rabid beast, foaming at the mouth. His teeth bared, stained by tobacco. 
Then I notice his hand, in it a syringe. I grasp at it, try to bite his wrist, but he’s stronger than me. The syringe comes down. I feel it enter my neck where it becomes my shoulder. Feel the chill of whatever’s in there. It spreads through my chest, my arms, my legs. Numbs me. 
His face becomes spotty, his eyes like black holes, his mouth a dark wound. They grow, join into a single darkness. The ridge on my scalp buzzes and for a moment I see green.
Go. It’s okay. 
Then the darkness becomes whole. 
* * *
The air is damp, clings to my skin. Dirt lies thick on my tongue, my own sour breath filming my teeth. Electricity blisters behind my eyes. I breathe through it, to swallow, but I’m gagged. Blindfolded too, sweat pooling beneath both pieces of tied fabric. I try to sit up but pain answers, the ropes tying my hands to my ankles knotted so tight my hands tingle. I roll my tongue over my gums, feel my pulse throbbing through them. Venom, I taste its sweetness.  
Somewhere close, a boot scrapes across rotten wood or dirt. I freeze, sense the creature’s eyes on me. Cowboy hat, teeth splattered with tobacco, eyes voids to hell. He shifts his weight with deliberate slowness, like he wants me aware of him, wants me tracking him. Wants fear to register in my blindfolded eyes. My scalp buzzes, the darkness behind my eyes flashes green. The Watcher’s nearby. Sucks he didn’t manage to show up sooner. 
I jerk against the rope, pain flowers up my arms. “Who are you?” I manage. Muffled, but understandable. 
A deep laugh, like a cough rotting in the lungs. “You don’t know me?” His words slither across my skin. “I always hoped the girls would remember my name.”
Heat surges beneath my ribs. A sticky sensation slides down my spine. Tugging behind my head, then the gag is removed. “How about the blindfold?” I ask.
“More, more, more. It’s all you women ever want.”
I swallow, suck my tongue to create drool, but only taste venom. “Okay, but what do you want?” Turn the observation back around. Seen it done on cop shows, during Farm interrogations. I might be the one tied, but I’m no novice. 
He crouches. The leather of his belt creaks. The slow drag of breath through cracked lips, that stench of rotting teeth. “Fear. And a little gratitude. You’re alive, after all. Just like Maverick is, though—” Something shifts across the rotting floor. Wooden, like a chair. “—I have to inform you he’s in better shape than you. We got him back, you see.”
I stop myself asking how. Why give him that power. 
My kidnapper leans closer. “Soon, your buddy Maverick will be better than ever, and you’ll realize your mistake.”
“I don’t make mistakes,” I say, though clearly I do. Going to the railway bridge. Big mistake. Running. Another. “I left him alive for a reason.”
“Yes, to goad somebody, I’m sure.”
He’s not wrong. 
I run my tongue over my lips. They’re sore, chapped. I could use some water, but I won’t give him the opportunity to refuse. “What’s your name, cowboy?”
He laughs. Really laughs. “That’s what most people call me, but you can call me sir.”
A tickling sensation moves up my arm. Feels like an ant. Hopefully not a spider. “Just because you’re Farm, doesn’t make me afraid,” I say, which is Cop Show 101 dumb.
Another laugh, softer now, like he’s humoring me. “Sassy isn’t smart.”
Another sensation trails up my arm, pressing harder as it goes. His finger. The same finger that drew on my mirror. Then something cold and sharp pressing in the boneless area beneath my chin. “Would you like to hear a little story?” Cowboy asks. 
If it delays the inevitable, then yes. “Depends on the story.”
The knife slides down to my clavicle, where it sits. One tiny push and the blade would pierce my neck, two inches either way, and it’d sever one of my carotid arteries. 
“It’s a good one,” he says, knife not moving. “One about your dear old daddy.”
I close my mouth, push my teeth together until my jawbone hurts. “Go on,” I say, forcing my wrists against my ties. Nothing. 
“Ah, it starts on the night of your crash.”
Oh god. I fight the ropes again. Still nothing. 
“I was in the chase car. I saw you, I saw your crash. I saw your mother trying to get your father out, leaving you inside to burn. Better than theater. Better than cinema. Got out once you and she started to run.”
“That was you?” I say, picturing the man who swept me up, held me, and laughed. 
“Yeah, did you enjoy the show?”
“What do you think?” I yell. Stupid mistake, the blade jabs harder. But it was him. This bastard watched my father burn, made me watch too. I tug at my wrists, my ankles, try to slide the blindfold away. I want to look into his eyes, glare into the eyes of my father’s killer. I need him to see the hatred in mine. Feel it, swallow it. Surrender to its ugliness until he dies too. 
“Turns out your father’s a little like your friend Maverick.”
I pause, then resume my tugging. One tie loosens. Barely. 
“An uglier version, on account of the flames that melted his skin.”
“What do you mean?” I ask. 
“Your poor burned-up daddy crawled here. Left a good stain on these boards. Maybe you’ll leave a better one.”
“He lived?”  But he can’t have. I saw the flames wrap around the car, the men pull him out, the feet kicking him while he burned. “You’re lying.” My voice shakes, but I make it loud, let it echo. “I saw him die. I saw your men—”
Cowboy jabs the knife harder. “Memory’s a trick. You girls remember what you’re told to remember. That’s the way of the Farm.” The knife twists, and his voice becomes flatter, like he’s talking to himself. “Spent twenty years learning that. What to say, what not to say. What those damn women needed to hear.” The knife eases off, just a fraction. “You know how many times I had to sit in that circle and listen to the dronesong. Hands in my laps, eyes down, being grateful.” He says the last word like it tastes of something rotten. “All that female power, and they built themselves a fucking little kingdom for it.”
The flatness is gone as fast as it came. The knife presses back in. “Look at you, sweating like a pig waiting to be slaughtered.”
I go very still, because that's not contempt for me. That's contempt for the women he spoke of. And it's old. It's the kind of contempt a man carries for decades.
“Let me go,” I say, quieter now. “You’re a liar. You don’t get to—”
He cuts me off with a sound, almost a purr. “Where’s your boyfriend?”
“I have no idea,” I shout, Cop Show 101 completely forgotten. “Where are we?”
“In a trapper’s hut, with plenty of sharp, rusty tools.” Something rolls across my cheek. Cold and smooth. Deliberate. Like he’s been waiting a long time to do exactly this. “And this you’re feeling, is a tiny little vial of anti-venom.”
That must have been Daisy and Hopalong were discussing at the killsite. It makes sense…they’ve been trying for years, it’s just a rumor. 
The ties on my other wrist have loosened. “You’re lying. The Farm’s doctors have been trying to make that shit for as long as there’s been venom. They’ve always failed. I’ve seen the bodies.”
“Twenty-one years,” he says, quietly. Then the performance comes back, the growl sliding into a laugh. “Failure after failure, but then somebody special came along. Someone who studied snakes, and learned how to extract the poison once it’s been humanized, and how to titrate.” The cold steel jabs harder. “Me, obviously. But I needed a woman to harvest the venom from, and I found the perfect specimen. A woman you might once have loved.”
“Who?” I ask, thinking of my mother, then dismissing the thought. No way would she have anything to do with this bastard. And they’d have tested her already. She’d be in her late forties by now. More likely her fifties. 
That’s when I hear a thump. Not of furniture, but of a door swinging open. I hear the birds beyond it, the wind in the trees. Then I hear a voice. “Step away from her.” 
Musical.
My scalp pulses, all of it. By the ridge, and the front, the back. The top, both sides. And I’m seeing red. Furious, blistering red. Not the color of stopping, but the color of rage. The color of teeth around a neck, biting down and spilling blood. 
The sounds change. First a roar, then the air ripped by collision. I hear boots skidding, flesh impacting flesh, something wooden breaking. Something metallic. 
I twist against the ropes, try to roll. Loosen the ties just a touch, but not enough. The blindfold still presses against my eyes. Something slams into my ribcage and all the air leaves my lungs. I gasp and suck in the taste of mold and blood and rot. 
Cowboy’s voice: “Leave her alone.”
A swoosh of air, a thump, and a spray of fluid hot across my scalp. I scream and buck. The Watcher barks something back, a boot comes down on my hand, then the solid ring of metal on my skull. 
I float untethered, the violence continuing as if from underwater. 
My ears ring like church bells. 
Time blinks, and I’m wafting around a room, the ghost of myself floating above my physical body. The room’s full of children. Orphans. Kids removed from their parents. I’m sitting in a corner, terrified. I got to four years old and never left home, but now I’m surrounded by children. One approaches me. He’s not like me. 
And then the world goes black. 
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[bookmark: _heading=h.w3cixpyt8m85]Chapter 9 - Rescue
I come back slowly, find myself lying on a musty blanket. The blindfold has loosened enough to slide out of. Light seeps in through cracks between logs and the thin line under the warped door. Rain hammers on the roof. The door swings open, and bangs closed. 
Red indentations ring my wrists and ankles, but they’re free. I flex my hands, the tingle of blood creeping back. I curl my knees to my chest and rub my feet, bringing them back to life. Then I work on getting my eyes used to the light. 
The hut comes into focus. The walls are made of stacked logs, the filler between them mostly gone. Iron traps dangle from the beams, jaws rusted open, waiting for nothing except air. Wire snakes curl on the shelves, their hinges brittle with age. There are two windows, both covered by newspaper. Above one is an old camera, its eye dull, lens pointed at the center of the room. I shift to look behind me and find more. One over the door, another mounted in a corner. 
Something has been carved into the main beam above my head. I shift my angle and look up. The Eye of Providence, carved deep. Farm. This trapper’s hut is Farm. Hopefully outside the main perimeter, else I’m fucked. 
I use the wall to help me stand, wooden floorboards disintegrating as I shift my weight. A desk sits uneven in one corner, a broken chair beside it. A shelf with a creepy plastic doll. A corner kitchen, kettle covered in cobwebs. Outside now, I tip back my head and rub my face, my hair, my wrists and ankles. Wincing at the cold, I cup some water and drink while scanning my surroundings. I’m in the middle of a thick forest, with a tiny clearing in front of the hut. 
I step back inside, a single bulb dangling from the upside down V of the pitched roof.  A switch is hidden beneath a sheet of newspaper. One upward flick, the bulb flickers to life. 
Electricity. Of course, in order to run the cameras. I wave at the one above the window, then flick the bird. The creepy doll closes an eye, the other staying open. Or it might have been like that the whole time. 
Stacks of yellowed papers spill from a box in the shadows. I step closer, pull out an old, brittle sheet, the ink washed gray with time. The name at the bottom: DeMille. Davey’s last name. A deed of ownership for land on the Cumberland Plateau. The signature is spidery, but the family name is clear. So is a Belle Meade address. Probably Estelle’s. 
Dizzy for a moment, I lean against the corner table. It shifts, something rattles. I open the drawer to find my phone and a folded piece of paper. 
Sorry, I couldn’t stick around. I wanted to. Call a friend.
P.S. Only you can save you. I’ve always believed that, even when it was hard to. 
The Watcher’s handwriting. “You leave me here, then tell me to call a fucking friend?”
Plenty of juice but only one bar. I hold it up, still one useless bar.
The trees are thinner to my right, the ground rising upward. 
Eventually, I arrive on a precipice looking over a swathe of green trees, and a river snaking along a valley. 
I have two bars. 
Claire or Davey?
* * *
Claire answers on the second ring. “Jesus Christ, Leah, where the hell are you?”
My temples throb. I hadn’t considered explaining why I’m stuck in the woods. Fortunately, the truth makes for a compelling tale. “Short story, I was kidnapped, driven into the jungle, tied up in a trapper’s hut, and knocked out with something hard. My head still hurts.”
“Are you sure?” she asks, like she’s humoring a child, voice accompanied by chopping sounds.
A man’s voice: “Yeah, over there is fine.”
More chopping, the sound of a chainsaw. 
“Leah—”
“Am I sure I got kidnapped?” I echo, my knuckles white. “Yes, Claire, I’m pretty damn sure. Some putrid man kidnapped and hogtied me. I have rope burns, and a headache that feels like my skull’s full of hornets. Plus, I’m standing in the middle of nowhere, on a rock calling you. So yes, Claire, I’m really fucking sure.”
The chopping pauses, the chainsaw doesn’t.
“No need to be so dramatic. Question is, what do you want me to do about it?”
I bite my lip, taste blood. “Oh, I don’t know, Claire. I guess I’m lonely, so I wondered whether you might tell me a nursery rhyme.”
“Twinkle, twinkle, little star,” she starts, pitch-perfect and infuriating. 
The chainsaw stalls. The same man’s voice: “Fuck.”
“I’m joking,” I yell, pulling the phone from my ear and glaring at it. “What I need from you, you stupid dumbass bitch—”
“Uh, probably not the best approach.”
“Right,” I say, my throat tense and raw. “But I need you to borrow Davey’s car, and come get me.”
Silence. Then not silence. “Who’re you talking to?”
Claire: “Shh!”
I recognize that voice. Not sure where from. 
“Where the hell are you?”
“Okay, that’s officially none of your business. Where the hell are you?”
I sweep my gaze across the horizon. “Well, let me see. I think my address is Fuck Me Cottage, Back of Beyond Lane, I’m Beyond Screwed, Tennessee. Beyond that, I don’t know. I’m in a trapper’s hut, somewhere on high ground. Epic view of a river valley, and a river, and lots of trees.”
The chainsaw kicks off again. Still no chopping. 
Claire. “Okay, snarky pants. What does the hut look like? Describe it, inside and outside.”
“How’s that going to help?”
“Do it, or I’m not going to bother looking.”
A bird of prey sweeps over the treetops. “You have to. I’ve been out here for hours.”
“Uh, no. You’ve been gone for more than a few hours. You’ve been missing for days, Leah.” 
A pause. 
I look down at my phone, puzzled. I can’t see the date. “Since…um…how long?”
“Since Wednesday, Leah. You’ve been missing since Wednesday evening.”
“And today is…”
“Friday, but spare me the confusion and describe where you are.”
I blink hard, scrunch up my nose, like doing that will roll back the clock. Two days, or it will be if Claire doesn’t get out here soon. “Um,” I say, trying to visualize the hut. “It’s wooden, not in good condition. In a small clearing but backed against trees. Full of trapper’s gear. Newspaper on the windows. A single light.”
“And cameras?” Claire asks. 
“Uh, yeah. I think three. Maybe four.”
“Listen, I know exactly where you are. Put the sun on your right shoulder and walk south. You’ll hit a logging road. Wait there.”
My heart thuds, partly because she’s agreed to come get me, but more because she knows where I am. Without an address. 
“Leah—”
“How the hell do you know where I am?”
She exhales. “We’re more similar than you realize. One look at a map, and you’d know exactly where you are too. Incidentally, somebody left your purse and your red dress on our stoop. Your stupid sequins were covered in blood. Davey spent yesterday washing it, and now he’s a basket case. I’ll see you in less than an hour.”
I blink, this time because I’m completely confused. So many words, so much meaning. 
“Are you planning on thanking me?” she asks. 
“Uh, yeah. Thanks. I guess.”
She knows where I am. Claire, my roommate, the one who has nothing to do with my past, knows where I am? The Farms in the middle of nowhere on the Cumberland Plateau. If my father crawled here, this has to be where I am. The view looks like it, as there’s nothing here. No wonder the cult’s able to survive without detection. I climb back down the rise, trying to make even one little part of this make sense, but fail. 
* * *
The creepy doll appears to have reversed her open and closed eyes. I ignore her, glance at the cameras. Wonder who’s watching, then decide I don’t care. I have less than an hour. 
The deed’s still sitting where I left it. DeMille, Davey’s last name. The date isn’t clear, but it’s old. Brittle, paper dry as old leaves. It’s for land and property. I poke at a chainsaw, hands weakening at the thought of what that Cowboy monster might’ve done. He said my father crawled here, his blood soaking the floor. It is stained, dark in the grain. I bend, touch it, lift a finger. Smells like oil. 
“This is ridiculous,” I say, glowering at the doll, and pocketing the deed.
I tear around the hut, looking for evidence. A handprint, a note, a scratching on the wall. A burned, bloody sock, but nothing. Not scratches, no clothing, no soiled bandages. If he was here, somebody cleaned evidence of him, leaving the rest of the hut in its ruinous state.
The newspaper on the windows!
I tear the sheets down, scan faded news reports, old photos. Look for articles about hospitals, scan a list of the recently deceased. Still nothing. 
I look toward the shelf, at the doll. She appears to have shifted, her plump plastic body dented in places. I lift her from the shelf and tip her backwards. Something rattles inside. “Did your heart freeze over?” I ask, giving her a good shake.
I turn her over, find a series of scratched lines on her back. They form four letters. Paul. 
My father’s name. And with them a date. July 1977. A date when he should already have been dead.  
I drop to the floor, and crawl to the door. Vomit. Not dry-heaving, but real, acidic vomit. I press the doll to my lips, my tears threatening to baptize her. 
Don’t cry, I tell myself. 
Words I’ve heard too many times, but never from my father. He held me when I cried, rocked me, kissed my forehead. He’d tell me it’s okay to have big feelings because that’s what makes us alive. I have those big feelings now, but I fight the sting, the tightness of my throat, the burn inside my nose. I fight the jerking of my lungs, the pounding of my heart. I fight so hard, the doll rattles again. 
“Sorry,” I tell her, tearing her arm right out of her shoulder.
I turn her onto her side, peer into the hole.
“No,” I yell, dropping her broken plastic body like she’s come alive. 
A whittling tool. A half-cut bear. 
I curl into a ball and press the doll to my chest. And there I lie, the path to Claire’s arrival forgotten.
* * *
A distant engine rumbles, but I don’t care. My father lived and died here, his second bear unfinished. I can die too. Let Claire roll up, look around, then leave, because I literally have no shits left to give. 
A crunch of branches, then a shadow kneels at my side. “Wow, you look like crap.”
She left the car, then walked through the trees? Did I hear the word: miracle?
She takes the doll from my clutches. “You’re falling apart over this?”
“No, over what’s inside it.”
She peers inside the arm hole. Shakes the doll’s body until the half-carved bear falls to the grass. She scoops it up, and seeing it in her palm, I experience her as a small child. I see her little smile, her mischievous eyes. I hear her laugh, though I hadn’t known her back then. Next, I remember the day of our failed escape, my mother rubbing her belly. It’d been swollen. Dad wasn’t making a second bear for me, he was making one for a second baby. 
My mother was pregnant. 
She didn’t return to me with a baby. The child must have died. No wonder my mother was so devastated. She had to take care of me while mourning her newborn baby. 
“Drink,” Claire says, tone halfway between an order and a plea. 
Water. Not the orange liquid, though I half-expect that. Her voice in the woods, that man behind her. Not the Watcher, so why do I expect anything other than water?
Because, I think, though I don’t understand what that word’s meant to mean. 
“I don’t look like crap,” I say, sitting up. “I think I look decent for having spent two nights lying on the floor of a trapper’s hut.”
“Granted, but you stink.”
That I don’t doubt. 
“Fortunately, I have water, a washcloth, and deodorant in the car. Also a change of clothes.”
“Good,” I say, pushing myself onto my feet.
“And some decent makeup too,” she says, eyeballing my wrists. “Sorry to seem nosy, but who do you think brought you out here?”
“In this instance, nosy is good, and I’ll tell you. Dude who calls himself Cowboy. He’s associated with a place where I grew up.”
Claire eyes me nervously, like she’s making a decision, like we’ve reached the point of no return. “You’re talking about the Farm,” she says, her voice low. “Don’t worry, I know.”
Don’t worry? 
My eyes widen, it all making sense. She knew where to find me. She was out here talking to me, with chopping sound in the background. She’s here now. She’s Farm. 
I shuffle away from her. 
“Cool your jets,” Claire says. “I know about the Farm because I lived there too.” She pauses, takes a step nearer. “Leah, don’t overreact when I say this—”
“Overreact?” I hiss. “You don’t want me to overreact? Oh really. Well, I can’t wait to hear this. Go one, what…?”
“You’re overreacting already, Leah.”
“I don’t care, Claire. Spit it out.”
She holds up her hands in peace. “Okay, so I also know what you do.”
“I’m sure you do. I work in a bar.”
“I’m not talking about that, Leah. I’m saying I know what the Farm trained you to do.”
I exhale, feel like I’ve been kicked. 
That’s why she turned up in the alley. 
Not to learn, but to confirm. 
Of course, that’s why she pushed into the restroom too. 
Not because she needed to pee, but to test me. She wanted me to fight her, kicking and screaming, telling her no no no. Don’t go inside. But I didn’t. I let her do it.
No body was found. 
And that’s why she was fussing over the newspaper report about that missing college kid, Daniel Reese. Jesus, she thinks that’s the kid I killed. But it can’t have been. The Watcher’s said nothing. The police haven’t shown up on our doorstep.
It was a false alarm. 
Or a warning. 
I tell her to wait, then crawl back into the trapper’s hut. I clutch the deed in my fist, and bring it out. This might be a mistake, but ten minutes ago I was happy to die clutching a plastic doll. Now I want to see her reaction.
She casts her eyes over the deed. “DeMille. That’s Davey’s name.”
“And his grandmother’s.”
Looking down at the deed, my cogs begin to engage. Claire is Farm, though despite seeing her momentarily as a child, I don’t recall seeing her there. We’re holding a deed to the land the Farm’s most likely built on. It was sold to a person with the same last name as Davey, and as his grandmother. The Watcher promised answers, but sometimes, answers are better to discover than be told. But the biggest gift? A Belle Meade address on the deed.
“You up for a detour?” I ask. 
Claire meets my gaze. “Do you think Estelle will mind?”
“I’m confident she’ll hate it, but she doesn’t have to know we’re there. That’s the point of being really sneaky, and spying on the old bird.”
“What about Davey?” Claire asks.
“If you don’t tell him, I won’t either.”

[bookmark: _heading=h.lz5bihe0na18]Chapter 10 - Spies
“Oh. My. God,” Claire says, pulling onto Belle Meade Boulevard. 
I’ve washed myself down, changed into jeans and a T-shirt, and applied deodorant. Claire messed with my hair until she declared it good enough for Belle Meade. At the sight of these perfect lawns, the rose bushes, the water fountains, the columned homes, and the wraparound porches, I’m not so sure. 
The address on the deed leads us to a winding road, and a white columned house standing at the end of a long driveway. We pass it, then pause, the car idling noisily. I peer through the window at the glorious homes, the shiny cars, a woman in a fur coat walking a little terrier, also wearing a little coat. Pink. Of course pink. 
Christ. We shouldn’t be here. The woman's rouged lips purse, telling me the same. 
“Now what?” Claire asks.
Part of me wants to check the ‘done’ box, get the hell out of dodge before somebody calls the cops. But I didn’t spend two nights in a trapper’s hut, and find that Claire is also Farm to do that. I grab the door handle, wedge my shoulder against the panel, and push. 
“Now we spy,” I tell her. 
“And leave this piece of shit at the curb?” Claire pushes her door open, the hinges squeaking enough to make the terrier bark. 
A tall, dark-haired man appears from around the corner, stops and stares, not at me but at Claire. She flinches, tries to hide her face. A leering grin forms on his face, and he laughs. My gums itch. He should be looking at me, but he’s not. He rolls his tongue over his bottom lip, then continues walking. 
I slam my door. “Who the hell was that?” 
Claire presses her forehead against her own door, then pushes it shut. “Nobody.”
“That wasn’t nobody, that was—”
“Leave it, Leah,” she says, charging for the entrance to Estelle’s property.
The driveway is protected by stone lions, mouths open, teeth showing. Long fangs. Apt for a woman whose family bought the land to develop a murderous sex cult. We’re more than that, but that’s the gist of it. We’re trained to kill tributes brought from the outside. Recruiters and blackmailers, and religious converters who behave like missionaries, spreading promises of an avenue to eternal bliss. It is eternal, in that the men die with their pants down and their dicks up. What happens after that is God’s business. 
But I’m stalling. 
The hand is grandiose, I am not. 
I clock the security system. Motion lights, a coded gate inset from the curb, the discreet glint of a camera lens behind the mailbox. 
An iron fence tops a four foot high brick wall. The brick’s easy to climb, the iron fence not so much. It takes a few times before our feet settle into grass so pristine it hurts my soul to dampen it. The lawn is surrounded by boxwoods clipped into sharp edges. There are flower borders too, bright spring petals surrounded by a thick layer of black mulch. I can name the daffodils. Beyond that, I’m lost. 
I lead and Claire follows, close enough that her breath pricks the back of my neck. 
“Jesus,” Claire says, as the house comes into view. 
A facade eight, no ten windows wide, with columns and wraparound porches, arched windows and turrets. White with dark shutters, and gas lamps, and a pair of wrought iron balconies fixed beneath windows, just for show. It’s no wonder Davey would rather be independently poor. 
We keep walking, heading toward a garage block. A gentle hum comes from behind it, a sound like a generator. I risk a look past the boxwood, spot a man hunched over a hedge trimmer. His face seems damaged, like the flesh is too tight, in some places red, in other patches white. I think about what Cowboy said, about my father burning. This might be what he looked like, had he survived. A cold whip of adrenaline ignites my chest, and I wonder, just for a moment…
No, it’s not him. My father crawled to the trapper’s hut, where he half-whittled a bear before dying. Otherwise he’d have come to me. I’m looking for ghosts in broad daylight. 
Claire grabs my arm, pushes away from the man, and around the garage block’s rear. The source of the sound is a white van, idling between the garage and the house, its hood open. A tall man has his head over the engine, a wrench in his hands. Even from yards away, and with his back turned, I see his jaw working. 
 “Hey, isn’t that the van from the alley?” Claire asks.
I don’t answer. The rear doors are open, revealing half the bakery logo. Claire’s watching my face, and has seen my recognition. She nods, because yes, it’s the van and she knows it. 
Hopalong emerges from a door built into the side of the garage. He’s wearing overalls, same as Daisy, though his pant legs are torn, frayed at the edges. He carries a metal toolbox. “Boss says we need to get this running real smooth,” he says, lowering the toolbox with a metallic thump. “Big trip coming up, apparently. You know anything about that?”
Daisy pulls out his head. “Now why the fuck would I know anything about anything?” He bends at the knees, and swaps out his wrench for something similar. 
Hopalong kicks the van’s front left tire. “Dunno, just wondered. People overhear shit from time to time.”
He glances over his shoulder. Claire and I pull back. “This might be the most fun I’ve had since meeting you,” she whispers.
She’s not wrong. “But that’s all it took? Taking you somewhere to spy and you’re enjoying my company?”
“Yeah, well.” She lifts her hands in a shrug. “Farm, you know. Makes the rest of the world dull.”
“Well, your experiences at the farm must’ve been very different to mine.”
She doesn’t speak, just looks over my shoulder. I turn to follow her gaze, watch a man emerge from the house. He’s tall, coatless. Walks with that deliberate predatory heaviness I’ve seen before. He’s not wearing a trilby, but a wide-brimmed hat. His skin is brown. Mahogany brown. 
“And that,” Claire says, her tone making my arm hairs stand on end. “Is the man from the alley. What’s his name?”
I don’t tell her I call him the Watcher. Instead, I rub my arm, but my hairs are like Estelle’s grass, refusing to go down. The ridge on my scalp buzzes, which means his is too. Which means he knows I’m nearby. 
But why’s he here? Why’s the van here, and Daisy, and Hopalong? I came to be nosy because of the deed, not learn my entire network of people are connected. All I need now is my boss, James Asshole Trout, to swing out of a tree. Or my father to push up from a nearby grave, his corpse dripping with rotten skin. 
I look back at the gardener, who’s kneeling now. I can’t see his face. I can see he’s alive. He’s not my father.
“You okay?” Claire asks.
My arm hairs say yes, though I’m not. I’m really not. 
“We shouldn’t have come,” I whisper.
“Wrong answer, because look.”
A car beyond our sight chirps, and the house’s side door opens again. An elderly lady steps out, mink coat, large netted hat, face hidden, wrinkled hands. She walks with a cane, though it’s clear she doesn’t need one. She moves quickly, and with a bounce too young for her age. 
“And that can only be Estelle,” Claire says. 
The lady stops walking, turns in our direction. 
I pull Claire down by the collar. She lets out a small, shaky breath. “Did we just get made?”
“Not unless Estelle’s x-ray vision is better than mine,” I whisper, heart going like a washing machine on a spin cycle. “But how did she know to look?”
Claire pulls out of my grip. “She must be a mind-reader.”
Oh, I hope not. That’s the last thing I need. 
We peer around the block to find Estelle climbing into the rear seat of a boxy, black car. The boxy, black car—the one that followed us home, and delivered the bear. Standing at the door is the Watcher. 
“Thank you, Elias,” Estelle says.
Elias? The Watcher’s name is Elias?
Great name, but it doesn’t seem right. He’s the Watcher. My Watcher, not Estelle’s chauffeur, named Elias. He’s also glowing. Orange. Amber. A warning to slow down. 
“Do you see that?” I ask Claire.
“Yeah, he’s shutting a car door. Now he’s walking around to the driver’s seat.”
“No, not that. His color.”
“He’s wearing dark clothing. A hat. Um…” She glances at my face, frowns at my expression. I wonder what my face is telling her. “You’re seeing an aura?”
She knows. She doesn’t see it, but she knows I do. 
A car pulls out of sight, slips around the garage, then reappears. It’s parallel with us when the driver’s window slides down, and the Watcher looks out. He lifts a hand as though to say hello, then the window slides back up. 
“We were definitely clocked,” Claire says, collapsing onto her rump. “Which is just marvelous, as Davey’s going to be pissed.”
“Davey’s always pissed,” I tell her. 
“Yeah, but he’s going to be really pissed about this.”
He will, but I’m beating him to it. I also haven’t eaten in two days. 
* * *
“Stop the car,” I tell Claire, once we’re heading north, passing between Vanderbilt University and Centennial Park. “I mean it, Claire. Stop the fucking car.”
She pulls into Mc Donalds, but I don’t want a burger, I want a bar. Or a taco. 
“Not here. Take me to SATCo.” That’s what the locals call the San Antonio Taco Company. I don't get there often, but when I do, it solves a lot of problems. 
She must think so too, as she doesn’t balk. Instead, she pulls back into traffic, turns right on 21st Avenue, and there it is. 
The crowd’s already thick. Good, because I need the food, the noise, the distraction. The alcohol running through my veins. And I need to be somewhere that nobody knows me. That old man with the bolo tie feeding his face with nachos…nope, he doesn’t know me. The couple holding hands while fighting in whispers…they don’t know me either. 
Claire hands me an order sheet and a pencil. I write three in the taco box, the number one in the guac. Then I hand it back to Claire. “Treat’s on you,” I tell her.
“What?” A moment of registry. “But why?”
“Because in case you failed to notice, I don’t have a purse, and I’m wearing your spare clothes. I’m currently an inch away from being a vagrant.”
She looks me up and down. “Okay. But you buy the next treat.”
“Yeah, because we go out and treat each other often.”
“We could start,” she says. “Now that we’re joint spies, and Davey’s probably going to kick us out of his house, we could start.”
The taco fills a hole. It doesn’t repair my heart, though the second beer soothes it. 
My father didn’t die straight away, but in pain. I can’t imagine how awful it must have been. Was he aware Cowboy held me and made me watch, or were the flames too great? How far did he have to crawl? Claire said if I looked at a map, I’d know exactly where the trapper’s hut is. I’m not so sure, but I’d like to look. 
“Do you have a map?” I ask. 
She cracks a nacho in half, dips it in the guac. “Of the Farm? Not on me, but somewhere I do. I think. I kinda know the place off by heart.”
“How?”
“Um, I guess I got around.”
“Because…?”
She cracks another nacho. “Because I didn’t grow up the same way as you. I was, well, I suppose I was considered one of the elite.”
Oh, that’s fabulous. My roommate’s not only Farm, but was one of the elite. In other words, she didn’t get her chest spliced open, or—
That vision again. Me on the table, my chest open. I’m awake. 
Try bushy eyebrows, a woman with him. A nurse. 
Claire shakes my shoulder. “Leah, you okay?”
I nod, though the movement is slow. I wish I had my bear. I wish I could curl up beneath my covers, and press it against my chest, and smell my daddy again. Hear him laugh, hear him tell me how wonderful I am. Hear the gentle tone of a loving man’s voice. 
I’ll go see Mr Willow in the morning, take my Dolly Parton album. 




[bookmark: _heading=h.bu9k897q4k60]Chapter 11 - Mr Willow
My host sits in a rocker on his back deck. A black dog sniffs around the yard. I’m not a dog fan, which is understandable after growing up around Farm dogs trained to eviscerate whatever they capture. Their handlers set them around the celebration ground in metal cages, then let them loose to keep people away. It works. I’ve seen the entrails of what they’ve captured. 
 “Ta-da,” I shout, holding the album above his chainlink fence, though I’m eyeballing the dog. He comes closer. I look down into deep pools of brown, not black. His irises glint, lighter flecks catching the light. No teeth bearing, no saliva. Definitely no blood. “I come bearing gifts.”
My host points towards a gate. I edge it open, and sidle around the yard’s edge. The dog follows, a healthy pair of balls hanging between his back legs. Still no teeth, or saliva, but I’m ready to climb if needed.
I make it to the deck. The dog follows, plants his front claws on the first step. “You probably have this album already. Total disclosure: I bought it used, so it may jump a little.”
The dog growls, and I flinch. 
“Peanut,” the man says, barely raising his voice. It quits growling, does a full sprint around the perimeter of the yard, furry brown nuts bouncing everywhere. “That means he likes you. Ah, Miss Dolly. Such a sweetheart. And an album I don’t already have. I quit buying new music after my wife, Mavis, passed away.”
Peanut’s back at the steps, eyes watching me too closely. When his owner clicks his fingers, the dog climbs up, and lies beside his rocker, eyes watching me. 
“Mavis,” the man says, “you need to get up as we have a guest.”
I look at the empty seat. Then at the man. 
He has to be joking. Right? 
Judging by his lack of smile, he’s not. 
I give Mavis time to push out of the seat, then I step aside to let her pass. Sure she must have pushed through the door leading into what appears to be a kitchen, I assure myself she’s busy doing the washing up. Or something. But not sulking, because nobody wants a sulky ghost. Especially a sulky ghost that just got booted out of the chair I’m lowering myself into. 
“I’m George,” the man says. “George Willow.”
“I’m Leah, as you already know. Good to meet you Mr Willow.”
He pours coffee from a french press into Mavis’s mug. It even has her name on the side, plus painted flowers. “Forget Me Nots,” he says. “Always her favorite.”
I glance through the door’s glass panel, wondering how Mavis will react to me drinking from what must surely be her favorite mug. Then I check myself. 
I press my hands together, wring them. Wonder what the hell I’m thinking of coming here. Am I looking for a father figure, or for somebody more mentally challenged than me? Watching him wag a finger while internalizing whatever song he thinks Dolly’s singing, I believe I have both. Dad loved music. He especially loved Dolly. Mr Willow definitely has some mental challenges. 
“Should I bring out a record player?” he asks. 
I glance at the dog, Peanut. Ridiculous name for such a beast, but he’s sleeping. 
Mr Willow follows my gaze. “Oh, don’t mind him. That creature’s all bark and no bite. He’s never hurt a soul.”
I try to believe him, but it’s hard coming from a man who—
The kitchen door slams. “Do you need help?” I ask, though Mr Willow’s already inside. No answer. Peanut shuffles half an inch closer. I lift my feet from the ground and wrap my knees beneath my butt. 
At last, Mr Willow pushes open the door, and pushes out a brown wooden box on wheels, a flower-shaped horn blooming from the top. I stand, help him maneuver it into the corner. “Would have been a 1920 original once upon a time,” Willow says, drawing a cable from the machine’s back. “But somebody modified it. Plays all speeds, and better yet, I don’t have to break an arm cranking it.”
He plugs it into an orange extension cord, then takes the Dolly album from its sleeve. “If music is the food of love, this thing is my heartbeat.”
He places the vinyl on the turntable, lifts the needle, and strings start. Violins, cellos, then Dolly’s voice. 
We sit like that for a while. Dolly on the gramophone, Peanut at Mr Willow’s feet, coffee going cold in my hands. I watch his papery hands, the way they tremble, and I remember other hands. Surgical hands. The stench of antiseptic. The smell of my own exposed chest. 
Save me, Dolly. 
She sings: “Spit it out real plain.” 
And for a moment, I swear Mr Willow glows green. Maybe that’s why I inhale, and know…accept I’m about to spill more tea than I’ve ever done. 
“This might sound like a lot,” I pause, wonder what the hell I’m thinking, but push that thought to one side. “But recently, I was kidnapped, and spent two nights tied up in a rotting trapper’s hut.”
Dolly keeps singing, the world keeps turning.
“Oh?” Mr Willow says. That’s it, no pressure, no questions. Just oh.
“Yeah, and I have a stalker.”
I half expect Dolly to sing: “I had to have this talk with you.” She doesn’t. Different album, different year. Mr Willow presses his fingertips together, forming a steeple.
I clear my throat. “Actually, I have two stalkers, one good, the other bad.”
He nods, rolls his head back, closes his eyes. He’s thinking, I know that look. Not on him specifically, but in general. It’s the language of wondering how much to tell. At least, he opens his eyes, wells of graying cataracts meeting mine. “Do either of them wear a long grey coat and a trilby?”
He’s seen him. Of course he has. Those eyes might be fading, but he watches too. He sits by his curtains, watching everything. 
He doesn’t wait for an answer. “That's the good one. He watches your house most nights. Not every night, but often enough for me to have noticed.” He picks up his coffee and takes a sip. “You know, I approached him one time. Oh, let me think…that had to be nearly six months back.”
Six months. Not days, not weeks. Six months of standing in the dark outside my window, watching me pour drinks and argue with Davey and feed a stray cat I pretend not to care about. Six months of knowing where I live and never once knocking on the door. I can't decide if that's devotion or cowardice. Probably both. Probably the same thing. Especially as I’ve only lived at Davey’s place for six months. Before that I was in a halfway house. The Watcher was probably there too. 
“And what did you say?” I ask. 
“Oh, nothing much. Just wanted to let him know I’ve clocked him. He seems like a decent sort.”
I don’t mention I’ve never met him. Or that I only became aware of his existence a few days ago. Or that I turned the watching on its head, and watched him in Belle Meade. Instead, I say, “Have you seen the other guy too?”
More thinking, though this time it’s like he’s measuring me. I hold his gaze, until he takes another sip, and places his mug back on the table. “Well, there’s a cowboy fella who drives a red pickup truck, massive tires. Parks two or three streets over, then wanders down our road.”
Cowboy. It has to be. 
“I’ve only seen him maybe five or six times. Was it him who kidnapped you?”
* * *
By the time I’ve finished, I’ve told Mr Willow about my capture, the Cowboy, the Watcher chasing him off and leaving me, the note, the doll, my dead father’s carving, the empty syringe, and the fact my dead father may not be dead. In other words, all of it. 
Mr Willow rubs his brow. “Describe the hut itself. Everything.”
So I do. I tell him about the rotting floorboards, all the trapper’s gear, the single lightbulb, the Eye of Providence, the cameras, the newspaper over the windows, until I finally end on the doll. I don’t mention the deed. Some instinct holding it back. 
“That’s a lot,” he says, once I’m done.
“I know, and my roommate blew a fuse once I got home. Even told me I’m a thorn in his side.”
“Davey DeMille, huh?”
I hold my breath. Willow knew my name when he opened the window and offered his invite. I assumed he’d heard it spoken, or more likely, yelled. He could know Davey’s name for the same reason. But knowing his last name is DeMille…we don’t yell that. It’s not on our mailbox, or our door. Nothing. 
Mr Willow waves a hand. “Dear, you don’t have to look so shocked. It’s no secret his grandmother owns that house. She owns this one too. Odds are, she owns much of the street. Estelle DeMille is a very wealthy woman, so no need to be alarmed.” 
“But—”
“Ah,” Mr Willow says. “Now I’ve shared that, you’re regretting telling me all you did. I promise you don’t need to be. I’m good at keeping secrets.”
“What kinds of secrets?” I ask. 
He studies me. Doesn’t look, but stares, his graying eyes drilling into the back of my head. I want to look away, but I can’t. I’m seeing a story play out in that grayness, and I don’t like the smells, or the sounds, or the taste. Gas and air. Cottonwool in my cheeks. 
The ridge beneath my scalp buzzes. 
“I believe you have a date tonight,” Willow says. 
“I do, how do you know?”
He smiles, the first one I’ve seen. “I’m the person who found your purse and put it on your stoop. I had to look inside so I could determine where to take it. There was a note.”
He read what the Watcher’s wrote?
He saw the sketch of Maverick’s dead body?
And still, he entertains me over coffee?

[bookmark: _heading=h.ox033v5nxlq8]Chapter 12 - Grandma Estelle
“Well, we’re here,” Davey says, pulling onto 6th Avenue North. “Don’t be going off with any strangers again. I’ll pick you up later.”
I step out and walk around to his open window. “And where will you be?”
He grins. “I have a blind date.”
“Oh, and would that be with a stranger?”
“Fuck you, Leah.” The shit wagon speeds off.
“Ma’am,” the doorman says, opening the door for me. 
The lobby is all gold and marble, Renaissance Europe dropped into Nashville. “Fuck,” I say, drawing out the word. Makes Belle Meade look like a city for commoners. 
I don’t know what to do with myself, so I make a beeline for the restroom. I pee, then wash my hands. A woman joins me, cane in one hand, gray coiffed hair, pearl earrings. A dead furry animal wrapping her shoulders. I recognize her even without the netted hat. 
She clears her throat. “You don’t need to look at me that way. The coat is imitation fur.”
And she sounds exactly as I’d expect. Southern Prim. Exorbitantly wealthy.
“Hello, Estelle,” I say, unsurprised to see her. The Watcher wouldn’t have brought me here. I knew it the moment the doorman called me ma’am. I definitely knew it once I saw the hotel’s interior. This is a setup. Not a horrific one, though, as I’m curious to hear what she has to say.  
“And you must be Leah. Or do you have another name tonight? Margaret, perhaps?”
I smile, my evening picking up in a hurry. 
She reaches out a lace-gloved hand, and pulls open the door. “What kind of tea do you prefer, Leah?”
* * *
She sits, her smile tight. I reach for a crustless sandwich, nibble on it. Roast beef, some kind of sauce. The tea is Lapsang Souchong.
“You look like her, you know,” are her first words. Not what I was expecting, but I try to reveal nothing. I take another sandwich. 
“You’re not at all curious to whom I’m referring?”
I am. It’s killing me knowing I remember somebody, but I refuse to show it. I take another bite. 
“I’m talking about your mother.”
I stop chewing, just for a moment. Then I continue. 
I don’t think I look like my mother, and even if I did, she has no way of knowing that. She’s Estelle, Davey’s grandmother. True, she has the deed to the land the Farm’s built on, but she lives in Belle Meade. I’ve seen her mansion, seen her step out of it. But I’ve also heard her call my Watcher by his name. 
“And perhaps a little like your father around the mouth.”
She’s right about that one. 
Still, I chew. 
“My knowing that doesn’t alarm you?” she asks. 
It does, and I’m trying to figure out why. I’m also trying to figure out why she cares enough to be sitting here with me, feeding me expensive sandwiches, tea, and cake. 
“I’d like a whiskey,” I say in return. 
“You won’t have one until we’re done talking. Drink your tea.”
“You’re Davey’s grandmother, Estelle. Not mine. You’re welcome to boss him around until Kingdom Come, but not me. How about telling me the purpose of this meeting.”
Not a question, but a command. Kinda. I could have worded it better.
She leans forward. “I’m wondering whether you have the ring.”
The ring. What ring?
I close my eyes. An image of my mother comes to mind. I’m seated in her lap and she’s reading to me, a ring on her finger. It had a bright red stone which seemed to glow. 
“The Ring of Ascension,” I say aloud, my mother’s voice speaking through me. I place the rest of my sandwich on the plate, reach for the tea. Sip, because I haven’t thought about that ring for years, but now…now I know it’s important. Estelle brought me here not to tell me I look like my parents, but to ask about the ring. 
“Why do you care?” I ask, reaching for a small cube of lemon cake. Estelle still hasn’t eaten. I wish she would. I can’t pay for this.
“It’s the key to everything.”
“Everything’s a very big claim,” I inform her, aware I’m picking up her way of speaking. Not deliberately, but it’s there, I hear it. I also hear my father’s laugh, see him washing my face and saying, “Wow, don’t you clean up nice.”
At last, she reaches for a sandwich, but then she changes her mind. “Are you being deliberately obtuse?” she asks, reaching for her teacup instead. 
“I suppose I am, as I’m waiting to understand why the ring is the key to everything.”
“That’s a very long story. It contains the cult’s power, the knowledge, the understanding behind the cult’s power. Also, my daughter once wore it.”
I blink hard, think about Davey’s family. He doesn’t have an aunt. “Nope, you’re wrong. First, it’s just a ring, and second, I saw my mother wear it.”
“Hmm,” Estelle says. 
She sets her teacup down. “Before we go any further, I want to tell you something. Not because I enjoy confessing, but because you need to know it and I'm the only one who will tell you.” She smooths her glove along each finger, one at a time. “I made a mistake. A significant one, many years ago, when the Farm was still finding its shape. There was a man. He was young then, eager, and very good at making you feel that your judgment about him was the thing that made him worth something.” A pause, barely a breath. “His name is Lee. You may already know him by another name.”
I go still. The lemon cake sits untouched on my fork. “Cowboy?”
She nods. “He came to me presenting himself as a man who understood what my ancestors had built. He said the right things. He was patient about it, which I mistook for sincerity.” Something moves behind her eyes, there and gone. “By the time I understood what he actually wanted, he had made himself difficult to remove.”
“What did he want?” I ask.
“What men like Lee always want. To own the thing they can't be.” She lifts her teacup again. “I want you to be careful. He's had a long time to become something worse than what I knew, and what I knew was already considerable.”
Estelle falls silent, like she’s waiting for his name to burn into my brain. 
“Lee,” I say. 
I start work on a slab of chocolate cake. I’m halfway through when the dots inside my head start to align. “What’s your daughter’s name?”
“Annegret. But you know her as Annie.”
I push up from the table. Toss my napkin down. Clench my fists, then my jaw. My heart hammers against my ribs. Estelle has to be wrong. My mother grew up on the Farm. She told me. She never mentioned anybody named Estelle. She told me her mother’s name, but what was it? Mama never mentioned her again after the crash. Damn, what was her name?
“Gloria,” Estelle says, like she can read my mind.
Which possibly she can. I hope not, because right now I’m imagining lunging across the table and biting her. She’s lying, and I’m sick of being lied to. Either that or she’s crazy. Yup, that’s it. The poor woman has lost her marbles. “You only have a son, not a daughter. Davey told me.”
She stands too. “Davey doesn’t know, because I chose not to tell him. Now, please answer my question. Do you have the ring?”
I step closer. “No, I don’t have the fucking ring, and even if I did, why would I tell you. You’re a crazy old woman, a liar, a manipulator.”
She stands her ground. “All of those are true, in many ways. But I’m not lying now.”
“Prove it to me,” I say. “Show me some proof.”
She reaches into her purse, and for a moment I expect her to deliver. I expect her to pull out a birth certificate, or a photograph of her with my mother. Instead, she pulls out a folded piece of paper and pushes it into my fist. 
I look down.
It advertises a European-style rave at Shelby Park. Date: tomorrow night. Time: who gives a shit? I crumple the flier and toss it at Estelle’s chest. “That’s not proof. Give me proof.”
She bends, and picks up my crumpled ball. Taking my hand, she eases my fingers open and pushes the ball into my hand. “You’ll get more answers here. I suggest you choose to show up.”
I don’t look at my hand, but into her eyes. “And what if I refuse?”
She pulls her fake animal fur around her chest, and makes for the door. 
I follow her. The Watcher’s car idles at the curb. Wearing his dark coat and black trilby, he steps from the driver’s seat, opens the rear door for her, then closes it. I start to run. Out through the exit and onto the street. The car pulls away.
“Fine, I’ll go,” I yell after her. 
I slip back inside, shoot Davey a text, and return to my table of sandwiches. There, I lift strawberry sponge to my lips, take a bite, and chew. Mechanically chew, my jaw going up and down. 
Estelle thinks I’m her granddaughter. 
Estelle has to be wrong. 
But the name my mother gave when she talked about her mother. I hear it now. She was called Gloria. I used to call her GeeGee. 
She passed away shortly before the crash. 
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Davey’s like a bottle of champagne, waiting to explode with excitement. The Hermitage suits him. Wealth suits him. That shitty wagon he’s left on the curb does not. He’s different to me. We’re not cousins. We can’t be. And he’s flirting around all the elderly women. Women like his batshit grandmother, though she’s long gone. 
“Leah,” he says, once he’s noticed I exist. “You okay? You look like someone died.”
I want to laugh, tell him that no one died, but that somebody thinks she came back from the dead. My maternal grandmother, named Estelle, not Gloria. But she’s wrong. She’s really, really wrong. “Why are you so happy?”
“Oh, I had a great date, and I’m waiting to hear about yours. How was this mystery man?”
I stand, leave the sandwiches and the cake and the empty whiskey glass I bought using Estelle’s tab. If she thinks she’s my grandmother, then let her pay for it. In fact, let her pay for another. I head towards the bar. “Another whiskey. A double. Put it on Estelle DeMille’s name.”
“Uh, no,” Davey says, grabbing my arm. 
The barman stops him. “It’s okay. Estelle’s given permission.”
“Given permission,” I repeat. “You know what, stick your whiskey up your ass.”
“Leah,” Davey says, chasing me toward the door. “For fuck’s sake, slow down and tell me what’s gotten into you.”
I climb into the passenger seat. “Nothing, just drive.”
“If this is what nothing looks like, I’d hate to see something. You’re all over the place, girl. What happened?”
“Everything, and nothing I want to discuss. Tell me about your date, before you bubble over and fill the car with…” I don’t say the word that comes to mind. 
So he starts talking. His name’s Danny, he works in real estate. Great personality, a big name in Green Hills. The ladies love a queer friend, because what’s not to love, right? Everyone wants a gay buddy. 
I nod at the right intervals, make the right sounds, then ask, “Do you have an aunt Gloria?”
Davey shakes his head. “Not unless you’ve dug one out of the closet, but let’s talk about you. You’re doing that thing again.”
I hate it when he does that, but I choose to play. “And what thing would that be?”
“The thing where you go somewhere else, rub your chest, and start to hum. Claire says you do it when you’re upset. I’m beginning to think she’s right.”
“Davey.” My voice sounds strange in my ears. “Did you know?”
His voice lowers. “Know about what?”
“About where I grew up. About the fact Claire told me she grew up there too. Different lives entirely, but the same place.”
His hands tighten on the steering wheel. Just a fraction, but I see it. I see it and I know. 
“Davey—?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Yes, you do.” I’m not shouting. My voice is flat, the way it gets when I’m about to do something terrible. “You knew. You’ve always known.”
He shakes his head. “I don’t, Leah. You’re talking in riddles. You went out to meet some dude, and it must’ve gone wrong. You’re upset, so now you’re talking about your childhood, and an aunt I don’t have. What’s gotten into you?”
He pulls over to the curb. Claire I had to yell at to stop. Davey does it naturally. Why? Because he’s my cousin, is that it? Because we’re family and he gets it?
We’re on some residential street I don’t recognize, houses with porches and American flags and normal lives happening behind normal windows. I unbuckle my seatbelt and get out. The air is chilly, biting, exactly what I need. 
Davey pounds the steering wheel. “Leah, okay, yes. I know some things. Grandma Estelle told me when she asked that I move you and Claire into the house. She said she wanted me to help protect you. That’s all I’ve tried to do.”
I slam the door. He gets out too. Looks like he’s about to chase me, but then doubles back. Pure indecision, balancing what he thinks Estelle would allow him to say, with what’s surely forbidden. It must be hard being him, but that doesn’t stop me walking. 
A pair of headlights arrives on my tail. Either the Watcher or Davey, but I won’t look back. If it’s Cowboy, then I’m screwed. 
It won’t be Cowboy. 
It might be Cowboy.
I side-eye a shop window, see the reflection of Davey’s shit wagon trailing me. Lights dimmed, cars passing, a couple honking. He’ll get arrested if he’s not careful. Cute girl in a blue pantsuit, purse on her shoulder. No sequined dress, or wig, or the other necessary shit. I could call 911 right now and tell them I’m being followed. Let him spend a night in jail. Except he’d call his dear old Grandma Estelle, and she’d bail him out.
Money talks. Money makes the world go around, the world go around. 
Great, now I have Cabaret spiraling around my head. 
“You can’t walk all the way home,” Davey shouts through his open window. 
I could. After being drugged and smacked with a rusty shovel, and spending two nights on the floor of a trapper’s hut, no doubt with a collection of rats wondering when I’ll die, I can do anything I please. 
He meets me at the river, sans car. He’s just standing there, arms folded, one leg crossed over the other. “Feet hurting yet?” 
I rest a hand on his shoulder. “Not as much as my wrists and ankles.”
“And your heart,” he adds, placing an arm around my shoulders. “Yes, I know where you came from. I also know what that place does. That’s why I get so anxious when you disappear.”
“What do you know? Come on, I need details.”
“Of course you do. I know it involves sex and death. I know you’ve been terribly hurt, and that Claire’s been hurt less so. I know my grandmother’s involved, and that you’re angry at her. I also wish we’d stuck around the Hermitage and drank whiskey on Grandma Estelle’s tab. Judging by the way you’re behaving, she’d deserve it. My grandmother deserves a lot.”
Then he stops. I don’t push, because I don’t want to hear more. It’s enough to know that he knows. 
* * *
“Hey,” Claire says when I step through the door. “Davey called earlier and told me to tell you something.”
When it rains, it storms. I drop onto the couch. Davey sits beside me. 
“There’s nothing untoward about why I was out in the woods.”
I scratch my scar, more out of habit than because it hurts. “And why would I believe you, Claire?”
“You don’t have to, but I’m telling the truth. Me and a few other folks are building a campsite of sorts.”
“What kind of campsite?”
“Uh, yeah. It’s like a retreat. For people to get away from the world if they need to.”
This doesn’t sound like a Claire thing, but I guess I don’t know Claire. “And you’re doing this because…?”
“Because it’s important, Leah. Because sometimes people need safe havens. Because it gets me out of the city, and Trout’s fucked-up bar, and if I’m honest, out of this house. I grew up Farm. Not your kind of Farm, but Farm enough to enjoy the outdoors.”
“Next thing you’ll be telling me you like to hike.”
She grins. “Actually, I do, but only when I’m carrying bear spray.”
“Prove it,” I tell her. 
She opens her bedroom door, and reappears moments later with a backpack containing a water bottle, bear spray, and several sharp knives. In her other hand, she holds a pair of well-worn hiking boots, their laces fraying the edges.
How did I not know this about her?
How do I not know anything about me?
“I’m going to bed,” I say. I pause at the door, look back at my roommates, then shake my head and leave. 
Once in my room, I open my closet door and shift a box of papers to one side. Then I use my nails to pry a piece of baseboard away from the back wall. I place it on the box, then push my fingers into a hole where drywall doesn’t come all the way down to the floor. This is where I hid my father’s bear. I pull it out, still in its box, then reach in a second time. This time I pull out a small burlap sack, Idaho Potatoes written on both sides. It no longer contains potatoes, but a few things I kept from my childhood. I don’t look. I just kiss the bear, press it against my chest, and place it in the sack. Then I push the sack back into its hole, replace the baseboard, and slide the box back across. 
The creepy doll sits on a shelf, right eye open, left eye closed. The partially-whittled bear and my father’s tool are still inside her belly. Until I understand what happened in that trapper’s hut, that’s how they’ll stay. Watching me. Alert. 
I slip beneath my covers without undressing. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.z77jsbq65mjj]Chapter 14 - Rave
I can’t decide whether to take my perp kit, aka the dress, the wig, and the voice recorder. All that shit calls for a larger purse, and if the Watcher pulls another dumbass stunt, I intend to get high, drunk, and dance myself into a frenzy. Good news is the night won’t involve Estelle. Don’t see her raving it up in her faux fur coat, netted hat, and pearls. 
I’m meant to be working, but Davey told Claire she needed to swap with me. I didn’t even have to ask, which makes me think this is a directive from up above. Estelle. Whatever, it works for me so no drama here. 
Claire was pouty leaving the house. She probably had plans to work on her campsite out in the jungles of Tennessee. Good for her. The fact she couldn’t tell me that straight up seems weird, but Claire is weird. Secretive. I don’t believe for a moment she’s told me the whole story. I wouldn’t have told her, so I’m guessing that says a lot about me.
Jeans and a sleeveless blouse. Dress sneakers so I can dance. 
No on the perp kit. Should Farm show up, I’ll work in my au naturel state, or not at all. Leaving Maverick alive is niggling at me, or not knowing whether he really survived. Cowboy said he had, so that doesn’t bode well. But I refuse to accept that was a mistake. Killing isn’t what it’s cracked up to be. 
I pull a face in the bathroom mirror, because that last statement is a dumb thing to think. Only people who think killing is cool are killers, and I’m an assassin. Slight difference. I’m engineered. I’m also lethal, until I wasn’t. As for Cowboy saying there’s an anti-venom…uh, no. He’s just trying to scare me. The Farm has worked on that since forever, and I’ve never failed. Not even once. Maverick was a choice. 
I poke out my tongue, tell myself to stop thinking. The ridge on my head buzzes. Probably the Watcher begging me to shut up too. Elias. 
How’re you doing, Elias? 
Another buzz, a glow of orange around my face. A warning. 
I slip on my shoes, switch off the light, leave the house at 7pm. Early, but I intend to walk. I join Shelby Park near the Cornelia Fort Airpark, named after the female military pilot. I know things. Actually, I don’t, it just says that on the sign. One thing the Farm did do is teach us how to read. Math, nah. I don’t feel like I missed much in that regard.
I climb the fence. There’s a footpath a ways over, but why take that. I circle around the airpark, watch a little aircraft line up on the runway. Its propeller spins fast, then slow, going nowhere, like me, standing and staring in awe. Then the pilot releases the brakes and it starts to roll. Moments later, its wheels leave the ground and it’s up, slipping the surly bonds of earth. John Gillespie Magee Jr, another World War II pilot. That I do know. It’s on my bedroom wall. 
I walk south, the river on my left shoulder. There are paths, there are tracks. I take the tracks. The woods smell earthy, slightly sweet. The air tastes clean. It’s getting close to Bambi-producing time. I see a few deer, standing and staring in the way I did the plane. I wonder what they’re thinking. My scalp buzzes. The Watcher telling me he wishes I’d quit thinking.
“Always look on the bright side of life,” I sing. 
The pulsing against my skull increases. I keep singing. Get through the entire song. Twice.
* * *
I hear and smell it before I see it. Booming dance music, marijuana weed. Then a white marquee surrounded by crowds. Two cops lean against their cruisers, arms crossed, eyes sweeping the revellers. I consider flashing them a smile but I keep my distance. I have ten dollars in my bra, and no ID. Try explaining ‘cult escapee, no social security number, venomous bite’ to a bored detective. No, thanks. 
A black-shirted man sits beside a table, black tattoos running up both arms. Broad shoulders, denim overalls. Not Hopalong or Daisy, but of the same ilk. “Ten bucks,” he says, probably for the hundredth time. That’s all I have. Literally, it’s every penny I own. I stand there, staring like the deer had earlier. “Rules are rules. No cash, no buzz, no entry.”
I glance behind me, a wealthy frat boy bouncing his credit card against his chin. “There you are,” I say, taking his arm. No itchy gums, no buzzing, no sweet taste of poison. 
He smiles, he knows the game. Daddy’s name on the credit card, so who cares. 
“Cash only,” the bouncer says. 
That changes things. “Come on,” I say, dragging the kid with me. I take him around the side, away from the cops and the tattooed man, check for watching eyes then drops to my hands and knees. “Back door entry.”
He drops beside me. “You get me in trouble, and I’ll kill you.”
“Likewise,” I say, grinning. 
I feel alive. I feel really, really alive. Even the ground has a pulse. 
We slip inside. “Drink?” he asks. I shake my head because no, not yet. I don’t want him getting attached. I need to dance. The rave is a living beast. 
I take to the mosh pit, let the swamp swallow me. Every downbeat shudders through my knees and rattles my ribs. All around me are low-rise jeans, torn T-shirts, and frayed crop tops, the dance floor swarming with arms. 
I dance and swirl, lift my arms and howl. I’m a she-wolf, blasting through woodland, the moon bright on my tail. I’m running up and down hills, looking behind me, searching for prey, for danger. But I don’t stop moving. Next I’m an ape, swinging through the exotic jungles of central America, places I’ll never get to visit. Then I’m a dolphin, a whale, an octopus, hands and legs multiplying and flying everywhere. Sweat drips from my forehead, runs down the scar between my breasts. 
I smell weed, pivot, find a purple–haired girl inhaling. I smile, gesture for a drag. She laughs, hands me her rollup, and I take a long drag. Pursing my lips, I hold it. Hold it. Hold it until I can’t any longer, and I cough it back out. Novice, she mouths. I take another drag and hold it longer, a smile playing over my pursed lips. She nods. Better, she’s telling me. 
Fatboy Slim takes the mic, and for half a song, I almost feel ordinary. Just another city girl smoking and dancing, not thinking about the Watcher. Not thinking about Estelle, and my mother, or GeeGee, but they’re all there. All riding my sweaty dance with me. 
Now, I’m thirsty. 
I still have ten bucks, but odds are, I won’t spend that either. 
The bar is crowded with lines of people. I push past a girl wearing a boob tube, between a couple deciding whether to make out. Arrive at the furthest right end. There, a lean barman greets me, brown skin, black hair drawn into a tiny bun. Soft lips, dark eyes. Probably gets way too many tips. My scalp buzzes, the man glows red. Sorry, but he shouldn’t be glowing. The weed’s making me see things. The tent’s lighting is affecting his shimmer. I choose to let it go. 
“What’ll it be?” he asks, voice battling against the chaos. 
I lean in, close enough to smell musk on his skin. “Something for a girl with very little cash.” A nametag hides beneath the dark apron he wears. First letter: T. I can’t see the rest. 
He grins, a dimple appearing at the edge of his mouth. “You allergic to anything?”
I want to touch him. “Oh, just the normal stuff. Evening boredom, and maybe ex-boyfriends.”
A lie. I’ve never had a boyfriend. Can’t afford to take that risk. But I’d love to push my finger into that dimple. 
He laughs, shakes something up, sprinkles sugar on a plastic cup, and slides it across. “What’s your name?” he asks.
I dodge, because that red glow. I dunno. Maybe it’s a projection. “What’s yours?” 
He points at a nametag hidden behind a black apron: Tyler. 
“That real?” I ask. The name doesn’t sit right. The way he doesn’t verbalize it, like saying it would feel strange rolling around his mouth. 
A moment passes through Tyler’s gaze, then he shrugs. “Depends who’s asking, I suppose.”
I take a sip of sweet liquid. Spiked. Dangerous, probably. 
“So, what do you think?” Tyler asks, nodding at my drink. 
“Delicious, but oddly familiar. You don’t have to know somebody called—”
He winks, then moves down the bar where he talks to a waiter. Then, he reaches beneath the table and pulls out a pink box. He opens the lid and smiles before returning. 
“You hungry?” he asks. “Free donuts with every existential crisis.”
He thinks I’m in crisis? Maybe I am. “Do you offer those to all the girls?” 
“Only those who left home with very little money.”
I take a donut. The glaze sticks to my fingers, the sweetness clings to my tongue. When I glance back, Tyler’s already serving someone else, but I catch him watching me. 
Turning away, I have that same vision where the Watcher’s small again, calling a bully a name, then pushing him away. I see him coming over to me and putting his arm around my tiny shoulders, and just sitting there. 
I finish the donut and my drink. Don’t think to check the writing on the donut box. I step away and return to the dancefloor, where I convince myself Tyler is just Tyler, and that I’m being suspicious. Who’d blame me, with Estelle meddling in my affairs? 
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Boom. A whine of static. The music dies. 
A bright white light slams on. 
I flinch, lift my arm to shield my eyes. The light comes from the side, not above us. A row of six blaring lights, topped above a truck. I squint until my eyes adjust, pick out the shape of a pickup truck. Red paint. “Fuck,” I mutter, grabbing somebody’s weed and take a huff. Probably not smart, but something has to slow my heart. 
“Everybody stay where you are,” a voice bellows. 
A nervous ripple of laughter. Dark clothes spill through the crowd. Not uniforms, but dark jackets. I return the joint, then crouch, make myself smaller. Kinda wish I’d kept the joint. 
“Who are you?” a voice calls. “The fucking FBI?”
A black jacket passes to my left, square jaw, scanning eyes. Saliva forms around my gums. My scalp ridge burns. The tent’s fabric seems to turn from white to red to green. Not helpful. I study my hands. Red, then green. Then red again. Confusion, literally written all over my body. He glances at me, then moves on. 
He meets my gaze, pauses, then dismisses me. Probably sees the panic. Farm escapees don’t panic. We can’t. We daren’t. Yet that emotion might’ve saved me. 
Or not. 
Another black-jacketed man passes. He doubles back, tries to meet my gaze. But I’m nervous, like a startled deer. My hands are red, my feet glow green. Run, Leah, run. No don’t, play calm. You’re just an Everyday Jane. 
The man lifts his fingers to his lips, whistles. 
My hands turn green, and I’m off. But the crowd is thick. I push, shove, trip somebody over. The black jackets swarm. I don’t see them, but I hear their voices. They’re after me. Five yards away from spilling beneath the tent. Four, then three. Two yards away, a bouncer clamps his hand around my forearm, rough fingers biting into skin already raw. “If you make a scene, they'll spot you.” 
He steers me around the edge, behind the bar, toward a flap marked STAFF ONLY. I open my mouth, but whatever comes out is lost in the shouting behind me. The bouncer shoves me into a storage area, the metallic stink of spilled keg and bleach making my stomach heave.
But there’s another smell too. 
Tobacco, old leather. Something rotten like breath, or teeth. 
And I know. I fucking well know. 
My head buzzes, the air around me glows green. 
“Too late,” I mutter to myself. “But thanks.”
* * *
He makes me wait, makes me stand there, the ape’s fist clutching my shoulder. His fingers dig in so hard he’s cutting off my blood supply. My right arm is numb. 
A shuffle from behind a stack of kegs. “Well,” a voice drawls, a jeaned leg stepping out. Cowboy hat pulled low, embroidered vest, gun swinging from his belt. “Here we are again.”
“Yup, but this time I’m not tied up in a trapper’s hut, in the middle of nowhere. This time we’re in my territory, not yours. Great to see you again, Lee. I hope you’re doing well.”
The sneer falls from his face. He glances at the bouncer, before returning his gaze to me. “My name’s Cowboy. Don’t ever call me Lee again.”
“Why? Did folks used to laugh at the name?” I glance at the man clutching my shoulder. He smiles, a row of gold teeth glowing in the light. It looks grotesque, but not as grotesque as the shape of his lips. I lick my gums. “Or is it because that’s the name Estelle knows you by?”
“Don’t talk to me about that foul, manipulative bitch either.”
I return my gaze to Cowboy. “I can’t argue with the manipulative part, but she’s not foul. But let’s talk business. What the hell do you want?”
“I want us to have a little chat,” Cowboy says, taking a step closer. “See, I have a proposition to make.”
That, I was not expecting. “Oh, and what would that be, Mr Lee?”
Cowboy growls, lifts the gun from its holster. He pulls back the hammer, then releases it. 
Click. 
“My proposition is for you to work with me. Leave your sniveling little Watcher, and come to my side.”
“Oh? And why would I do that?”
He lifts the gun, then lowers it. He’s not going to shoot, but he wants me to think he might. I know the Farm’s games. I’m also learning I’m valuable. A commodity, a trading vessel.
“Are you going to tell me?” I ask. “Or just fiddle with your little toy?”
The gun comes back up. His trigger finger itches to drop inside the guard, and squeeze. The fact he holds himself accountable tells me a lot. 
The strip of lights lighting the tent go out. Cowboy blinks, moves over the flap labelled STAFF and peers out. “Shit,” he whispers. 
Shit indeed, this is good news. 
Except, assuming the cops have arrived, no cop is ever good news.
Shit indeed, this isn’t good news. 
“Why do you want me to team up with you?” I ask.
He steps away from the flap, presses the gun barrel against my scars. Nobody touches me there. Not the bouncer, and certainly not him. “Because you have the ring, and because I have your mother.”
“What?” I say, stepping forward, pushing against the gun so hard it hurts. I step forward again, making him step back with me. The bouncer’s grip is tight, but he saw Cowboy’s reaction at the flap, he heard him swear, he knows the cops are out there. He also knows people saw him take me. “What did you say?”
“I have your mother in my grips.” He presses his nose against mine. “I charmed her.”
I laugh. I actually throw my head back and laugh, because this man couldn’t charm a snake, much less my mother. “Oh, what with?” I ask, once I’ve stopped. “Your noxious breath, your tobacco stained teeth, your silly little toy.”
He knows I’m not talking about the gun. He reaches down and rearranges his jeans. 
The bouncer’s grip loosens. One more comment, that’s all I need. 
“Has Cowboy got a little weaner?”
One. Two. Three. 
The gun pulls away from my chest, and whips around my left cheek. I slip from the bouncer’s grip, bend over and lunge toward Cowboy’s groin. The bouncer lunges after me. But the beauty about being smaller, being younger and more agile, and being a woman unafraid of hurting a man’s dick, is I’m able to headbutt Cowboy and kick the bouncer at the same time. 
They both spill backward. 
I wonder whether to grab the gun as a trophy, then decide I’d only toss it in the river. Instead, I grab the bouncer’s knife, stuff it into my pocket, then drop and roll towards the tent’s side, and slip underneath it. 
The cold air bites my cheeks. I stand, look around me. Cop cars everywhere, but no cops. Crowds spilling from the marquee, party over. The red pickup being driven from the parking lot, a black jacket at the wheel. He glances my way but doesn’t clock me. He thinks I’m already kept captive. Right. But this gal won’t get held captive again. 
I can’t wait here. The Watcher isn’t just going to wander over, say, ‘Hey, Leah. Sorry, but I got held up taking Estelle to bridge club.’ Or he might, he could. Who the hell knows?
I run for the trees, my breathing ragged. My heartbeat’s erratic, but that’s understandable, I had a gun pressed against my scars. Hell, I even pushed into it. He could have fired at any minute, but he didn’t, I’m alive. 
I careen through brush and trees, arms windmilling, catching on thorns and limbs. This is what I should have done after the crash. I should have jumped from the car, grabbed my mother and run. We should have been long gone before Cowboy had the chance to grab me. But I was four. Only four. 
“Dad,” I shout, then stop myself. Though I want to tell him Cowboy has my mama. But he can’t, he’s lying. Saying these things, making me feel like he knows them, and should therefore know me. Chances are he’s being more honest than Estelle.
“You bitch,” I yell. 
Then I slip, tumble. Land in a mulch of wet leaves and decomposing beer cans. I crawl deeper, scooting backways on my ass until my back is pressed to a tree. The bark is sharp but slick with moss. I press my hand to an ache on my thigh, wanting to disappear. Wanting to become vapor and reappear somewhere else far away from Nashville, and Cowboy, and the Farm. I want to find myself living with my mother and father in the Colorado mountains. I’d tend the goats, I’d never complain. I’d cook, do all the washing up, launder our clothes. I’d iron every shirt my father wants to wear, polish my mother’s ruby ring. Whatever it takes. 
But the world…Christ, the world refuses to let me go. 
And the thing about Tyler is he had a dimple. 
* * *
I don’t often do this, but I undo my belt, my popper, and zipper, and push my hand inside my jeans, then my panties. I open the folds and press my fingers to my sweet spot. Just press and hold it, that’s it. I don’t need to wiggle and jiggle like women do in porn movies. I just press, and hold, and think of that dimple. Once it starts to get close, I slip one of my fingers inside. It’s tight. No man has ever been inside there. Sex isn’t safe. Even this doesn’t feel safe. But I hold it there. 
As the moment draws nearer, I imagine Elias pushing through the trees, seeing what I’m doing and lying beside me to help. Then I see his own hands going in, and he moves more than he. He strokes and massages, and I spread my legs. He tells me no, lowers my jeans, then moves between my legs.
I wait for him to undo his belt, but he shakes his head and lowers his face. His tongue licks across me then pushes inside. He nibbles the outside area I pressed, and I’m there with him, my legs splayed open. Not my chest splayed like in the surgical suite, but my legs in Shelby park. 
I let it take me to a place I’ve never been, let myself buck like the porn stars. I’m groaning too, because this is what it should be like? This…this pleasure? This feeling of being driven, and when it comes, the pulsing, the curling into a ball, the release?
I lie for a few minutes, try to redress myself, then give up. 
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Ten minutes later, I’m still thinking about that damn dimple, while I listen to the marquee come down. Not because I’m soft, or I’m annoyed I had fun, but because I shouldn’t have noticed. It’s just a dimple, of all the stupid things to get lodged behind my eyes. But it sat in the corner of his mouth, and every time he smiled it appeared and disappeared, appeared and disappeared. Like he was making a point.
So okay, yes, he had a dimple. I’m not dead. I notice things.
And it’s okay to think about things such as this while I get off everyone once in a while. 
I shift my weight. Dead leaves suck and squelch. Beyond the trees the voices are getting thinner, the trucks quieter. I decide to give myself another few minutes and then I’ll move, find a path, and get myself home. Or somewhere. Anywhere that isn’t the woods at night, smelling of river water and my own slick sweat. 
A twig snaps behind me. Close enough that I go completely still.
Then another.
I pull up my panties, then my jeans, while tracking the sound sideways. 
Whoever it is isn’t running. They’re picking their way through carefully, which is worse than running. My mouth tastes sweet. Sweeter than that donut. It’s the poison, pushing up from my stomach, trickling in readiness. 
“I saw you at the bar,” a man’s voice says.
I make out his shape, threading between the trees. Black jacket, open at the front. One of theirs. Too young to be part of Cowboy’s inner circle, too small to be one of his thugs. I remember him. He paused when he clocked me, then let himself be talked out of it. He thought I was just a frightened girl.
Bet he’s still thinking that. Bet nobody’s told him what I’m truly capable of, poor dude. 
“Come on,” he says, fifteen feet back, moving right. “I’m not going to bite.”
That’s funny, coming from somebody where the cult does exactly that. But he’s a man, so he won’t. 
Damn, girl. I should’ve worn my red dress. 
“You’ve got nowhere to go,” he says, almost gentle. He hasn’t spotted me yet. “Place is swarming out there. I can get you out, if you want.”
I don’t want to get out. Instead, I lean through the thicket enough to give him something to find. 
He stops, exhales. “There you are.” He picks up his pace, reassured by me standing there, a feigned expression of fear in my eyes, on my lips. It’s not hard. I let him come. “You’re the girl I pretended to miss, right?” He laughs, like this is a fun game. “And you really thought I had, but I didn't. I knew exactly who you were, but the thing is, I wanted to save you for myself.”
“Lucky me,” I say. 
He’s close now. Square jaw, the kind of face that women swoon over, the kind of eyes that tells me he’s come to expect that. He’ll learn I do a lot of things, but this girl doesn't swoon. 
Except Tyler had a dimple. This man isn’t Tyler. 
“You shouldn’t be out here alone,” he says.
“I know.” I take a small step toward him. Not much, just enough. Then I lick my fangs, swallow down the poison I'm immune to. “It’s been a weird night, and it’s about to get weirder.”
“Oh?” he says, glancing behind him. “Is that a threat or a promise?”
I take another step. “There’s a difference?”
He laughs again. 
“You going to tell me your name?” I ask. 
“Garrett.” He says it like it’s a gift, like I’ll swoon over that too. 
“And that’s your real name, or did you change it?”
Tyler isn’t Tyler. 
A glow of red around the corner of my vision. Stop. 
I won’t stop. I never do. 
“And your name?” he asks. 
He doesn’t know? Wow! He really doesn’t know who I am, what I’m about to do to him. Saving me for himself. What a fool. 
I wonder whether to lie, but quickly dismiss the idea. I want to see whether he flinches, whether recognition clouds his expression. “Leah, and if you don’t already know, I escaped the Farm.”
He stops walking, the shadows over his face changing. 
So he does know. He starts to back away, but pauses, and talks himself into staying. He does a lot of self-talk, this man. I saw it in the marquee too. Push and pull. Yes or no. Should he dare or should he flee?
“There’s a path,” Garrett says, having made his decision. “Cleared one, through the park. Much easier going than this. Nice soft grass. Thought we might sit down and have ourselves a little chat.”
He thinks he won’t die. Curious.
“Show me,” I say, because I already see him, splayed out in the grass, limp-dicked and punctured. 
We break from the trees onto a wide gravel path, the kind used by joggers and dog walkers in daylight. Right now it’s dark and empty and long, the trees on either side a thick smear of black.
Tyler wasn’t Tyler. He was lying. Again. 
“I’ve heard you have a particular skill set,” Garrett says, enjoying this, warming up to it. Men like him love to sound like they know things. “Cowboy thinks that makes you valuable.”
“Oh? Valuable, how?”
He considers. Then, because we’re alone and the night is dark and he’s decided it’s time to tease me, he says, “There’s a treatment. Anti-venom. My guess is he thinks having you—”
“You’re serious?” I ask. Cowboy said something like that in the trapper’s hut. I’d called it a lie. But now…
The path curves. There are trees on our left, a low slope dropping away to the right. We’re well away from the marquee now, well away from the cop cars and the noise and anyone who might wander past. The gravel is soft from the earlier rain. Our footsteps don’t carry.
Now I click into venomous mode. 
* * *
It takes very little effort to get him on the soft grass, his erection free of his pants. One lick along his jaw, one nibble of his ear, and he’s tugging me down after him. He starts struggling out of his jacket but no, I want to kill him while it’s still on. I want to see that black jacket buck and twist when I devour him. 
I lick the tip, focus on the black jacket while I take his length in. Slow and deliberate, like I did with the blond boy and all the others. All the way to the base. He gasps, hands clawing at leaves and grass around us. I grip his thighs, move in that familiar rhythm, each motion a tease. A pulse. Each suck and pull a siphon. 
Then comes that other sound. That soft, humming moan, that low vibration in my throat. As predicted, his thighs tense, his buttocks clench, my voice soothing him, urging him to believe whatever the hell I want. He groans. Gasps. Even says the predictable, “Fuck me.”
Now for the second course.
“Before you try,” he says, lifting his head. “I should tell you it won’t work.”
They never do this—slip out from under my magic, look up, and speak. 
I bite just a little. He laughs. Laughs and laughs. 
I bite again, my teeth unable to break through. The sweetness in my mouth turns sour. 
I choke, gag. Push against his white, hairy legs, their lengths rippled with muscles. Saliva runs down my chin, down my throat. I can’t swallow. I cough, he laughs more. I dig my fingernails into his thighs but that does nothing. Garrett lifts his head and howls. Like a fox, a wolf, a predator. 
Then he looks down. “It’s the anti-venom you stupid bitch. I stole some and slathered my dick with the stuff.”
I spit, rub my throat. 
“Don’t worry, it won’t kill you. Then again, what Cowboy uses might.”
“You’re lying,” I say, the sweetness returning, my skin breaking out in hives. “They’ve never managed to make anti-venom. I’m allergic to penicillin. You have to have known that, and you’re tricking me.”
“Oh, girl. We know everything. We know what happened to your whore of a mother, your father. We tell those stories at night, to our own fucking children.”
He’s lying, he has to be. But I can’t kill him. On look, one attempt to open my mouth and I’m gagging again. He lifts his hands, reaches forward like he’s going to strangle me. I can’t let that happen. 
I reach into my pocket, pull out the bouncer’s knife. Flick it open behind my back. His hands are inches away circling my throat when I throw my arm across my chest, and backswipe the blade. His throat opens in a wide gash, the final word bitch coming out as a gurgle. 
I roll away from the spurt of blood. Land in the grass. Vomit up acid, and alcohol, and a sugary donut. The spray of blood turns his body from white to red, and I vomit again while rolling away. He’s jerking when I push through thicket and between trees to the river, and I toss the knife. 
I crouch at the river's edge and watch the blade sink. Gone in a second, like what happened never happened. Except it did. 
I exhale. Inhale. Keep breathing.
Jesus, it wasn't supposed to go like that. I had him. 
I had my mouth on him and I had the dronesong ready and all I needed was the second bite to go clean and deep, and instead I gagged. The knife was a contingency. I've never needed a contingency before. It had to be penicillin. I press my knuckles against my mouth and breathe through them, because no matter what, I’m not who I thought I was an hour ago. I'm just a woman crouching by a river in the dark with blood drying under her fingernails.
You're spiraling, I think, because I am.
At last, the ridge on my scalp warms up. 
The amber glow comes first, soft through the undergrowth. Then a shape, crouching at the edge of the path. A flash of mahogany skin, and a smile, and yes, a dimple.
“Hey,” his voice says.
One word. One very loaded word. 
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“What do you want?” I ask, my words gritty, because what a night. He invited me to a rave, showed up as Tyler, waited until I masturbated and my weaponry failed, then he showed up. Hardly a good start. 
Silence. A shuffling of feet.
I curl into myself, knees to chest. My bones ache with tiredness, I feel sick, and my bowels are trying to give out. I also need to pee. 
“Okaaaaay,” the Watcher says, stepping away. “Guess I’ll give you a minute to regroup.”
Odd choice of word. That's what soldiers say: ‘Let's run behind the building, shoot the place up, then regroup,’ or, ‘Let’s lay down our weapons and regroup.’
But then, he’s Farm. Doubt he’ll confess it, saying, “Oh yeah, of course I’m Farm. I go around cleaning up dead people, stick their bodies in barrels of acid to dissolve. Or bury them.” Or do whatever he does. I don’t care to know. 
Well, obviously I do, but not right now. 
I push into the trees, dry leaves and twigs snapping beneath my sneakers. The night air slides under my shirt, caresses my naked butt. 
Thirty seconds in, his voice floats after me: “Are you done yet?”
“Do I sound done?” 
No, but I sound snarky enough to nick bark. “Any chance you have a tissue?”
He doesn’t answer, just flicks something white overhead. It snags on a low branch. I pluck it down, the fabric soft, expensive, embroidered with a name that is not Tyler. 
“Elias,” I shout through the trees. The handkerchief’s way too good to wipe myself with, so I fold it, tuck it beside the ten dollar bill in my bra. “So fucking good to meet you.”
“I’m partial to being called the Watcher. Something about it seems magisterial.”
I wipe with a leaf, hope it’s not poison ivy. “You’re lucky I’m not calling you Dickhead, so I suggest you shut up.” I return my pants to their nested position, push back through the trees, then step onto the edge of the clearing. I pull back my shirt, revealing the scar, my bra, the tucked handkerchief. “I suppose you want this back.”
“After you peed on it?” He laughs, white teeth gleaming in the night air. “No thanks.”
“You’re insufferable,” I tell him, spinning away so he won’t see the smile threatening to form on my lips. I feel lighter, and I hate him for that. It’s not a personal thing. Whether he clears up my messes or not, he’s still Farm. 
“I know you’re smiling,” he says, leaves crunching under his boot. “I feel it in my bones.”
“Good for you,” I deadpan. “Because my bones, Elias, are telling me you shouldn’t have allowed me to get kidnapped, shouldn’t have tricked me into showing up at the Hermitage, shouldn’t have invited me here then pretended to be Tyler, shouldn’t have allowed Cowboy to nearly shoot my brains out, and shouldn’t have left me sitting in the woods for as long as I did.”
He doesn’t speak.
I do. “Which of those ‘shouldn’ts’ would you like to address first? I know, why don’t we start at the beginning. Tell me why you left me at the trapper’s hut.”
His dimple forms, then falls away. “Well, I had somewhere to be, which included taking Cowboy away. I’d have come back, but you’re resourceful, you found a way out.”
“Because you left a note telling me to call a friend. But okay, I’ll grant you it felt good to rescue myself. Next issue: why’d you trick me into meeting Estelle at the Hermitage?”
“Why’d you come spying?” he counters. “Did you seriously think you could show up on her grounds, with all those cameras, and not expect her to want to speak with you?”
“She didn’t invite Claire.”
“She might’ve invited her at another time. Who knows. Estelle is a very resourceful woman too.”
A flash of jealousy burns. I’ve been angry at Estelle, but the thought of her buying crustless sandwiches, and little cubes of cake, and Lapsang Souchong for Claire angers me more. “But she said nothing about spying,” I say. “She only asked about a ring, and told me a lie.”
Another dimple. “The Ring of Ascension. Never seen it personally, but Estelle tells me you have. You might even have worn it. Did it glow when you placed it on your finger?”
I pick up a twig, consider digging it into his dimple. “Mind your own business. Interesting you chose that to discuss, rather than her lie.”
“Annegret being her daughter isn’t a lie.”
I sit on a fallen log, stare at my shoes. Think this through. 
All I can think about is Davey’s behavior at his bedroom door, the way he accepted the Eye of Providence showing up on our mirror, and hasn’t mentioned it since. The way he told me he knows both Claire and I are Farm. Me masquerades as innocent, when he’s far from it. He could easily have an aunt he’s choosing not to tell me about. Or barred from telling me about. 
“It’s a lot,” Elias says, lowering himself to the ground. Good job he’s wearing dark pants. He’ll look like he shit himself when he stands. Not that I care. 
“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” I ask.
“Leah, since when have you liked to be told anything? If you want information, you’ll have to state what you’re thinking, then I’ll deny or confirm.”
“Which’ll avoid you spilling secrets, and will also keep you in Estelle’s good books.”
He lifts his head, then lowers it. “Observation taken on the nose.”
God, she’s a manipulative witch, but we already know that. 
“Okay, my mother. Annegret is Estelle’s daughter, Annie is my mother. The names are alive, therefore it’s almost possible to believe Estelle is elderly, and confused.”
That dimple again. “Or, it’s possible to believe Annegret and Annie are the same person.”
“You’re breaking your own rules,” I inform him, smiling now. This is fun. He’s fun, even though he’s a godawful, lying, manipulative piece of shit. Even though I don’t want to believe Estelle can possibly be my grandmother. Even though the idea of Davey being my cousin gives me the heebie-geebies. 
“So why invite me here, then show up as Tyler?”
“To watch you,” he says, looking at the pink palms of his hands. “That’s what I do. Watch.”
I wonder whether he watched what I did earlier, while lying in the undergrowth alone. Part of me hopes he did, while another blushes at my memories of bucking like a porn star. If he did, at least I gave him a good show. “Yeah, but you didn’t need to lie about your name.”
His eyes meet mine. “How would you have reacted had I shown up and introduced myself as Elias. You’d have grilled me alive. Cowboy wouldn’t have show up, and we wouldn’t have known his next play.”
“So, wait. You invited me here to use me as bait?”
He exhales, a noisy sound. “Putting it like that makes it sound worse than it is, but I suppose, in some ways, yes. We need to know Cowboy’s strategy, and now we do.”
I curl up my toes, press them against the top of my sneaker. Watch them while I think. Cowboy’s strategy. He wanted to lure me to his side. He said that outright, no worming around the offer, no subtly. He has my mother, and he wants me. He also wants the ring. 
* * *
For ten minutes, we avoid eye contact. Elias glances at me, then looks away. I do the same, wondering whether he really can read my mind. He said he knows Cowboy’s strategy. I didn’t verbalize it. But also…it seems too far-fetched. What man can read a woman’s mind, really?
He laughs, holds up a hand in apology. 
He should. If all men could read women’s minds, the world would be a far better place.
He laughs again. 
“So it’s true,” I say. Not a question. “You can read my mind.”
He taps the spot above his right ear. “Only with surgical intervention, and an awful lot of training. And therapy, to cope with your thoughts. Leah, you never shut up.”
I’m not sure how to respond to that, especially as I’ve thought much the same myself. So I sit, twiddle my thumbs, wonder what awful thing I can say next. Nothing comes. 
“Can you turn the ability off?” I ask.
Like when I’m crapping, or entertaining myself in the shower, I think, before remembering he can hear those thoughts anyway. Or finger fucking myself in the woods? Marvelous. 
He smiles. “Yes, sometimes. But it’s possible to develop a filter. I have one I can use from time to time, like earlier, while you—”
“Don’t,” I say. “Don’t you dare say it.”
“Okay, I won’t.”
I don’t thank him. “But how does it work?” I ask. “How can surgeons at the Farm do this? We’re talking epic level skills here. The brightest of minds.”
Elias presses his fingertips together, making me think of Mr Willow. He’d done the same thing before delivering important news. “The Farm has the brightest of minds. They developed the appliance, then the methods of implanting it.”
“And now they’ve developed anti-venom too?” I ask, thinking of Cowboy rolling that vial over my cheek, and what happened with Garrett—though I’m not convinced that was anything beyond penicillin. 
Elias shakes his head. “Not universally, no. As for whether Cowboy has it, we don’t know.” He stands, a brown splodge of mud sticking to his rear end. “If he does, it’s been kept a huge secret.” He leans against a tree. “I still have contacts on the Farm, people willing to walk that fine line between safety and danger. They’ve seen the failures.”
I think of the bodies I found that day. The voices of men digging their graves, talking about anti-venom being impossible, about how the surgeons are wasting both their time and their brothers. I’d watched them lower men into the ground, some young, some old, but none of them familiar. Recruits brought in with promises of sexual heaven. Recruits engaged by the likes of Maverick.
But Garrett wasn’t a failed experiment. Either way, I failed. 
I still feel the way my fangs didn’t sink, like biting into a gristle. The gag reflex that followed. He’d laughed while I realized for the first time that I wasn’t the predator in the room. 
The knife had been clumsy. Desperate. The sight of that blood. 
“You were right to let Maverick live,” Elias says.
I hadn’t expedited that. “Why?”
“He’s also telling us a lot. He’s angry, he’s making mistakes.”
“And that’s why the van’s being prepped by Daisy and Hopalong?”
He pushes away from the tree, a large smile spreading across his lips. “I called them that the other day. Accidentally of course. Oh my God, they were pissed. But yes. Things are coming to a head.”
“And that blonde kid I killed. Was the kid reported missing?”
“Daniel Reese,” Elias says. “Yes, that was a deliberate lure to help us identify which cops might be Farm. Sorry about the stress that might’ve caused.”
“It got Claire more hot and bothered than me. So, where does this leave us?”
“No more secrets,” he whispers. “I know that’s what you want, but it’s not that simple.”
Of course it isn’t, not with Estelle thrown into the mix. 
“Can you help me toss a body into the river?” I ask. “I can offer you a glass of Johnnie Walker as a reward, assuming you drive me home.”
Elias digs into his pocket. “Yes on the body, but I can’t take you up on the whiskey. I’m on duty.”
“For what?” I ask.
He holds up a key. “For you to drive us home.”
“You’re aware I can’t drive,” I say, tugging Garrett’s limp feet. Elias’s arms are wrapped around Garrett’s torso. One big swing and he’ll be floating towards Nashville. Or sinking. 
“You drove a golf cart,” Elias says. 
“Exactly, and I crashed it” 
“Give me thirty minutes,” Elias says, “and you’ll be proficient enough for whatever’s needed.”
The darkness in his eyes tells me not to ask what that might be.
But I know. 
Splash. 
* * *
The trashcan falls onto its side, spilling crap everywhere. A used baby’s diaper lands on the hood. “Well, shit,” Elias says, looking at me. We giggle, because when aren’t bottom jokes funny? 
“Well, the diaper didn’t split open,” Elias says, pushing open his door. He retrieves it from the hood, rights the trashcan and tosses it inside. Then he picks up a couple of twenty liter bags and tossed them too. “Damn thing was too far out in the road,” he adds, climbing back into the passenger seat. “No wonder you hit it.”
He’s lying, but he’s well-versed in that. 
“Yes, but for your protection.”
I decide not to go down that rabbit hole. 
“What does Cowboy mean when he says he has my mother?” I ask, because that rabbit hole’s far more attractive. I’m lying. The words slipped out of my mouth like jello. 
“Not entirely sure,” Elias says. 
“Liar. You said you have contacts in the compound, so you know.”
He points at the gas pedal. “Drive, and no, I don’t. My contacts are busy following the likes of Cowboy, and Maverick, and publishing fake news reports, yada-yada. They’re not following your mother around.”
I plant my foot on the pedal, shoot towards another can. This one I hit deliberately.
“So, now we’re playing bumper cars,” Elias says. “In Estelle’s fancy limo.”
I hit the brake. “This is a limo?”
He turns his head slowly. “Leah, this is a Rolls Royce. Drive with some respect.”
I jump out to check for scratches. Not a single one. “Built to last,” I say, thumping the car’s hood. “Like Estelle, who I swear will never die.”
“And you’d like that?” Elias asks. “You’ll be rich one day.”
That hadn’t occurred to me. 
That mansion, this car, the East Nashville house. 
You know what…I’m gonna make Davey give the place a lick of paint, just in case. 
Elias frowns. “You’re beginning to accept it?” 
I don’t know what I’m doing. 
My maternal grandmother is GeeGee. 
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Elias is out of the car before it comes to a stop. “That bad?” I call after him. No sign of Davey’s car, though our front door’s wide open. I do a double take, note Elias is already inside the house, already turning on lights. 
“Shit,” I say, pushing open my door. I expect another warning, another picture drawn into my mirror. I gasp once I push through the door. 
Our floral couch has been turned upside down. It’s torn, or shredded, white stuffing thrown around the room. The dining table and chairs are a mess of legs. The kitchen cabinets have all been emptied. The bathroom is a mess of toiletries. Nothing on the mirror, but I’d have to start the shower. 
“Do you see anything missing?” Elias asks. 
I peer into Davey’s room. “In this mess? I wouldn’t know how to run an inventory.”
Claire’s room is equally as bad, but mine’s worse. Nothing is where it should be. Not even the watchful doll. 
“Televisions, radios? Anything of value?”
I pick up my bedding. It’s torn. The blue surgical glove is on the floor. I pick it up and squirrel it beneath my bedside table. When I look back up, he’s that same small child again, arm draped over my shoulders. I shake my head and the image fades. “Not that I can tell.”
“So not your traditional robbers,” Elias says, pushing my mattress back on its frame. “Which suggests they were looking for something specific.”
I look at the bottom of my closet stacked with clothes, then at the shelf. 
“I found a plastic doll in the trapper’s hut,” I say, heading for my closet. I’m tugging through my clothes, throwing pants, T-shirts, underwear around my room. “It had scratchings on it. My father’s name. Then I noticed it rattled, so I tugged one of her arms, and found another half-whittled bear inside, plus a tool. She seems to have gone, along with the unfinished bear and my father’s tool.”
“Where was it?” he asks, sitting beside me. 
I push him away. “Not here, on the shelf. Go look there.”
He stands, looks, then comes back over. “Where, exactly? Leah, stop. I need you to—”
“Oh the fucking shelf,” I yell, getting nearer to my box of papers. “For Christ’s sake, Elias, use your eyes.”
He grabs my shoulders. “Leah, you have to calm down.”
“Calm down?” I wail, thinking I’m perfectly calm. He’s the one escalating my lack of calmness. I just want to check that the piece of baseboard is still in place. “Don’t you dare tell me to calm down.”
His hands clutch at his skull. “I have no choice, Leah. Your mood goes from zero to a hundred in seconds, and you’re hurting my head.”
“Oh, really?” I snap. Poor him. Poor Elias. “I’m so sorry, but how about you stop listening in all the goddamn time? How about you—”
I’m interrupted by a scream. 
Elias pushes himself into my closet, closes the door. I see the baseboard. Just for a second but it’s still there. The one piece of the house that’s in the correct place. 
Claire. “Davey, come see what’s happened.”
I ease my bedroom door closed. “Why are you hiding?” I ask, pulling the door open.
“Because I panicked, because you were making my head hurt, and because I don’t want your roommates blaming me.”
I point at the window. “Get out, Elias. I mean it.”
“You want a black man to drop through your window, after it’s clear somebody raided your house. You know what the cops do to guys like me?”
“Ah, how sweet. A moment of vulnerability. Get out, Elias, nobody will see you. The cops don’t drive down our street.”
What did I just say?
The cops don’t drive down our street. 
That’s right, they don’t. Not once have I seen one. 
I grab Elias by the scruff of his neck, open my window, and order him to climb. Then I follow. 
* * *
I arrive at the front door to find Claire with her hands pressed against her cheeks, Davey standing in the doorframe. He shifts his gaze from the couch, to the dining table, and then to me. “What in God’s name happened here?”
I step inside. “Holy crap, looks like we got robbed.” 
“You think?” Claire says, peering into her room. 
I slip past her, push my bedroom window back down, then make a show of looking around my room. The burlap sack will have to wait, because now I really am looking for the psychotic doll. She’s my decoy, and sure enough, she’s nowhere to be seen. So maybe she’s not my decoy. Maybe Cowboy showed up and decided his precious ring is inside one of her eyeballs. 
Or maybe it was that lecherous man eyeballing Claire in Belle Meade. The one who licked his lips, and looked like she owed him her body. No, it’s the doll. 
I poke my head into Claire’s room. “Remember that stupid doll I brought back from the trapper’s hut?” I pause, watch her right her own mattress. “Well, she’s gone. I can’t find her.”
Davey lifts his rug, runs his hands over the floorboards, then lowers the wool back into place. “Are you telling me our house got ransacked over a plastic doll?” 
“No,” I say, charging into his room. Truth is, probably. It’d make sense, but I’m not about to confess that, not with Davey being so shifty. “I think they came to find whatever you have hiding beneath your floorboards. What is it, Davey?”
“Nothing,” he says, sitting on the rug and spreading his legs. 
Claire pokes her head in the room. “Davey—”
“I said nothing, okay. Don’t make me out to be a liar.”
“But you are a liar,” I say. “You pretended not to know Claire and I are Farm, which might not be outright deceit, but is lying by omission. Makes me wonder what else you know, and what else you might be hiding.”
He looks like he might cry. Even curls his legs to his chest. 
I kneel on the rug and pull it back. One floorboard doesn’t sit right, and is chipped around its edges. Leverage marks. I scan Davey’s room, spot a clawhammer on his bedside table.
“Fuck,” he says, standing, his shoulders hunched. 
I reach for the hammer. “If you’re going to commune with Johnnie Walker, I’ll have a glass.”
“Me too,” Claire says, over the sound of a bottle opening.
I use the hammer to wrench the floorboard. It comes up easily. Davey arrives with three glasses, and sits on the edge of his bed. The void beneath our floor is dark, but there’s enough light to make out a scrapbook. I lift it, find it protected from damp by a gallon-sized freezer bag.
“It’s a long story,” Davey says, before lifting his glass to his lips. He takes a sip, then another, while Claire and I wait. “I found the first article when I was eleven years old. I haven’t told anyone about anything in nearly twenty years, and that's a long time to know something and keep quiet.”
Beyond the window, a car rolls past.
Claire and I sit on either side of him. 
* * *
I hand him the bagged scrapbook. He could run off, but doesn’t. Instead, he shakes his head. “You do it,” he tells me, removing the book from the bag. 
The cover crackles under my fingers, no name written on the front. No picture, no form of identification. Deliberate, in case Estelle finds it. Hence the plastic bag, the hiding beneath the boards, the rug covering it. The hammer’s a problem, but this is Davey. 
“Are you sure?” I ask. Not sure why I do that, because I’ll open it regardless. It just seems like the right thing to do. 
“No,” he says, resting a hand on my arm. “But thanks for asking.”
I peel open the cover, making sure to treat this with the respect it deserves. Nearly twenty years Davey’s been on this mission. He’s right, that is a long time. 
A newspaper article. “This was your first?” I ask.
He shakes his head. “There were others I read and threw away. They freaked me out. This is just a collection of those I’ve kept.”
I wonder what we’ll learn from this, but also what he threw out. Bad stuff, I’m sure. I look down. The newspaper clipping has yellowed, has curling edges, the ink slightly smudged. It tells us about Estelle’s family, about her husband, Eric. A local politician, who lost his firstborn daughter during childbirth. He reports Estelle is doing well, though she’s grieving. 
“She had a daughter?” I ask. “You said you didn’t have an aunt.”
He exhales. “I was never told I did. I lived years of my life thinking my father was an only child, that he’s the way he is because he was spoiled. Turns out he was spoiled alright, but because my grandmother lost her first child.”
I look down at the report, note the story was told from the father’s perspective, not Estelle. He’s the politician, surviving, well enough to make a report, while Estelle’s just the grieving mother. That’s normal, especially for the day. The fact that the report’s in this scrapbook, and Davey’s knocking back Johnnie Walker like there’s no tomorrow is not. 
“There’s more to the story, isn’t there?” I ask. 
“Yes, because I got curious about this missing aunt. I wanted to know where she was buried, what she was called.”
Claire touches the article. “You couldn’t have asked Estelle?”
“I tried. Once. I would probably have been around fifteen at the time. Grandma Estelle blew a fuse, told me to never speak of the child again. So I didn’t.”
“But you had to know,” I say. I take a slug of whiskey, then another. “So you carried on looking. Am I right?”
He turns the page. It’s blank, aside from a pencil-written word: Birth Certificate.
“Where is it?” I ask.
Davey shakes his head. “I never found it, and believe me, I looked everywhere. The attic, my grandfather’s office. My grandmother’s rooms. I didn’t leave a drawer, a cabinet, a locker, a safe, a closet untouched. I about peeled the wallpaper from the walls, it drove me so crazy. What grieving parent doesn’t hold onto their deceased child’s birth certificate?”
There’s an answer to that. I hear it in his tone, the determination in his voice. 
“My grandparents, that’s who. And do you want to know why?” He doesn’t wait for an answer, just turns the page. “I don’t think the baby died.”
Another pencil-written script: death certificate. Another empty page. 
I know the child’s name. 
I know where she went. 
I even know who raised her. 
“What do you think happened?” Claire asks.  
Davey empties his glass and refills it. He pours more in mine. “Fill it,” I tell him. 
Claire frowns, takes a sip from her own glass, her hand steady. Unlike Davey’s. Unlike mine. 
“I think my grandfather lied.”
Claire. “Okay—”
“I think the child survived. I think she was given to the Farm.”
“Our Farm?” Claire asks, pointing at her chest. “No, Davey. A father would never just give away his own child, then lie to his wife. That makes no sense.”
Davey sweeps his hair off his forehead. “You’d think, right? But my family is your everyday All-American family. My family owns the land a cult’s built on.”
Claire says nothing. I don’t either. 
He turns the page, and there’s another version of the deed I found in the trapper’s hut. The deed that inspired Claire and me to spy on his grandmother. “But this is nothing compared to what else I learned. I found the name of the doctor who assisted my grandmother’s birth, and I looked him up. Turns out he’s not listed with the American Medical Board, with the state, with anything. No record of licensure anywhere. What I did discover is he operates on, guess where?”
“The Farm,” Claire and I say together. 
“Yup, indeedy. I came to the conclusion that he lied to my grandmother, and gave the baby to the doctor, who took her to the Farm.”
“But why?” Claire asks. 
“Estelle has a sister,” I say, reaching for the bottle. “Her name’s Gloria. Well, guess what girls and boys, my grandmother’s name was Gloria. How coincidental is that?”
Claire’s face pales. She knows things, but she didn’t know that. I watch her calculate what this means. Either that and I’m way off base, and she’s calculating how to play what she already knows. “So, wait a minute…” She takes a large slug. Huge, actually. Empties her glass in one gulp, reaches it out for Davey to refill. “You’re telling me that Estelle’s daughter was taken to the Farm, and was raised by her sister, Gloria, who is also your grandmother. Fuck me, Leah. That’d make you—”
“Estelle’s granddaughter,” I finish, raising my glass in a toast. “And even better yet, it’d make me Davey’s cousin.”
“Hey,” he says. “Don’t you be acting like that. I’m the only sane one in the family.”
That might be true. 
I stand. I want to go to bed. I want to sleep all this away, and get up in the morning and find it’s all over. “I’ll be at Mr Willow’s for coffee,” I say, leaving the room. 
“No you won’t,” Davey shouts after me. He turns a page, and jabs at the article. 
I watch him, then sit back down. My lips feel cold, my fingertips too. Everything feels cold. “What?” I whisper. 
I read the article. Read it again. 
Mr Willow, private investigator, address given, was investigating the activities of a close family member when he was killed in a car accident. He leaves behind a fiance, Mavis. His dog, Peanut, died with him. 
“So your friend, Mr Willow, is a ghost,” Davey says.
But he’s not. I’ve sat with him, listened to music with him, drunk coffee with him. 
“Unless he has a brother,” Claire says. 
Davey and I look at her. 
“What? It’s possible right?”
I don’t know. “The Mr Willow I’ve sat with says his wife was called Mavis. She died, oh, I don’t know when. I’m not even sure he told me, but he behaves like she’s sitting in the rocker, drinking coffee. He even asked her to get up so I could sit.”
“And you did that?” Davey asks.
“Well, yeah. I just thought he was a bereaved old man. But don’t turn this on me. Why were you looking into him?”
“Because he was an investigator, Leah. Investigating a close family member. Sounds like a professional version of me, right? Did you tell him anything? You know, about us?”
“Of course not,” I say, fully aware I bared my heart to the old man. Literally spilled my guts. “Listen, I’ll go over in the morning and see if he’s still alive. Perhaps by then, he’ll have realized he’s meant to be a ghost.”
I return to my room, and shut the door. Pull out my burlap sack. It survived. I tip out the bear without looking inside, then lay it on my pillow. 
Estelle is my grandmother. 
My mother was taken away and raised by her sister. 
I don’t know why, but I’m beginning to think GeeGee did. 
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Claire greets me with morning coffee, which I decline as I’m going over to Mr Willow’s. Despite the state of our house, Claire grins. “Are you really going to ask him if he’s a ghost?” 
I hide what I’m holding behind my back. “Not directly, no. Assuming he wasn’t the investigator that died, then that could make him the family member being investigated. Wouldn’t surprise me given the way the shit’s hitting the fan.” I pick up the stuffing she tossed, look at it. The stuff resembles a cloud, but feels totally fake. I drop it again. “Doesn’t necessarily make him evil though.”
I sense the opposite, but that doesn’t make me right. Regardless, I’m going to leave something with him before those black-jacketed goons return. It’s a potato sack, placed in a brown envelope, then placed in a plastic Walmart bag. I’ll downplay it. 
I’m about to step out when I pause. “But one question, when you said you were Farm elite, what did that mean?”
Claire kicks the stuffing. “It means I lived in the big house, okay. The big ole blue fancy house, with the fancy rooms, and the fancy childhood. So yeah, I give you permission to hate me.”
I stand there, wondering whether I’m surprised, then decide I’m not. Her stuff is way nicer than mine. Honestly, I’m surprised she’s not wearing the Ring of Ascension. A big old ruby would look good on her. “You’ve got nothing on me, sis,” I say, wearing a deliberately cheesy grin. “Turns out my grandmother is Estelle DeMille, and I have the deeds for the entire compound.”
I slam the door behind me. 
* * *
Mr Willow is out on his deck, newspaper on his lap. Peanut’s sniffing around the yard. He cocks his leg as though to pee, spots my entrance, then charges over. Hopefully not to pee on my leg. I’m wearing shorts. Ridiculously white legs, but it’s still spring. 
“Am I glad to see you,” Mr Willow says, reaching for his French press. “I’ve been terribly worried. You had quite the goings-on at your place yesterday evening.”
“You’re observant.” I wonder whether I’m able to sit, or whether I should wait for Mavis. I give her a moment, question whether to grab his comment as my segue, then decide we’re beyond niceties. “Seems like you have investigative talent in your family.”
His pouring stops. Literally freezes. 
He lowers the press to the table, then steeples his hands. I’m beginning to think that’s a generic Farm motion, which suggests he’s Farm, which…did I feel that before, while spilling my heart? No, but I am now. I shouldn’t have said anything. I shouldn’t have brought my sack. But I couldn’t risk leaving it in the house. I searched everywhere for that damn doll, but found it nowhere. 
I drop into the seat, thinking about that half-whittled bear, the memory I had of my mother’s swollen stomach. The realization there would have been a second child. Could the child have survived and been taken away, like my mother was? Taken and given to another woman to raise? That would mean I have a sibling. A living grandmother, a mother, a dead father, a cousin, and a sibling. 
My hands begin to shake. Mr. Willow resumes his moving, and places a mug of coffee in my hands. “Drink,” he says. “Looks like you need it.”
“Any chance you have a drop of amber-colored milk?”
“Whiskey,” he says, standing. “Good idea. I feel like this’ll be a conversation that needs it.”
Alone, I remember my mother and I being placed back together. It was months after the crash. Might even have been a year later. I’d been placed in an ‘orphanage,’ where I was terrified of other children. I hadn’t been around them. I’d been hidden, my parents telling me if I was found they’d take me, train me to do things. I knew from the tone in Mama’s voice they’d be bad. After the crash, I remember we’d be placed in a room and made to watch fuzzy black and white televisions. It was like they were searching for a channel but never found one. Images would appear. Brief images, but they’d disappear before I’d know what they showed. 
I don’t remember much beyond that. My guess is I zoned out. A form of hypnosis, perhaps. It wasn’t bad. At least, not as bad as my parents made me believe, but then…
If I was zoned out, it might have been awful. I don’t know. I’m not sure I want to know.
There was a boy who tried to make friends with me. I see his face, his skin so dark. He looked like hot chocolate, with really white teeth. And a dimple. 
“Fuck,” I say, launching to a stand, making Peanut startle. 
I know who that was. Jesus Christ, I know who the kid was. 
My hands are in front of me, a foot away from cupping my breasts, swinging from my wrists. Bouncing. Then they’re pushed together, wringing. It’s like I’ve touched something hot, though my skin is cold. I have to warm my palms. I’m shivering. Shaking. White noise in my ears. Televisions again, him on my left. Always on my left. 
“Elias,” I say on Mr Willow’s deck
But his little body is zoned out. He’s walking like a zombie.
The kitchen door pushes open. I drop into my seat, feel Mavis pass through me, then leave taking my shivering, and my cold, and my writhing with her. I’m normal Leah again. Just normal Leah, coping with a bombshell Elias failed to drop, that he’s known me since I was four. Four! When I was just a small child, with little blonde ringlets, and a baby nose, and tiny, tiny hands. 
“Here we go,” Mr Willow says, reaching over to pour. 
I pick up my mug, reach over the deck’s side, and dump some of the brown liquid into the grass. “Fill her up,” I say, no longer caring whether Willow’s a ghost, or whether he was an investigator, or whether he knows Estelle, or whether he’s Farm. My fangs aren’t out, the poison’s not flowing, he’s not hiding scrapbooks beneath his floorboards, he didn’t grow up in the big house. In fact, his house is a dump. Davey calls it derelict. That makes him about as safe as anyone I know right now. 
But then, God knows how or why, but I see the situation clearly. Not with Davey, or Claire, or Elias, or even Estelle. But with Willow. “You married your brother’s fiance, or your cousin’s girl. Either way, you walked a dead man’s fiance down the aisle and took her to your bed.” It comes out before I’m able to process what I’m saying, before I’m able to filter it. It comes out because I was so determined not to think about him, then boom: knowledge. 
Now he’s the one dropping into his seat. 
“I’m right,” I say, more shocked than him. “Aren’t I? I’m right.”
He dumps a little coffee too. “How did you know?”
I daren’t tell him about the scrapbook, Davey would kill me. Or perhaps he wouldn’t. Perhaps he’d be glad to have an explanation for the man he’s written off as a ghost. “I saw a newspaper report,” I say, going with a compromise. “Assuming it was your brother, he had a dog named Peanut, and a fiance named Mavis. You named this mutt—” I point at the hound at his legs, realize my choice of language is off, but you know what…so what? Who fucking cares at this juncture? “—in honor of the dog that died, then you took his girl. Why?”
He lifts more whiskey than coffee to his lips. “Keep thinking.”
That’s it. That’s what he wants me to do?
Jesus H. Christ. 
“He was investigating you. It said something in the report about investigating a close family member. He died doing it. You felt guilty, named a dog after his, then took his—”
“Don’t,” he snaps. “Don’t say that again.”
“Mavis,” I call, standing up again. “Yoohoo, Mavis.”
I’m being cruel. I happen not to care. 
“Sit down,” he shouts. “Leah, stop.”
He’s rocking now, spilling coffee and whiskey over his pants. 
Why am I doing this to an old man? We all have our secrets, me more than most. But I know why. My fangs might not be buzzing, or my gums itching, but he has to be Farm. This is Estelle’s house, and you know what else? It wouldn’t surprise me if his brother was working for Estelle. Meaning she killed him, not his brother, not my old friend. 
I sit back down. 
“Do you want to hear the story?” Willow asks. 
I have to. If I’m going to trust him with my burlap sack, I have no choice. I nod.
“My brother was an investigator, and he was investigating me. We both used to be Farm, but he deconstructed before me. Long before me. I left after his death. Estelle helped. I met Mavis.”
“By accident?” I ask.
He shakes his head. “The story isn’t as pretty as that. She was pregnant, Leah, and back then, unmarried women didn’t get pregnant. I married her and eventually, we fell in love?”
“And the child?” I ask, dreading him saying he or she was given to the Farm, if that was his payment for leaving them.
“She’s with my niece. My brother was much younger than me, Mavis too. After she passed away and I began to lose my sight, my niece and I decided that would be a better situation. She’s eight years old.”
I’m halfway down my coffee, relying on caffeine and whiskey to get me through life, but I don’t care. I finish my mug, then push it out. 
“Half and half?” Willow asks.
Davey and Claire can clean the house. I’m going to sleep. “Something like that.”
We sit in silence, sipping our drinks. My fingers drift to my throat, tracing the line of my neck where the gag reflex hit. I haven’t thought about what happened for hours.
I drop my hand from my throat, Willow watching me. I wonder whether to ask what he did on the Farm, but decide against it. Few people associated with that place are innocent. Many don’t make it past their thirties or forties. He did, which means he’s been through a lot. The fact I have no urge to kill him suggests he’s deconstructed his cult thinking, and probably way better than me. Good for him.
I pull the burlap sack from behind my back, still enveloped, still bagged. 
“What’s that?” he asks.
I hold it to my chest, because I can’t underplay it. It’s all I have, everything that means anything to me. “It’s a few things from my childhood. After that raid last night, I’m hoping I can leave it here. If you don’t want to get involved, then—”
He shakes his head and reaches forward. “It’s the least I can do. Believe me, Leah, I owe you way more than this.”
I do believe him. I don’t care to know why. 
* * *
I wish the walk back to the house was longer. I feel like I need to walk across town then back again, hands in my pocket, head in the clouds. I want to feel the moisture against my cheeks, and look down on the world, know there’s a place for me somewhere. A place of safety, where not everyone I meet is Farm, because really… I’m beginning to think James Asshole Trout must be Farm too, else why would he pay me under the table. Davey says it’s because of taxes, and because it feeds Trout’s need to be a shady guy. He might be right. 
I send a buzz to Elias, telling him he’s a deceitful POS. Yeah, I use the acronym, giving him something to think about. My scalp buzzes, the air glows red. Stop. No, I won’t. He’s a motherfucking motherfucker fucked up lying—
A pain slices through my skull. I grab my head, my hands no longer carrying the sack, and sag against the wall of our neighbor. A brick comes loose. I expect to find a message beneath it, a note from Elias telling me to cut it out, or only I can save me, or whatever motivational statement he feels like delivering. 
There’s nothing. It’s just brick and mortar. 
I refrain from telling him where to stick his brain slicing messages. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.syf0vof2wk3l]Chapter 20 - Dahlia
A pair of black trash bags sit outside my bedroom door. My room is tidy, and vacant of all my stuff. Even the box of papers has been shifted, and the piece of baseboard has fallen away. I look around, almost laugh about my head looking down on the world and thinking there’d ever be a safe place for the likes of me. My life is in trashbags. I open the larger bag, find it filled with shirts, hoodies, and underwear. The second contains heavier stuff like sweats and jeans. 
“Hello,” I shout, banging on Claire’s door, then Davey’s, both of which are shut, and both of which have music spilling from beneath them. The rest of the house has returned to some kind of normalcy. I bang again, harder this time. “Bitch One, and Bastard Two. Open your fucking doors.”
Davey’s edges open. His hand pushes through the crack, my purse in hand. “Thought I’d put your killer kit together for you.” Dumping it in my fist, his hands pulls back. “It was dumped on our doorstep. I washed it. Hope you don’t have to use it anytime soon.”
Silence. 
He knows?
I take the purse, look at it. Feel the weight of my disguise, the red sparkly dress crumpled inside. I’ve worn it dozens of times, lured dozens of men. But now I think of Garrett. I hadn’t worn it then, is that why he lived? 
I look back up, note a single eye peers through the gap between the door and its frame. I blink, then don’t blink. Davey knows he’s had an assassin living under his roof, and he’s tolerated that?
I wouldn’t have. I’d have kicked myself out long before now.
My gaze falls down to the purse. 
My killer kit?
“Davey, what’s going on?”
The door stays cracked. “Um, so this thing while you were out,” he says. “But it’s not my fault, I swear. I’m fine with you living here. It’s Grandma Estelle who’s putting her foot down. She wants you in Belle Meade.”
Belle Meade? That grotesque hive of opulence?
“Why?” I ask. 
“Um, I guess somebody told her about the raid, and she doesn’t think you’re safe to have around.”
“Oh, and who might have told her this?”
The door edges a fraction of an inch more closed. “I guess me, when I’d drunk all that Johnnie Walker. You stink of the stuff, by the way.”
“Yeah, well the ghost of the road had a bottle, which we shared.”
“He really is a ghost?” Davey asks. 
Oh. My. God. “No, he’s a living person whose brother was killed. I’ve had quite the morning, and now this? What does Claire have to say?”
“Mostly that she knows how to use your room. Like a massive walk-in wardrobe. She took your High Flight poem down. It’s in the bag with the jeans.”
“Very gracious,” I say, kicking her door. 
Claire’s voice, muffled. “Go away, Leah. I have enough problems of my own to deal with.”
“Are you crying?” I ask.
Something bangs against the reverse side of the door. “Leah, fuck off. Of course I’m not crying, but you’re not the only one with family issues, you know. Do what your cousin says, and go to Belle Meade.”
“And my room?”
“I’ll hide all my own dead bodies in there. Prop them up in your bed. Bury them beneath the floorboards.”
I swing to look at Davey, who typically hates this kind of joke, would run his mouth in a little lecture. But today, with Claire, there’s nothing, just that peeking eye. “So are you just going to stand there, or are you going to drive me?” I ask.
“Grandma Estelle says she doesn’t even want me sharing space with you. She’s sending over her driver. Good news is you’ll have your own security detail, and her maid will cook and clean for you, and—”
“You can smell the roses,” Claire yells. “Lots and lots of deliciously sweet roses.”
I grab her handle but it refuses to turn. I rattle it. Nothing. 
Then I look at Davey’s single eye. “Tell Grandma Estelle’s driver that I’ll be waiting outside, looking like a vagrant with no ID. Thanks a bunch.”
* * *

Estelle’s big, black, boxy limo prowls up our street. The driver’s door swings open and out steps Elias, dressed like he’s been abducted from a Florida resort brochure. Blue board shorts, baby pink polo, leather sandals. All he’s missing is a daiquiri and a T-shirt that says ‘Life’s a Beach.’ 
I’m sure it’s intended to lighten the mood. It fails, especially since I’ve learned only married men show up looking this idiotic. “Where’s your hat?” I ask, dragging my bags. 
He grins, bends into the car, comes up holding the world’s ugliest straw sombrero. He flops it onto his head. 
“You look like a tourist,” I inform him. 
“With trashbags for luggage, you don’t.”
He tosses a ring of keys to me. I don’t bother making a show of catching them, just let them bounce off my foot and land in the grass. My standoff gets me nowhere, so I pick up the keys, climb into the driver’s seat, and pull away with more acceleration than anticipated. “Are you married?”
Elias turns his head. “What on earth makes you think that?”
“Board shorts. Pink polo. Either you’re married, or some other woman dresses you.”
“Show me a woman who’d put up with my hours, my habits, and my tendency to clean up after your…adventures, and I’ll marry her on the spot.”
“Deflecting,” I point out.
He shakes his head. “Nobody would marry me, Leah. Not unless they were completely out of their mind, or someone like you.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Are you looking for a fight?” 
Yes. No. Possibly. I’m being sent to Belle Meade, home of Estelle. What the hell doesn’t he expect? “Belle Meade’s like Stepford, but with better landscaping.”
Elias nudges my arm. “Could you at least try?”
“This is exactly what trying looks like.”
* * *
A minute or so later, I take the car between Estelle’s stone lions, and roll onto a brick driveway. Her mansion rises from gravel beyond our hood, still with all its columns, and porches, and arched windows. An upstairs curtain moves.
“Place is haunted.” I announce, glad to find something to fuss about. “Pretty sure I just saw a ghost at the window.”
Elias reaches over to turn off the engine. “That’s not a ghost, that’s my Aunt Dahlia. We live in a cottage around the back, and yes, she chooses many of my clothes. Should I tell her you approve?”
“No need,” I say, watching a woman descend the front steps, her equally mahogany face shiny with sweat. Blue dress, white apron, ample behind, she heads straight for me. “Well, look at what the cat done dragged in.” Voice warm and rolling, and thick with Tennessee. “Miss Estelle’s been talking ’bout you like you’re the second coming or the world’s worst storm, I can’t decide which.”
I step out. “I didn’t get dragged. I’m here because I want to be. Mostly.”
Dahlia smiles, hands on hips. “Honey, I know a liar when one God plants one afore me. But you might find you like it, especially once you taste my tea.”
Elias grins. “Auntie, don’t let her drink too much. She gets mean.”
Dahlia laughs, her voice big and bright, and bubbly. I find myself smiling, not because I want to, but because it’s impossible to avoid. “Mean? Oh, come now, This child don’t get mean. An’ even if she does, you listen to me, sugar. Around here, mean women last a long time.”
She cradles my elbow. “Now, come on, let’s get you settled. The apartment’s above the garage, and we even put some roses in your room. Yellow, for friendship.”
“Did you put them there, or the gardener?” 
“I’m not one for shears an’ thorns. Our gardener cut them, but I’m the one in charge of displayin’ them. Can’t trust a man with such things and expect a good outcome.”
I turn to sneer at Elias. Meanwhile, his aunt leads me up a set of wooden steps I hadn’t noticed before. She pushes open the door. 
“Nothin’ special, mind you,” Dahlia says, making a beeline for the kitchen.
She hasn’t seen the squalor I live in. 
Lived. Past tense. 
The apartment is sunlit and open, beams dark against white brick. The scent of flowers turns the air sweet. I finger a petal, then wander to a window. No sign of the gardener. I check out the white-cabineted kitchen, the circular oak kitchen table, a reading nook, and a den with views over the house and its side door. The boxy black car sits beneath the kitchen window. 
“Watcha think, honey?” Dahlia asks, though she doesn’t wait for an answer. “Oh, I know it’s beggin’ for a little updatin’, but you’re gonna like it here just fine. I feel it inside my very bein’”
I glare at Elias, remembering when he told me he felt something in his bones. I was very rude back then. ‘Don’t,’ he mouths. 
Elias disappears to get my ‘luggage’ while I explore the bedroom. The bed smells freshly made, there are more flowers, and a window overlooking Estelle’s front lawn. Still not seeing the gardener, I work my way along a series of wall-mounted pictures. First, there’s Davey as a boy, covered in cute, freckles, then there’s Davey as a teenager, which definitely isn’t so cute. The third picture stops me. I ease the frame from its hook and carry it to the window, where I hold it up to the light. 
“Mama,” I whisper. Estelle’s supposedly dead daughter, Annegret, who was taken away at birth. Yet here she is. A teenager holding jars of preserves, her lips open, her eyes dancing. I remember that’s how she used to look at my father. It’s how she used to look at me. 
I rub my thumb over her smile, down her hair, along the bridge of her nose. I press the frame against my chest, willing myself to remember how she used to be before the crash, before the person in the picture was lost to me. Finally, I lift her picture to my lips, and kiss her face. When a single tear falls on the glass, I move to wipe it, but pull my hand away. Instead, I rehang it, and straighten the frame. 
Taking a step to one side I look at it again, finding the angle just right to think of another picture—the one I glanced on Claire’s dresser. It’s the same girl. It’s even the same frame. 
“Don’t you go down that rabbithole,” I say, pushing myself to a shelf. 
There I find a photo album, which I open and carry that into the light too. The first picture is of a little girl sitting on the steps of a cabin. It’s nighttime, and her feet are pressed inside a pair of muddy boots. My father’s boots. I slip the photo from its sleeve and turn it over.
Leah, aged three. 
Beyond the door, Dahlia slams a cabinet. I jolt, push the photo back in its sleeve, then wait. No voice sounds, no face appears. The next photo is of another child sitting outside a far bigger house. I glance over my shoulder before slipping out the photo, flip it over. 
Claire, age five. 
Hands shaking, I step back from the photo, my heel catching on a rug. For a second, my balance waivers and I’m back on the wooded path, watching Garrett laugh while my mouth turns bitter. I steady myself against the wall, shove the photo back into place, then flip to the next sleeve. 
A ring with a ruby on a woman’s finger. The Ring of Ascension, right here. It’s real. That has to be my mother’s hand. I touch the shot, try to slip back in time to feel her hand in mine, but fail. 
The next photo, a concrete building only five or six feet wide. A central red door, trees surrounding it. No sign, but a nurse standing beside it. The photo’s blurred. I squint, adjust the angle. Catch the light. She looks familiar. She looks like—
“Watcha studyin’, honey?” 
I swallow hard, slam the album shut. Look around. It was out on the shelf. I’m doing nothing wrong. It was right there for me to see. 
“Um, I’m just, uh…”
Her eyes darken, her frown sets. “You best be putin’ that back where you found it.” 
I step away from the window and replace the album. 
Elias appears in the frame, and Dahlia clasps her hands together. “Now, the fridge is full. There’s cake, but you best be eatin’ something salty first. Tea’s in the jug, but don’t be waking up with that pretty head bangin’.”
Then she leaves. Elias hovers, but I keep my distance. 
He opens his mouth, about to say something, but I cut him off. “I don’t want to talk. You should probably go to your cottage around the back.”
* * *
I wait until Elias is gone before I kick off my shoes and grab a half-gallon jug of Dahlia’s tea. Finding the apartment too bright, too clean, and too damn perfect, I slip onto the wooden stairs, and step barefoot onto the manicured lawn. The grass is thick and squishy, towering oaks shading parts of it. Hydrangeas, or something similar, burst in various hues around the lawn’s edges. 
I stand in the sun and take a long gulp. 
Then I circle the house, tracking the falling sun with my shadow. The cottage around the back is far smaller, dipped in shade and hidden by Privet. There’s a porch with a swing, and lace curtains in the window. A woman’s voice laughs inside. Dahlia presumably.
A movement in the garden catches my eye. The gardener hunched over another bed of climbing roses. I watch him, keep lifting the jug to my lips. He doesn’t look up. Maybe that’s mercy. Maybe he’s just another man doing as he’s told. 
I cut across the lawn, back to the garage apartment. Lean against the wall and think about nothing, just drink through the evening, through the sunset, and into the night. 


 




[bookmark: _heading=h.qeko01auz2l0]Chapter 21 - Claire’s Father
“You stink,” a voice says, something wet and cold splattering against my cheek. “Wake up you stupid bitch.”
My eyelids drag open. Mulch grinds into my scalp, and every inch of me feels raw. A face looms above me, backlit by headlights slicing through early-morning gloom. Claire, more silhouette than person. 
Water hits my face. “Leah, wake up.” Her voice scrapes at my nerves more than normal. “Did you hear what I said?”
I squint up, tongue feeling like dried seaweed. “Yeah. You called me a stupid bitch.”
“No, before that, you dumbass.” There’s a quiver beneath her anger. “I’m talking about my father, Leah. He came to the house, and you know what else? He had a gas can.” Her shape shivers. “He said my entire family needs to burn.”
“What family?” My worlds come out a slurred, swampy rasp. First, I’m thirsty. Second, hay fever is a thing. And third, I’m beginning to think I got so drunk I collapsed into mulch, and also that nobody, namely Elias, came out to rescue me. So much for the security detail. 
“Exactly,” she snaps, shifting her weight, looking over her shoulder like somebody’s about to yell LIAR. “Because he’s the only family I have.”
I don’t believe that for a second. Claire’s as much a liar as the rest of them, and she’s doing it now. If Elias and Dahlia can feel it in their bones, then I sure can too. And I’m feeling it right now, especially in my throbbing head. My scalp buzzes. No doubt my shitty security detail telling me this served me right. 
“You have us,” I say, because she looks desperate. 
The look she gives me suggests my compassion is as inviting as finding a dead possum by the curb. “Yeah, I guess. But anyway, why are you sleeping in the mulch?”
“Good question. I guess I drank too much spiked tea. Elias might’ve warned me, but—”
She barks a laugh. “Hah! You wouldn’t have listened anyway. Must’ve been good stuff.”
“It was, but I just gave you a name, and you didn’t ask who it was. More notably, it was a male name, so you’d definitely want to know. Something is off, Claire. The air around us smells like sour grapes. No, like chicken three days too old. You want to explain why?” 
“I told you already. My father showed up with a gas can and—”
I hold up a hand. “Wanted to burn your entire family. Got it. That wasn’t the dude who was licking his lips last time you were here, surely?”
“That lecherous old fool? No, Leah, of course not. Why would you even ask that?”
I lower my hand. “Sorry, you’re right. Do you have any water?”
“Nope.”
“Then go look in the car. Please, Claire. Davey always has half-drunk bottles swimming around the footwell.”
She growls, stomps off like a frustrated teenager. Moments later, she reappears with a warm half-bottle and hands it over. The taste is faintly metallic, mingled with something floral. Jasmine? Mold? Who knows with Davey’s car. My body sags, grateful for the quenching. 
The air’s getting lighter, so yup, I spent the night in mulch. Awesome. I reach out a hand in the hope Claire will help pull me up, then I notice a smear on her cheek. Dark, almost black in the early morning light. “What’s all over your face?”
Ignoring my hand she paces. It makes me dizzy, watching her.
“Claire, either tell me or help me up.”
She reaches out a hand. “Okay, so I freaked out seeing him at the house like that, so I grabbed a kitchen knife and stabbed him.” She smacks the area above her heart with a fist. 
I lean against the wall, lift my hand to my neck. Hear the gurgle of Garrett’s neck, spewing blood. And my neck, the gagging, him laughing. I had to slice him.
“Leah—”
“You stabbed your father above his heart? And then what, you left him and drove out here?”
Her jaw sets. “Yes, but to clarify, he was my only adoptive father.”
“Oh good,” I say. “That makes it so much better. I’d hate to hear you stabbed your biological father.”
She stands there, saying nothing.
“I’m being facetious, Claire. If you really stabbed him, then why bring your bloody evidence to Belle Meade. Of all the places. You saw what it’s like here. That woman with the pink terrier about called the cops because we sat in a dirty car.”
“The dog wasn’t pink, her coat was.”
“Semantics, Claire. Why are you here? Why didn’t you call the cops?”
She pushes my shoulder “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Leah, you know why. They’d never believe me. Or if they did, they’d twist it and come after all of us.” 
Point taken. Claire wins.
Bastard was probably Farm. Actually, she said she grew up in the big house, so the bastard was probably the husband of the cult leader. “Where’s your mother? Your adoptive mother.”
“Dead,” she says. “And not at my hand.”
I drop back down into the mulch, because at this point, why not? The gardener appears from the far end of the big house, hat pulled low. I watch him for a moment, wishing the morning could be about him. But no, Claire had to arrive. And now she’s making it all about her father, and her mother.
“Your adoptive mother is the High Priestess?”
“Was,” Claire says. “Then my adoptive father showed up, saying he’s making a bid for it.”
“And your solution was to thrust a knife into his heart?”
“Yes, kind of, but I missed. The blade landed two inches too high.”
Claire is small. Smaller than me. Her adoptive father would most likely be taller. “I was standing on our deck,” she says, like she can read my mind. 
Please dear God, don’t make that possible. 
“You knifed him on our deck? He bled all over our deck?”
“No, he put his hand on his chest like this.” She demonstrates. “And then he staggered away.” She demonstrates his stagger. This woman, who led me to believe she was elite and therefore different to me, attempted to stab her adoptive father in the heart, and is now mocking his clutching, staggering body. And while I have a hangover. 
“Okay,” I say, my voice gentler. “Did he get away?”
Her mouth twists. “I think so, but only after his eyes flew open, and he called me a stupid bitch.”
Those are the truest, most correct words I’ve heard in days. 
I push myself back onto my feet. “Okay, pull Davey’s car behind the garage block. One of Estelle’s workers can return it to him. Then climb up the steps. You need to shower, or bathe. Not sure I saw a showerhead.”
* * *
Ten minutes later, Claire’s in the tub. I wander around the apartment touching things. Walls, chairs, pictures. The photo album Dahlia told me to put down. Then I make my bed I never slept in, and dump out my clothes. I wonder whether to sort them by color, or length of sleeve. Whether to line up the jeans and sort them by shade or flexibility. Or number of pockets. Or the amount of stitching down the side. Then I pick up the first pile, growl, and hurl everything against the wall. Then I reach for the second, and the third. I’m down to socks and underwear when our entry door swings open. I step from the bedroom to find Dahlia’s large bulk backlit by morning light. She barges in. 
“Well now, Miss Leah,” she says. “Looks like you’ve gone stepped right into a whole mess of trouble, sleepin’ in a pile of mulch like a homeless thing.” 
I step into the den and stand in her way. 
“Leave,” I say, lifting my hand to point at the door. “I’m serious, Dahlia. Get out and come back in—oh, I don’t know—thirty or forty minutes.”
She stares into my eyes. I stare back.
Stalemate. 
She lifts a hand and I shake my head. 
“Nope. Dahlia, I swear, I really need a moment.”
She looks behind her, probably thinks of all those wooden steps she’s just climbed, then drops onto the couch. 
It’s blue, loaded with throw cushions. She nearly fills it. 
I stare at her in warning. Somehow, she manages to keep her mouth shut. 
But I know it won’t last, so rather than hurling clothes at the wall, I time her using the clock mounted on the kitchen wall. She gives me two minutes. Two entirely useless minutes. 
When her mouth opens, I lift a hand. “Don’t you dare say another word until the small hand points at twelve,” I tell her. It’s currently pointing at nine. Her bulging eyes tell me she thinks that a big ask. Excellent. She has no right barging in here fussing about me sleeping in the mulch when her nephew should’ve… oh, you know what, forget that thought. I have way more important stuff to sort through. 
I sit at the table, consider what I’m dealing with. 
First, Claire may, or may not, have killed her adoptive father. Her mother, who was once High Priestess, is now dead, and not by Claire’s hand. Given her father’s making a bid for control, it’s safe to assume he offed his wife, then threatened to off Claire and all her family.
Second, he is Claire’s family. But her adoptive family. Therefore, Claire is the biological child of somebody else. Claire also has my mother’s photo on her dresser. 
“I’m hungry,” I say, jumping to my feet. “Really hungry. Not sure I’ve ever been this hungry in my life. I’m pretty sure I could eat a horse in one sitting.” I charge into the kitchen. “Dahlia, why are you sitting on your ass doing nothing? Get up, let’s make breakfast.”
Dahlia cooperates, doesn’t say a word. Neither do I.
Claire splashes around like she’s a happy little cartoon whale. Girl might’ve killed her adopted father, and she’s singing. That makes her more messed up than me. 
What did she say when I called her from the trapper’s hut?
We’re more alike than you think, or something like that. 
But my mother’s photo?
I reach for the nearest mug, and hurl it against the fridge. 
“Miss Leah,” Dahlia says, but I ignore her, carry on hurling mug after mug, and plate after plate, ceramic flying everywhere. The din is horrendous but does Claire come out to look?
No, as she’s singing the same song my mother used to sing to me. 
“Sit,” Dahlia says. 
* * *
I’m still sitting when Claire wanders into the kitchen, a pure white towel wrapped around her middle. “Oh, hey, Dahlia,” she says.
I let my head drop to the table with a thump. 
Dahlia half-gasps, half-screams. “Oh, come now, Miss Leah. That ain’t smart with your head already bangin’ like a drum. You swallow those pills, sugar, and you’ll be right as rain in no time.”
I sniff because my nose is making that stingy sensation, and my throat’s threatening to close up. It’s because I slept on mulch, and breathed all the pollen from Estelle’s garden. I saw the yellow coating on Estelle’s fancy black Rolls Royce. And I’ve heard myself cough. And my nose has been running for days. Fucking allergies.  
Claire grabs my hair, pulls my head back, picks up the pills and pushes them into my mouth. Then she plops a glass in my hand. “Quit being a drama queen and swallow. You smell like a dead animal.” 
I was right. She looked at me like roadkill. Me, the woman who might be her sister. I swallow while my anger pushes my allergies to one side. Then I drop my head with an equally loud thump.
Dahlia pushes a plate of bacon, egg, sausage patties, and fried green tomatoes my way. Without looking, I fumble until I find a piece of bacon, then pull it to my mouth. Meanwhile, Claire steps over the small detritus of my temper, pretending like it’s not there. I’m sure Dahlia’s leaving it for me to clean up, like that’ll teach me a lesson. It won’t, because I never learn. I’m just dragged through the world by the force of time, and have information thrown at me.
“How the hell do you know Dahlia?” I ask, reaching for a sausage pattie.
“I’m not telling you until you quit behaving like a baby, and lift your head.”
“Drama queen, dead animal, and a baby, in less than three sentences. Wow, Claire. You’re behaving exactly the way I’d expect a woman to behave after knifing her adoptive father one inch above his heart, and only there because she missed.”
Dahlia gasps again. “Mercy, child. Is that what happened?”
I rotate my head. “You surely didn’t think she came here just to take a bath, did you? And don’t pretend you didn’t notice. She’s been splashing around like a whale, and moaning like one too.”
Claire slaps my shoulder.
Another voice: “Girls, what on earth?”
I close my eyes, because if that’s Estelle…
“Who on earth destroyed all my crockery?”
“Her,” Claire says, followed by, “Are you Davey’s grandmother.”
Finally, two strangers. 
Unless Claire and Estelle are messing with me. I flip my head to watch Claire, whose hands are wringing. Her eyes are wide, behaving like she’s stepped into the presence of greatness. Not calling Estelle a stupid bitch and flicking water on her face. Grinning, I sit up, grab a fork, stab a sausage pattie, and shove the whole thing in my mouth. 
“Leah,” Estelle says. “Where are your manners?”
“I left them in the mulch.”
Estelle turns to Claire. “Yes, my dear. I’m Estelle DeMille, and I’m so glad to finally meet you.”
“Of course you are,” I groan, thinking about dropping my head again. “But you didn’t say that to me.”
“Well, I wasn’t glad to meet you.”
Claire giggles, as would I.
Estelle pulls out a chair. “I knew that meeting you would be a challenge, Leah. Claire is so much simpler than you.”
Now I’m the one giggling, except it’s more than a giggle. My head’s rolled back and I’m close to barking at the moon. “Simple,” I say, kicking off into another spat of giggles. “Oh, lord have mercy.”
“Now Miss Leah. Don’t you be takin’ the Lord’s name in vain.”
I manage to lower my head, find Estelle has taken Claire’s hand. “I hear your adoptive father isn’t doing well,” she says.
So not total strangers then. “Yeah,” I say. “On account of Claire knifing him an inch above his heart.”
Estelle ignores me. “And I’m sorry to hear about the passing of the High Priestess. That must have been such a shock.”
I watch Claire do a marvelous job of bringing crocodile tears to her eyes. Dang girl hasn’t cried once, except when I was getting kicked out, when she mentioned family troubles and sounded a little blubbery. Great, now I feel like a bitch. I ought to reach out and comfort her, but Estelle’s gotten that handled, good and proper. 
I’m jealous. Well, fuck me.
“Now,” Estelle says, turning her direction to Dahlia. “I’m thinking this child could use a little rest. I see she’s already bathed. Let’s give her a special drink, then pack her off to bed.”
Claire smiles weakly. I can’t believe it. “And where do I play into all this?”
“Elias shall be over here soon. You’re going to return to East Nashville, and check there’s no evidence of an incident.”
“An incident?” I splutter. “That witch you’re coddling over slashed him.”
“Hardly,” Claire says, before a sob erupts from a chest like a big ole ugly burp. 
I grab a fistful of sausage and bacon, press it against my mouth like a Tudor king who’s eating a hog, then let what’s left drop onto the table. Estelle blinks, then hands me a napkin. “I know,” she says. Just that: I know. And I realize she does. 
“Knock, knock, knock,” Elias’s voice calls. 
I leave the kitchen, and enter bedroom Claire will no doubt be sleeping in, then pile all my clothes back onto the bed. Then, I choose a clean pair of jeans, a Beatles T-shirt, some clean underwear, and leave the bedroom. While Elias gets his briefing from the women, I jump into Claire’s cold bathwater, splash around as noisily as I can, sing at the top of my voice, then dry. 
“Ready?” I ask, stepping back into the den.
Elias glows green. If I was glowing, it’d be rageful purple. Maybe he sees that. I don’t ask because I know he’ll never tell the truth. 
Dahlia, Clarie, and Estelle sit at the table with their hands spread on the table, behaving like they’re holding a seance, or they’re a witch’s coven casting spells over the likes of we engineered mortals. I care not to know which. Elias’s glow tells me he gives no shit either. Except he loves Dahlia. My secret? I adore her, because who couldn't? 
“Take the Porsche,” Estelle says. “I want Paul to hose down the Rolls.”
Paul. My father’s name. She just said my father’s name. There have to be thousands of Pauls in America, but on Estelle property, and doing a menial task? And after all these coincidences that are actually manufactured? 
I take a step toward Estelle. “Are you telling me—”
She shakes her head. “I’m telling you absolutely nothing, Leah. We might have a dead body on our hands. Go deal with it before the cops.”
“I’m not the body clearer-upper,” I say. “He is.”
Elias grabs my arm and drags me toward the door. He drags me down the steps too, then opens a side door into the garage. It’s a millionaire’s toy closet. 
Black Rolls, covered in pollen. 
Red Porsche, because of course it’s red.
A silver Mercedes. 
The floor is shiny concrete, sparkling so much I could easily have returned to the Hermitage Hotel. The walls aren’t lined with shelves of oil, and rags, and all the clutter I see in most open garages, but are painted a pristine white. Sconces are set maybe six feet apart. The garage doors are wooden, not metal, and they’re arched. No roll over the ceiling crap here. These open sideways. 
“Stables,” Elias says. “Like a coach house.”
“Estelle used to keep horses here?”
“No idea,” he says, opening a closet and extracting a key. “You want to drive? Be warned, the Porsche isn’t automatic like the Rolls. This has a stick shift.”
No, I don’t want to drive. 
Yes, I want the hood open. 
The wooden garage doors swing outward on their hinges, the Porsche starts with a growl that has to make all the broken crockery above us rattle, then we pull out. I watch the doors close behind us. The gardener is nowhere in sight. 
Probably for the best now I’m a body clearer-upper too. 
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[bookmark: _heading=h.sl5shpw6fjmb]Chapter 22 - Heading East
I imagine coinage dripping from every pore in my body. While no one watched me haul my trash bags through East Nashville, lots of heads are turning now. I practice my royal wave, which I’m fully aware is obnoxious, but I don’t care. Better than wondering about that gardener, and the name Estelle dropped like a handkerchief, then denied me a chance to pick up. 
Whatever…
Gardeners don’t hose down cars, chauffeurs do, therefore there’s no connection. The crash happened twenty-one years ago, and no way would he have stayed away from me all that time. But here’s the other thing: if he did in fact survive, and he’s presently hosing down Estelle’s precious Rolls Royce, he can be sure I’ll kill him myself. After I’ve hugged him, that is. And cried, and pounded his chest. 
“You have anything you want to tell me?” I ask Elias, ten minutes into the drive. The skies are heavy with rain. My hair is a frizzball, though I imagine I’m Audrey Hepburn in her movies. Riding the coastal route from the south of France into Italy. We may need to stop for lunch in Monaco. 
Elias shakes his head, in response to my answer or my thoughts, I don’t know. 
“Is this one of those moments where you tell me nothing, and I have to figure it out for myself?”
A nod. We make a turn, the Porsche growling. Despite the damp air, I’m enjoying the lid being down. 
“It’s called a soft top.”
I raise my hands to the open sky. “Hallelulia, he speaks.” The wind feels good against my wrists, which are doing well thanks to Davey’s cream. My right ankle’s doing the worst, but it spent the night in mulch, next to a bush of thorned roses, so there’s that. But I’m avoiding my own thoughts, and my own questions. 
“My father didn’t survive, did he?” I ask, putting an emphasis on the word didn’t. That’d be the easier option to accept. I’ve spent enough years believing it, the grieving would be short. A moment of, oh fuck, oh well, then it’d be over, and I’d get on with my life. 
Six months down the road, maybe Estelle would lend me this car, and let me drive to Monaco for lunch. Except I have no passport, and no way of getting one. 
Elias’s answer is notable by its absence. I hate this stupid game. 
“I’m aware,” Elias says, the air whipping around us. “But what are the odds, right?”
“The odds that Grandma Estelle and Claire have figured out they’re related, the odds that you tell me why Claire recognized your aunt, or the odds I guess whether my father is alive or dead?”
The traffic lights turn red and he slows. “My aunt worked at the big house. She took care of Claire as a young child. It’s really quite straightforward and simple. Estelle knows Claire is also her granddaughter. She’s waiting for Claire to figure it out, much like she did with you.”
“Oh,” I say, the lights turning to green. “Now you put it that way, I guess it makes sense. Hooray for Estelle and her awesome decision-making.”
Elias groans. “I can never quite tell whether you’re being disingenuous, Leah.”
“If you’re questioning it, I’m probably swinging both ways. Sarcasm, you’ll spot in the breadth of a hair. Truth, you wouldn’t recognise even if it smacked you in the face. Did my father survive?”
His shoulders seem to slump. His knuckles turn white. It’s the body language of a man about to break the terrible news to a little girl that she’s lost her father. It’s also the body language of a man about to tell the older version of this little girl that her father survived, and lived in secret, and he’s the one who has to break this to me. His gaze meets mine, just for a fleeting second, but it’s enough. “Sorry,” he whispers. 
I don’t hear the word. I feel it reach inside me, take me to a place where the answer settles. Where vowels and consonants become nails and knuckles, and turn the beating mass of my heart to a pulp. Where the word grips my guts and wrings them. Where I want to snatch the wheel, and boot Elias out, and storm back to Belle Meade, and confront the man hosing down Estelle’s Rolls Royce.
But he’s alive. 
My father’s alive and I’ll get to see him again. 
But I wouldn’t know what to say. 
I love you for living, or I hate you for not dying. 
Or would it be the other way around?
“It’s complicated,” Elias says, crossing the Cumberland bridge. 
“But it shouldn’t have been,” I say, my voice more level than I expect. Because I’m hurt, because I’m mad. “It should have been simple, Elias. He should have come back to the Farm, taken me and Mama away. Or he should have found me once I got out. Or he should have—
“He didn’t want you to see him the way he looks,” Elias says. “And Estelle didn’t either.”
“Of course she didn’t,” I say, gasping for air. “This was Estelle’s doing, not my father’s. She’s manipulated this whole situation from the beginning. Probably told me Dad she’d give him a job if he stayed away. And with those burns, that scarring, what choice did he have?”
Elias shrugs. “Estelle has made a lot of mistakes, and she knows that, Leah. You have to understand she’s a woman grieving the theft of her daughter.”
“Theft?” I say, my voice a growl. I push my hands together until they hurt. “Her husband gave her away. That’s hardly theft.”
“It was theft to Estelle. And she’s done everything she can to support you from a distance. She thought your father should keep that distance too.”
“Well, she was wrong,” I hiss. 
“She knows,” he whispers. “And believe me, this is all coming to an end.”
“What is?” I shout. “What’s coming to an end, Elias? Is my father sick?”
He reaches for my knee, has the audacity to squeeze it. “No, he’s doing better than ever. You’ll meet him again soon, I promise.”
I let his hand sit there, then push his hand away. “Meet him? May I point out I’ve already met him? This isn’t a meeting, it’s a reunion.” 
Elias just nods. 
I don’t know what to think or say. My father is alive. Everything I’ve ever believed true has become negotiable, erasable. Even my own power. I thought it was absolute, and Garrett proved it wasn’t. 
But it was Grandma Estelle who encouraged him to stay away. Once I’m done hugging my father, I’ll strangle Estelle. 
“I would too,” Elias says. 
He gets me? 
Of course he does, he met me when I was four, he’s my Watcher. 
* * *
“You know about that,” Elias says, once we’re driving up Shelby. It's not said as a question, because he knows I know. It’s a starting point. 
“Yes, I figured it out, all on my lonesome. Turns out I’m getting good at that.”
His fingers tap the wheel. “Nature of the beast when you’re involved with Estelle.”
A few beads of rain splash against my face. Mother Nature nagging at me, rather than Claire. “You know, it hadn’t occurred to me that you might feel manipulated by her.”
He glances at me, before correcting his focus. Good, we’re in a moving car. 
“What’s she playing at?” I ask.
“Estelle plays her cards close to her chest. You know that. Same applies to the way she behaves with me. All I know is she’s trying to make a few wrongs right, and on the way, she’s making a few rights wrong.”
I consider that, wondering whether I’m a right or a wrong. I’m both, I decide. But keeping my father from me, that’s definitely a wrong. Him not fighting her on it, also wrong. Elias not telling me sooner—
“Another wrong,” he says. “I was afraid you’d lose your rag, and go charging off to Estelle, and she’d separate us. I couldn’t bear the idea of somebody else trying to protect you.”
“Because you’re so damned good?” I ask, teasing. 
He grins. “Yeah, and because like you mulled over earlier, I’ve known you since you were four years old, when you were such a sweet little cutie pie.”
I laugh. “Yeah, and then puberty hits and bam, you’re stuck with me.”
“I wouldn’t say, stuck with. Believe it or not, I enjoy being your Watcher. I certainly enjoy the title, and those thoughts about the poster in the alley, with me on the sleeve. Picture perfect. I’m all over that.”
“The Watcher,” I say, thinking I liked that era too, while also thinking I like this one more. It takes a minute of steadying my breathing, but I reach for his hand and place it back on my leg. 
* * *
We arrive to find Davey hunched on the stoop, hoodie up, notebook in his lap, pen tapping. “What are you doing with the Porsche?” he asks, glancing from Elias to me. “Does my grandmother know you’ve run off with her car?”
And just like that, I’m back at ground zero. It’s like I never left. 
“I think you mean our grandmother,” I tell him. “And hello to you too.”
“Yeah, hello, but why are you back? You only got kicked out yesterday.”
I glance at Elias, who’s smiling. Probably at the notion of me being given the boot. “In case you don’t know each other, let’s do some introductions. Elias, this is Davey, and Davey, this is Elias.”
They study each other awkwardly, like each knows the other, but neither has any likeness for the other. Like they’re afraid one of them will annoy Her Royal Highness, Queen Estelle, and the other will get the blame. A reasonable fear. 
“Okay, fine,” Dave says. “But answer my question, why are you here?”
“To piss you off. Estelle got up this morning, brought over a carrot cake, invited me to take her Porsche out for a spin, and suggested coming over here just to piss you off. I thought that was a splendid idea. But then I saw the Porsche had a manual gearbox, so I invited Elias along too.”
Elias watches me, blinking hard. No doubt awed by my quick wit and ability to lie under stress, a skill I’ve come by perfectly naturally. Talk about learning who you are, and where you came from. 
Davey draws a squiggle. “She did not.”
“No, of course she didn’t. She did, however, ask us to come over and look for a dead body.”
I know I’m in trouble when news of death lands more cleanly than a story about a carrot cake. Davey just sighs, looks back down at his notebook.
“You seem awfully cranky,” I add. “Did you not sleep well?”
“No,” he shouts, looking at Elias. “Because guess what? We had another raid.”
Elias steps over Davey’s legs and peers in through the open door. “Were you home?”
“No, I was at work, earning money. Not living the good life in Belle Meade.”
“The good life?” I repeat. I slept in mulch, got woken by Claire. That’s hardly the good life, but it’s hardly his fault either. I’m just happy I took my burlap sack to Mr Willow. 
Elias heads inside. I hope when he sees my room, he feels just a little guilty about its emptiness. Probably won’t though. I imagine he’s glad to have me exactly where he can watch me, and still not manage to save me from an entire night in mulch. 
“You saw nothing?” I ask, going back to the raid. “No black jackets, no Claire stabbing her adoptive father an inch above the heart?”
“What?” Davey says. “You’ve got to be joking.”
I shake my head, because I am not. I’ve never joked about it, and I’m beginning to think he realizes that. I’m beginning to think he knows every sordid little detail about my exploits. 
The sick feeling about my father returns. My father. He’s alive. 
“What are you grinning about?” Davey asks, pushing to a stand. 
“That it’s possible to view my life through a different lens, and actually like parts of it.”
He pulls back his head in that whaaat? motion. “And that notion came about because of your move to Belle Meade?”
I shake my head. “No, Davey, it was because of the carrot cake.”
Scowling, he steps into the house. Deciding there’s way too much male energy in such a small space, I slip around the back. There’s no dead body on the deck, or in the tangle of weeds beneath, or around it. I step through the jungle of our yard and peer over our fence. Nothing in the gully behind our house either. I consider jumping the fence and taking a little walk, but remind myself I have a job to do, so I double back, cross myself, then peel open the door of the shed. 
In amongst all the cobwebs and mouse droppings is a discarded toilet, several rusted cans of paint, and a few yard tools that haven’t been used in a very long time. Still no dead body. I’m not sure whether I ever expected to find one. I don’t even know whether to believe Claire was telling the truth. But there was blood on her cheek. And Estelle mentioned she’d heard Claire’s adoptive father wasn’t doing so well. Not dead. ‘I’ve heard your adoptive father isn’t doing so well.’
So why are we here? 
When Estelle knows he survived, why send Elias and me out on a wild goosechase. 
The obvious answer: to get rid of me. 
“Manipulative isn’t the word,” I growl out, while looking around me. It’s then that I notice a white door cut into the home’s foundations. The crawlspace will be beyond it. Though I’m confident I’ll find nothing interesting beyond it, I wander over, then tug the door open. 
It’s dark, earthy. Stinks of damp soil. The space is barely large enough to squeeze inside. I shiver at the thought of what might have lived and died beneath here. I’m about to close the door when I spot a strip of light illuminating the space. I hadn’t noticed it straight away, probably because my eyes needed to adjust, but I see it now—light coming from Davey’s room, blinking through that lifted floorboard. 
Thinking of the raid, I wonder whether his scrapbook is still there. I decide to push myself into the crawlspace enough to get a better view. No scrapbook as far as I can see, but I hear voices. 
“Does your grandmother know you’ve been snooping on her?” Elias. 
“Now why would I tell her that?” Davey.
“Because she’s a hugely private person.”
“Exactly,” Davey says. “That’s why I had to do my own digging. Scared me shitless when PI Willow got killed though. Guess that’s what made me stop. You realize Leah knows Willow up the road isn’t a ghost.”
Elias laughs. “Of course. Did you really think she’d fall for that?”
A pause, while I scrabble a little deeper into the crawlspace. 
Davey, subdued. “Does she know who Willow really is?”
Silence. I push in a little more, my own heart pounding in my ears.
“Elias, does she?”
Another pause, then: “I don’t think she’s ready for that. It’s all about pacing, you know.”
A small exasperated chuckle. “That’s great, but the reveals are coming fast and furious. Isn’t Grandma Estelle worried she may implode?”
Elias. “Estelle has every confidence in Leah’s strength. She’s been watching closely.”
“I know that, Elias. Actually, I was worried that’s what our non-ghostly Willow was up to.”
Another little laugh. “Ah, well. I guess he might’ve helped here and there, but I’m not privy to everything.”
Davey. “You know more than me. Does she know about you?”
I wait, but the voices retreat. I hear rumbles but can’t make out a sound. 
A scrabbling to my right sends me out in a hurry.
I enter the house to find Elias and Davey seated on Davey’s bed. The rug’s been pulled back, the floorboard lifted. “Where is it?” I ask, pointing at the hole. 
Davey shrugs. “Gone. I told you we had another raid. Did you find your body?”
“No. Did the raiders happen to leave you a note?”
Davey reaches into his pocket. 






[bookmark: _heading=h.s0xaz061djd9]Chapter 23 - The General Jackson
I’m holding a flier for the General Jackson Showboat, a line of words written across its hull. “I’ll be here. Show up, or Armageddon starts,” I read aloud, passing the sheet to Elias. “It leaves in less than an hour.”
“You stay here,” Elias tells Davey. “And don’t let any black-jacketed raiders into the house. Or men with knife wounds an inch above their heart.”
“Got it,” Davey says. 
The drive takes ten minutes. It probably should have taken twenty. The air is so dank my exposed hair looks like weeds growing out of a head-shaped pot. “Leave it,” Elias says, checking the soft top is secured into place. “You look fine.”
The sky groans again, the weight of its clouds too heavy. 
“You’re a liar,” I say, stepping from Estelle’s Porsche.
The General Jackson hunkers below the bank to my right, her red paddlewheels waiting to chew the river in slow, mechanical bites. Rain has begun to needle the surface, first thin, then thick enough to make the waterline look smudged, almost ghostly. Above that, everything about the vessel seems too clean, too bright. Like a painted coffin. The windows glow honey-warm.
The rain makes everything feel urgent. The prospect of encountering the enemy makes it worse. “You think that was Cowboy’s writing?” I ask Elias, noting a red truck parked beside the river. 
“Who else would it be?”
I tuck into Elias’s side. “Uh, the man with the knife wound an inch above his heart.”
He wraps his jacket flap around my shoulders. “Hmm, I haven’t thought about that.”
“Did you expect to find a body?” I ask.
He laughs. “Of course not. We both know Estelle sent us out to get rid of us. I bet she’s having a nice, long chat with Claire. I also bet you’re not being presented in the best of colors.”
Umbrellas bloom in a small, shuffling herd at the gangway. Faces hide, like everyone’s pretending not to see each other. I scan for threats and find only men with voices way too loud. A laugh cuts through the sound of rain, and I look toward the boat. 
It’s not the man with the knife wound. It’s Cowboy, leering through a door, smashing his lips against a woman’s cheek. She giggles. I growl. 
A flash of lightning, then a rumble. “Is this a good idea?” I ask.
Elias stops walking. “Tell me one thing you’ve done that’s been a good idea, Leah. One thing.”
“Um, I didn’t kill you after you abandoned me at the trapper’s hut.”
He resumes walking, dragging me along with him. “Oh, we’re still banging on about that, are we?”
A red-jacketed kid stands by a chalkboard sign. “Twelve bucks a ticket.”
Elias digs in his pocket. Screw that. I jerk my chin toward the crew door. “We’re not passengers. We’re here on Cowboy’s request. Bar staff.”
“Then you’d better hustle,” he says, letting us pass. “The cruise leaves in ten minutes.”
I put my foot on the gangway and pause, the metal trembling underneath me. Then I look back at Elias. “Let me do this alone,” I say, because I can make good decisions. 
“You, alone? Absolutely not. My aunt would kill me, and I’d rather be killed by Cowboy than her.”
“Elias!” I snap, thinking of Davey. “Don’t say stupid shit like that. You’ll tempt fate.”
The ramp heaves under our weight and I clutch the cold rail, my knuckles white with cold, and fear. My breath fogs, my heart gallops. The river below churns between the boat and the bank. I bet the water’s colder than the air. I shiver at the thought.
We enter through the staff door, arrive in a kitchen busy with cooks. It’s a hotbox in here, the air reeking of onions, and garlic. I yank a white apron off a hook and tie it around my waist. Elias does the same. “Don’t follow me,” I tell him. “I mean it Elias, I have a plan. You stay here unless there’s trouble.”
“Uh, I don’t like that at all. What’s your plan?”
“I don’t care what you like. You’ve literally just told me I haven’t made a single good decision, and I’m about to prove you wrong. Stay back here or I’ll scream, and whatever Cowboy thinks Armageddon looks like can start. I’m not afraid. Are you?”
Elias shakes his head, reaches for a knife, and sets about chopping an onion. I’d have chosen something less smelly, like lettuce, but I’m guessing Elias is too put out with me to have thought the consequences through. It takes seconds before he sniffs, lifts his sleeve to wipe his nose. “I know,” he says, reaching for a nearby lettuce. 
I push around silver tables, and between cooks, eventually find Cowboy standing at a counter on my left, piling glasses onto a tray. His reflection stares back at me from a warped stainless panel. “See you found your sea legs,” his voice drawls. He doesn’t bother to hide the gun tucked under his vest. “Where’s your little handler?”
I give him a half-smile, the taste of poison running over my tongue. “Maybe I’m tired of handlers. Maybe I’m here to take you up on your deal. Remember the one you offered in the trapper’s hut?”
Cowboy’s mouth twists. “I do. Glad you came around, but if you're messing with me girl—”
“I’m not. Why would I follow you here otherwise? You have my mother, so I’m giving you me. Fuck my stupid Watcher, and fuck everyone else. Turns out my own father lied to me. You said he survived, but I didn’t believe you.”
“And now you do?”
I glance over my shoulder. “Absolutely, and I’ll prove it. See that man on the farside counter, chopping lettuce. Look at his face.”
Cowboy’s eyes swing. “Well, fuck,” he says, looking back at me. He lifts a hand to my face, cups my jaw. Testing me. I hold steady. “Lady, I think you’re tricking me.”
“I’m not, but only you can choose whether to believe that. I’ve lied to him, and brought him here for you. You’re welcome to do whatever you damn well please with him once we’re done. The man’s a liar, and so is my family. I’m sick of the entire lot.”
“You sure?” Cowboy asks, fingering his revolver. “About turning, because once you’ve turned, there’s no turning back. I’ll put a bullet right through the middle of your forehead.”
I stand strong. “Absolutely.”
He nods his head toward Elias. “And you’re not going to run back to him?”
“Back to that little runt,” I say, laughing. “God no. He’s Estelle’s little lap boy, we both know that. You don’t run around doing her bidding.” A bead of sweat trickles down my brow and into my left eye. I lift a hand to wipe it. “But it’s so damn hot in here. Can we go outside for a bit, maybe discuss my terms?”
Cowboy’s frown runs deep. “You don’t get to make terms, Sweetheart.”
“Ah, but I think I do, because I have information, and I want one small thing in return.”
“Oh, and what might that be?”
“I’ll tell you once we’re outside.”
* * *
I don’t tell him. But I know what I'm going to do. The same thing I did to Garrett, the thing that didn't work, that I survived only by luck and a knife. I've told myself Cowboy’s a liar, that he won't have it. That Garrett was a cult fluke. That I'm here to rewrite the ending. To prove I'm not helpless. I’ll have to bite harder, is all. 
Beneath a metal set of steps, I slip my hand down his waistband, my breasts pushing against his chest. Once he’s ready, I undo his belt, lower his jeans, and use my mouth. He lets me because he thinks he’s immune, but I won’t fail twice. 
I take him deep to make him writhe, bring him to my mercy. It's so easy. Too easy. The same too-easy as before.
“Fuck me,” he says again. 
Nothing easier. And it doesn’t hurt me. I’m working on a different plane, in a different zone. This isn’t the Nashville version of Leah, this is Farm. This is me turning the word sensory version of revolt into revenge. I am a weapon, he is my target. 
I take the first bite. He continues writhing, my saliva sweetens, the poison flows. I bite again, and again. The writhing gets faster, as it should. Faster and faster, then I deliver the final bite, the one that always finishes it. 
He doesn’t slow. He doesn’t stop. He’s laughing, looking down at me and laughing, his hands wrapped around my head. “See?” he says. “They thought you were perfect, but now look at you. All that training, and those surgeries, and that history of power, but now you’re just pretty teeth.”
I bite again, he just laughs more. Garrett's laugh. The same sound. The gag reflex hit. That same burning, humiliating rush of my own venom coming back up. I choke, just like before. The belt around his ankles. No, that's wrong, that's memory, but my hands are already reaching for his belt, yanking it free, twisting it around his legs out of desperate habit.
He's still laughing. They're always laughing.
“Sorry lady, but you need to finish what you started.”
I push my shoulder behind his calves, use the belt to hold them there. “That’s precisely what I’m doing,” I say, pushing myself up. 
His feet leave the deck. He bends his knees, tries to kick, but that gives me better leverage. His head rocks backward, over the railing. He grapples for the railing, but I’m moving fast. His eyes go wide, the first flicker of fear.
“You were supposed to be mine,” he says. Not a threat, but a complaint. 
I smile.  “Can you swim?” 
“Don’t you laugh at me. Don’t you dare fucking laugh.”
I pause, hold him teetering over the railing. “Oh dear, Lee, is that what this is? Were you laughed at as a child? Or worse, a teenager?”
He scrabbles, making himself more unstable. “Put me down, you useless bitch. You don’t deserve somebody like me. Nor does your mother, or Estelle.”
I step forward. His back slides further over the rail. He teeters, his center of gravity adjust. My final shove takes barely any effort. His body disappears, I lean over to watch the splash.
“Not bad,” Elias says, standing behind me, holding Cowboy’s revolver at his side. “He dropped it during your little kerfuffle there. I was ready to plant a bullet through his chest, but it seemed like you had everything in hand. Can’t wait to share this one with Estelle.”
“Glad to save you a bullet,” I say, aware I’m shaking. “And thanks for making me smile. I thought I’d be able to kill him, but—”
“You discovered he really does have anti-venom.” 
“Yes,” I say, my voice hollow. “Just like Garrett, the dude we tossed in the river.”
Elias takes a step forward. “Okay, that’s bad, at least we know. I’m more concerned about those nasty things you said about me.”
I take a step forward too. “I was joking.” Another step. “Or half joking, at least. You really are Estelle’s little lap dog. And you really are a lying piece of shit.”
“Both true. I was worried for a moment, Leah. I thought you really meant those things.”
“Why, because they’re all true?’
He takes the next step. “Yes. Because in this world of ours, the lines between truth and lies are blurred. It runs thin at best, but sometimes the lines are as thick as railway tracks.”
“And there I was comparing them with the width of an interstate.”
“The Mississippi River,” Elias says, standing three feet from me. Just three feet. 
We look at each other, and I nod. What that nod is meant to mean, I’m not sure. He takes it as permission to close the ground between us and fold me into his arms. 
“It’s okay,” he says, feeling my body shake. “But can I ask you not to do that again?”
I nearly laugh. “What precisely? Give immune men blowjobs, or toss them over the side of boats.”
“Both,” Elias says, letting me go. 
We return to the railing and peer over the side. The paddles are running, but there’s no sign of Cowboy. “Do you think he drowned?” I ask.
Elias turns to lean his back against the railing. “Now your little fight’s over, I hope not. If Cowboy has anti-venom, we should try to keep him alive. We need to find out whether others may have it too.” He nudges my arm. “My opinion is that they don’t, because Cowboy would probably want to keep this to himself.”
I hope that’s the case. 
“They’re serving lunch,” Elias says. “And the cruise isn’t full. You hungry?”
“Yes, but I could also use a stiff drink. Or two.”
“Or three,” Elias says.
He underestimates me.
* * *
The Dolly Parton cover band makes me think of Mr Willow. Or rather, what Davey and Elias discussed while I hid in the crawl space. Elias has to know I was there, which means he knows I heard them talking. Over soup, I decide to take a circuitous route, more for my comfort than his. “I know you’re the dude who took me from the Farm.”
He lowers his spoon. “Yes, you do. You figured it out while playing with the rats beneath Davey’s floor.”
Oh man, is that what I heard scratching around? Probably. 
“It was. I’ve been down there to bait them. One Estelle’s recommendation, of course.”
Of course. Though she’s never been there. 
“She has Mr Willow,” Elias says, probably because he knows where I want to take this. Nice segue. 
The waiter offers more Cabernet. I accept while Elias declines. “He’s lying,” I tell the waiter. “It’s literally all he does.”
“Fill her up,” Elias tells him. Once the waiter leaves, he slides his glass over to me. He doesn’t tell me I’m a lush. He doesn’t need to. 
I lift my glass. “By the way, where’d you hide the revolver?”
His eyes swing from side to side. “In a baggie, in the toilet tank. What do you want to know about Willow, aside from the fact he knows you have a rat problem.”
We’ve gone from a single scratching rat to a problem. “Um, well, I’m not exactly sure. I heard Davey ask whether I knew about Willow. What’s weird is that Davey insisted the man was a ghost, while he knew he was alive. I’m beginning to wonder whether Davey’s okay.”
Elias takes his glass back, lifts it to his lips. “Davey is stuck being a traumatized little boy. He comes from that family—”
“Like me,” I say, because it needs acknowledging. 
“True, but you didn’t know until recently. He does, and he’s grown up surrounded by all kinds of mysteries. He’s also gay and was rejected by his father, Estelle’s son. Little does the older man know she’s taken him out of her will.”
“Davey’s father?” I ask, laughing. “Serve him right.”
“More for you,” Elias says.
“I don’t want her money. All I want is a passport and her Porsche.”
He lifts the glass again. “And enough gas to drive from the south of France to Italy, while stopping for lunch in Monaco. Would I be on this trip?”
I reach for my own glass. “Depends whether you tell me what Willow’s up to.”
“Ah, that. Nothing much, as he can’t see well. But I can tell you he used to be a farm doctor.”
“That’s right,” I shout too loud. “A man passed by while we were talking, and say, Hey Doc.’ I didn’t think much of it. What kind of doc?”
Elias takes a huge gulp. “That I don’t know. I’m presuming a pediatrician of sorts.”
It’s the ‘of sorts’ bit that bothers me. There were some pretty evil doctors on the Farm.
“Up,” Elias says. “If we’re boozing and cruising, I expect a dance.”
I give him one, then two, then three. 
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We vault off the deck the instant the hull grinds to a halt, and sprint for the car. Rain hammers against my face. I duck and weave between raindrops like a B-movie FBI agent, half-expecting a director to yell “Cut!” out of the darkness. Elias is already bounding ahead, slashing the wet air with an invisible saber, skipping and grinning like a maniac. “To Belle Meade!” he roars, running past that same red truck.
“To my East Nashville fortress,” I snap back, mirroring his flourish. 
A guttural shout cuts through the storm. “Hey you!”
“Fuck,” Elias hisses, twisting at the waist. 
A soaked figure staggers out of the afternoon darkness, jeans plastered to his legs, a flannel shirt soaked through, waistcoat dripping like a sponge. “Where’s my gun?” the figure barks, his voice raw.
Elias whips the revolver free from his waistband and waves it like a prize, then jerks me toward the Porsche. He yanks the door open and shoves me inside with enough force to rattle my teeth. Then he launches himself behind the wheel, turns the key, and floors the pedal. We launch backward, tires screaming as they claw for grip. The car swings around, headlights flaring over Cowboy’s cowing form. I shriek when Elias swerves, my heart kicking against my ribs. 
“Why didn’t you kill him?” 
Elias seems to flip a switch, clicking over into business mode. “Anti-venom, Leah. Are you really that wasted?”
I stiffen. Not just Garrett and Cowboy, but now Elias is mocking me too. 
“I’m not,” he says. “Sorry, that was mean. We need Cowboy alive because of the anti-venom.”
Okay.
That’s okay. 
“Elias, I want you to teach me how to shoot.”
* * *
He doesn’t answer until we’re slicing through Goodlettsville, then Millersville, Estelle’s Porsche spitting rain-slick clouds in our wake. Shania Twain wails from the radio. Elias flicks it off with a furious click, I flick it back on. He changes the station. Still Shania Twain. 
I can’t stand the way my jeans suck at my thighs, so I peel off my shoes, my socks, my jeans, twisting in the seat to hang them over vents.
“Um,” Elias says. 
I tell him to shut up. 
Finally he spots whatever he’s looking for. A brake in the treeline. We plunge onto a mud-rutted track, the car squirreling from side to side, mud splattering up the windshield. A clearing yanks us to a halt, though it’s more of a skid. I open my door and step onto soggy ground, the stink of rotten leaves clawing at my nose. 
“Put on your pants,” Elias orders. 
I haul them over my legs, wet fabric bothering every nerve. He steps forward, lifts the revolver, and fires once. The crack shreds the air, birds rocket from the trees. I stumble back, heart in my throat. “A heads up would’ve been nice.”
“Yeah, sorry.” He strides up and presses cool steel into my palm, looks into my eyes. “I’m a dick, I know. But you gotta understand something. I lost a parent too. Really lost her, and not just for twenty-one years. I never knew my father, so that’s why I ended up in the orphanage with you. I was there until Dahlia took me, and I never stopped missing you. Now, I’m going to stand behind you, and breathe down your neck. You ready?”
For once, I have no words.
“Good,” Elias says, tucking his body behind mine, his chest pressed against my back. “Because you’re the most exhausting woman I know.”
“I choose to take that as a compliment.”
“You can take however you like. Okay, put your right hand around the grip. That’s it. Now wrap your left hand over the top. Do you want to shoot single action, or double?”
“I don’t know. Whichever’s easiest.”
“Then you’re going to cock the hammer.” His thumb nudges mine upwards. “That’s the hammer. All you’re going to do is curl your thumb around it, and pull it back.”
I try, but my thumb’s either too short, or too weak. 
“You’re fine,” Elias says, his voice low. “You’re just not used to it. We need to adjust your grip, just a touch.”
This time when he nudges my thumb, I’m able to tug the hammer back. 
“Good. One squeeze of the trigger and the gun will scream. But don’t do that yet. Check your stance. Are your feet solid on the ground?”
I lock them into place. “Yeah, I’m feeling pretty good.”
“Okay, when you’re ready.”
I squeeze. Bang. The kick jolts through my arms and splinters the lumber in front of me. A shard of my own resistance fractures too. 
“Again,” Elias says, voice almost gentle. “That was single-action. We’re going with double-action this time, so no cocking. You’ll have to squeeze harder.”
My jaw clenches. I force a steadier breath, then pull the trigger. Crack. The bullet goes wide. “Clear your mind,” Elias says. “It’s just you and the gun.”
“My mind’s quieter than it’s ever been,” I say.
“In some ways, yes. But you’re also very aware of my closeness. I can tell.”
I glance over my shoulder. “Hey there, do you mind?”
He grins. “No. Try again.”
I take a deep breath, then aim again. Clear my mind of thoughts about Cowboy, and Willow, and about Elias’s groin pressing against my butt. This time the bullet rips clean into the tree. 
“Much better,” Elias says softly. “You’re a natural.”
My hand trembles as I flick the safety on. Not from the recoil. From relief. I have something now that isn't broken. Something Garrett couldn't take, Cowboy can't stop. A different kind of weapon.
* * *
Once we’re back in the car, I try again. “We’re going back, aren’t we? That’s what all this is about. Things are coming to a head, and we’re going to have to return.”
The Porsche’s wheels spin. Elias hammers the wheel. He swings the gear shift into reverse, and the car finds traction. He puts the stick back into first, and we roll forward. “Close call.”
“Elias, quit being evasive. I’m right aren’t we? We’re going to have to go back to the Farm.”
The track is bumpy, my bones rattle. “That’s the endgame. It’s what we’ve been planning. It’s happening faster than we expected, thanks to Claire’s adoptive father killing her mother, and thanks to Cowboy. There’s a power struggle.”
“Amongst the men. But the men have never been cult leaders.”
“Things change,” Elias says. “And now we have proof that Cowboy has anti-venom. Imagine the furor if that got out. Some would love it, others would hate it. Regardless, it could give Cowboy godlike status.”
“When?” I ask. 
“No set date.”
“But things are accelerating. You said so. Meaning it could be tonight, tomorrow. When, Elias? I need to have an idea at least.”
He pulls out onto the main road. “Soon. That’s all I know. It’ll be pretty soon. There’ll be a trigger point, and we’ll know.”
“What kind of trigger point?”
“Ah, now if I knew that, I’d be a genius.”
We drive in silence, the joy of our dancing fading into something more real. 
“Hey.” Elias takes my hand. “Whatever happens, it’ll work out. It always does.”
“It didn’t with Cowboy. I couldn’t kill him.”
“Yet you manage to wrap his belt around his ankles, pick him up single handedly, and toss him off a boat. I’m thinking that’s a pretty good sign things’ll work out.”
A long pause. 
“Do we really have a rat problem beneath the house?”
Elias laughs. “Not anymore. Davey set some traps while we went dancing.”
[bookmark: _heading=h.4osp85fbvawb]Chapter 25 - Davey Gone

We idle at the curb, Elias drumming his fingers against the wheel like he’s delivering a telegram. I’m out before him because I’m sick of being wet. Davey’s car is on the curb, but—
I pause, rest my palm on our rusty old gate. Something about the car doesn’t look right. 
Shifting, I find the driver’s window smashed. Shards of glass litter his seat. Half drunk bottles of water too. Worse, Davey’s not out here lamenting, meaning he may not know his car’s been returned, and he definitely hasn’t seen the mess. Which also means Leah, the prodigal child, is about to ruin his day. 
Elias joins me by the driver’s door. He reaches for the handle and tugs the door open. It sticks, squeaks, then releases with enough force to send Elias rolling backwards. “Does it ever occur to Davey that he might oil this?” 
“Davey thinks oil is for cooking.”
“He cooks?”
“No, but he buys the stuff for Claire to use. He is Mr Money Bags after all.”
Elias nearly laughs. “Driving this heap of shit? I hardly think so.”
It’s true. Estelle could replace the class without so much as a blink. Davey will spend days bitching about the cost. It makes me wonder why he refuses her help. Then I remember the scrapbook. “Okay, you ready for this?”
Elias slams Davey’s door shut. “You could just tell him to fetch something from the car, let him discover the mess himself.”
“Like what, Elias? A half drunk bottle of water?”
We walk up our footpath, the door fully closed. “Davey?” I shout, stepping into a place way tidier than usual. A place that looks like Davey and Claire spent time cleaning up after our  raid. “Claire?”
Elias steps inside. The rug makes a squelching sound. He reaches down to touch it, then lifts his fingers to his nose. “The rug’s wet. Does your front door let water in?”
“Probably. The house always smells like wet dog.”
Elias takes a couple of steps, presses his fingers down again. “Wet here too.”
“Davey,” I shout again. 
Eerie silence.
I have to think logically. “Maybe he’s just gone for a walk.” But even as the words come out of my mouth, I know I’m wrong. Davey’s allergic to getting his pulse above eighty.
Elias follows the trail of water to Davey’s room, his door open. I join him, look around the room like Davey might walk out through a wall, and say, ‘Haha, gotcha.’
He doesn’t. 
I think back to what happened when I disappeared. “You think he’s been kidnapped?” I ask, my voice soft. 
Elias drops to his knees and pulls back the rug. “That’s what I’m hoping.”
He’s hoping for that? “For fuck’s sake, Elias. What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”
He wrenches back the floor board, then lies down, sweeps his gaze around the crawlspace. “It means it’s better than being killed.” He reaches a hand in through the gap.  
“Who’d kill him, and why?” 
Elias pushes himself onto his haunches. “Now, let’s think about that shall we?”
I don’t need to. I drop onto Davey’s bed. 
I give Elias his moment. “Who’d you just try to kill with your venom, Leah, then try to drown? Who’s really angry, and likely seeing red? Who has a truck, and would have climbed into and driven straight over here?” He lifts up the hand that’d reached into the gap. “And who would leave something like this?”
He stands, pushes a piece of paper into my hand. It’s damp, the ink spilled in places. As though the diagrams and single word had been drawn by a man with water dripping from his hair. My vision tunnels. Four hangmen nooses with four bodies hanging from them. The first has a single name written beneath it. Davey. Not Claire, so he didn’t get her. 
The other three are left hanging, all unnamed.
But the intent is there. This is a threat, a promise of what’s to come.
The trigger Elias promised. 
“But why him?” My voice is barely there. “Davey’s just Davey. He’s a casualty of the family. He’s not involved in all this.”
Elias sits next to me, brushes a strand of hair from my face. “I’m hoping he’s just bait. I’m hoping Cowboy’s doing this to rattle us, and Davey’s somewhere drinking tea. Possibly even clueless.”
“We both know Cowboy’s not like that. He’ll be tied up somewhere, probably in the trapper’s hut.” I stand. “We have to go there.”
Elias shakes his head. “Too risky. We’d be falling straight into Cowboy’s trap.”
He’s right. 
My throat closes. “We should’ve come back sooner.”
Elias squeezes my hand. “Hey, don’t you feel guilty over this, or try to blame it on us. We had no way of knowing.” 
“But if we’d come—”
Elias squeezes harder. “No, Leah. What’s done is done.”
My thumb traces over Davey’s name. “But who are the others?”
“Could be us,” Elias says. “Claire. Or Estelle, maybe even my aunt, or your father. Or it could be nothing, just Cowboy blowing smoke.”
“But it’s not nothing,” I say, my voice flat. “You know it’s not nothing.”
He doesn’t say a word.
I do. “This is it, isn’t it? We’re being drawn back whether we like it or not?”
“I fear so,” Elias says. “But not to the trapper’s hut. Would you mind giving me a moment to make some calls?”
I stand, because he can have his moment. I have somewhere else I need to be. 
* * *
Peanut sniffs my ankle, then pisses his approval. I ball my hands into fists so Mr Willow won’t see them shaking. He’s in his usual chair, a newspaper spread across his knees. “Afternoon tea?”
I wonder whether I have time, how many moments Elias needs to make his calls. Then I dismiss the thought. If the man wants me, he’ll set my skull abuzz. “I’d love one, but I’m sorry, I forgot to change my clothes.” Not only do I smell like the river, but I look like it too. My insides could be it, they’re so slushy and broken, feeling like they’ve been dragged by those paddles and spat out in the silty filth. 
Mr Willow folds his newspaper, and lays in on his table. “Of course. Your favorite is Lapsang Souchong I believe.”
Of course, he knows. Why wouldn’t he? “It is, and I’d love a cup if you have it.”
“I’ve been holding it in reserve for this very moment. I’m assuming you’d like your little parcel back too?” He doesn’t wait for an answer. 
I don’t care whether I sit on Mavis, or through her. 
The kettle must already have been warm, as Mr Willow is straight back out, carrying two china cups. It’s the smell that gets me. The normalcy of it. The memory of meeting my grandmother for the first time. The opulence of the Hermitage Hotel versus what I’m about to face. The fear that Davey is tied up somewhere. The fear that he’s not.
“You’re going back?” Willow asks.
My head hangs. I don’t speak because I can’t. I just nod.
“I thought so.” He pauses. Brief, but it’s there, like he’s measuring how much to say. “The good news is Davey was taken alive.”
Of course he knows that too. I should get angry, but right now, I’m glad for his fading cataract eyes. “Tell me you didn’t call the cops.”
“Of course not.” Another pause, this one longer. “He wasn’t tied, Leah. I’m not sure what that means, but he walked like the situation was in hand.”
I lift my face, just a touch. “You think he’s on their side?”
I’d understand. For a moment while manipulating Cowboy with promises of turning to his side, I considered how easy that would be. Go with the strongest. Get what you want.
Or Cowboy could have lied. Davey’s learned to tolerate lies more than most. 
Willow clears his throat. “I don’t think you need to worry about him.”
“You think he’s leverage too? That’s what Elias said.”
Willow nods. “I do. I think if Davey was to be killed, everything would implode. You know enough to see that too.”
I sit up, take a sip of tea. “Estelle’s a complicated woman.”
“Understatement of the century,” Willow says, and I manage a smile. My eyes have dried, the sensations in my nose and throat have settled. Both Willow and Elias are confident Davey’s alive, so I guess I’m ready to believe that too. 
I take another sip. “It’s good. The tea, it’s really good.”
“I imported it, especially for today.” Willow folds one knee over the other. “But I’m worried for you, Leah. I’m not sure whether you’re aware, but you’re the prize.”
He’s wrong. “No, the ring is the prize. It’s what Estelle asked about, and what I think Cowboy’s been looking for.”
“Ah, the Ring of Ascension."
I meet his gaze. “You’ve seen it?”
He sips from his own cup, giving himself time to think, which means yes. “Once,” he says. Then nothing. I wait. “It was on the finger of one of the most elegant women I’ve ever had the good fortune to meet.”
He doesn’t have to say who. 
“Don’t worry about me,” I say, standing. “I’m like a boomerang.”
“I hope you find her, and I hope you come back.”
I step away like I want to cry again.
My mother’s words: “Strong women don’t cry.”
“But they do,” I whisper, pushing through Willow’s gate.
I turn to wave, but he’s gone. 
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I arrive to find Elias jogging down our footpath, wet clothes gone, a pair of Davey’s jeans and a clean T-shirt wrapping his body. “Change quickly, then join me out here.”
Action. Action feels good. I run inside and change into jeans one size too tight, and a T-shirt that makes my boobs look better than ever. I check the mirror, decide I should let Claire choose my clothes. Then I grab the photo of my mother, and drop that into the bag I carry. 
I slam the front door closed, find Elias leaning against the car, phone pressed against his ear. “You need to drive.” He presses the Porsche’s key into my palm. 
“But I don't—”
“Shh,” he says. “You’ll figure it out.”
I jump into the driver’s seat, where I’m faced with three pedals rather than two. 
Elias drops into the passenger seat. “For Christ’s sake, pick up,” he yells into his phone. Then to me: “Left pedal is the clutch. You press it before wiggling the gear shift.”
I start the engine, press the clutch, then shift the gearstick to line up with the number one. “Press the gas pedal, then release the clutch.”
I do, the car moves. I press the gas pedal harder. The engine growls. 
“Change gear,” Elias shouts, like I’m stupid. But I’m happy. Better yet, I’m angry, and agitated, and we’re no longer pouting, or shedding tears. Because this is it, baby, we’re going back. “Leah, I said change gear.”
I try, but the stick won’t shift. 
“Clutch,” he yells, pointing. 
I press the clutch, wiggle the stick, and boom, we’re into second gear. 
“You just do that up and down. Faster, we go up the number, slower, we go down. Take your foot off the gas pedal when you change gears. For fuck’s sake, Auntie, will you answer?”
I take us into third, then fourth, then stall at the first set of lights. 
“Clutch, Leah. Every time.”
Almost laughing, I start the engine again, and once the lights turn green, I roar through them. The Porsche engine growls, its body vibrates. I push each gear to its noisiest limit before changing. I’m flying. I’m fucking flying. 
Dahlia finally picks up. Her voice is a hurricane of squealing and shouting on the other end. “What took you so long? Are you somewhere safe?”
Elias must’ve warned them. “Is Claire there?” I ask.
He nods. “They’re in the apartment. She said they’ve turned on the security system.”
I think of those gasoline tanks beneath the apartment. One match and they’ll burn alive. 
Elias sees the same image. “Auntie, listen to me. The apartment isn’t safe. Get over to the main house and lock yourselves in. Double lock until we get there.”
More traffic lights, I get these right. A few more and we’re on the bridge, the Cumberland River flowing beneath us. Then we’re into downtown Nashville, where traffic is heavier.
“You’re inside?” Elias asks. “Good, now set the—for heaven’s sake Auntie. No.”
Church Street turns into Elliston Place. Elliston Place runs into another, far wider street. West End Avenue, then I have Centennial Park on my right shoulder. 
Elias. “What do you mean it’s not working? It always works.”
Dahlia’s voice.
“Okay Auntie, I hear you, but tell Estelle to keep calm.”
A car honks, an alarm wails through his phone. Elias startles, pulls it away from his ear, blinks hard, then looks at me. The sound goes on and on.
“Auntie,” he shouts, holding the phone a couple of inches from his mouth. 
Nothing. Just the alarm.
“Miss Estelle?”
Still nothing.
Finally, almost in a whisper. “Claire.”
A crunching sound, a lower-pitched, more aggressive voice. “You’re too late.”
The whining stops, the phone goes dead. 
“Stop the car, let me drive.”
I don’t. We’re doing fine, and for this moment in time, I’m in control. I need this more than anything. 
Elias nods. “Sorry,” he whispers.
It’s okay.
It’s not okay. 
* * *
I take a red light, then wheel left onto Belle Meade Boulevard, then screech around a series of bends. Estelle’s stone lions appear. I punch the brakes, begin to turn to find the gate is open. “It’s been forced,” Elias says, our tires crunching over gravel. Three yards in, a blue light sweeps over the home’s facade. Then another. I take my foot off the gas pedal. Police. My hands lift from the wheel. 
“Get out,” Elias says. “I mean it this time. Get out and hide. My driver’s license says I live here, I haven’t given you yours yet.”
“What?”
“I’ll tell you later.” A pause, during which I refuse to budge. “Okay, I’ll tell you now. I have a contact at the driver’s licensing place. He’s printed you a licence, one that’ll prove you’re a person, with an actual address, and that you’re legal to drive. Estelle’s put you on her insurance. Now, get the hell out.”
“What?”
“Is that the only word you have left? Get out, Leah, and hide.”
I push open the door, and run. Arrive behind a Privet hedge. I shuffle forward on my hands and knees, edging nearer to the house. Elias jumps into the driver’s seat, roars up the driveway. A black man in a Porsche, but less at risk than me.
I have a driver’s license. 
Two cops, one talking to the gardener. The car stops and Elias steps out. He joins them, pulling his wallet from his pocket. ID just in case. I wonder whether that’s the first move the gardener made. Probably not. 
“Are you my father?” I ask, watching the gardener lift a hand to his neck. The same movement I’ve seen before. The same movement that told my mother he didn’t know the answer, and she’d laugh at him. ‘There goes that nervous motion, again.’ I’d laugh too. How can I remember that, but not remember what happened after watching the black and white screens?
Hypnosis, dummy.
But we’re going back. We’re gonna get the bastards. We’re gonna get Cowboy.
Unless this changes things.
I shake my head, like I’m already arguing with Elias, and with my father. Because they still have Davey. My guess is they have other people too. 
When Elias bends at the waist, it’s confirmed. 
My father rubs his hand across Elias’s back. 
Oh God, please tell me they’re not dead. Please tell me that’s not what the cop’s telling Elias. He’s glowing red, I see it now. Even in the daylight, and the flashing blue lights, Elias is glowing red. 
Elias stands back up, points around the back of the house, to his home. He’s telling them where he lives, not being taken to identify bodies. That’s good, really good. Now he’s shaking the cops’ hands. Thank you, sir. Thank you, sir. They return to their car, turn off their strobes. Execute a three-point turn, and make their way back up the driveway. 
My father hands Elias something, and glances my way. Standing now, I’m about to run over when Elias waves. “They’re gone,” he says, jogging over. “Aunt Dahlia, Estelle, and Claire. The policeman said there’s nobody in the house.”
Thank God. I suppose.
Elias rests a hand on my shoulder. “Here’s your license. The gardener fetched it for me.”
I take it. See my name, my photo, my address. “You can quit trying to pretend he’s just a gardener. He’s Paul. He’s my Dad.”
Elias nods. “Okay, good.”
“That’s it. No apology, no celebration that I figured something out. Just, okay, good.”
“Yes, because we don’t have time for any of that. We have to leave, and do it right now. Listen, I want to take separate cars, just in case.”
I wriggle out from his grip. “You want me to drive alone?”
“Yes, I know. You thought we could enjoy a special road trip together. I need to get the van, and that’s recognizable. You drive the Merc, which Cowboy won’t expect. That’ll make it harder for Cowboy to track us.”
We begin to walk.
“The gas tank’s full. There’s a map already on the passenger seat. I’m putting the gun and extra bullets in there too. If anything happens, use it.”
* * *
I make it two blocks. I don't plan on stopping. One moment I'm driving, telling myself I’m Leah, I’m brave, and I’m ready for this, and the next I'm pulled up against the curb. I press my hand over my mouth to stop what’s coming, but it doesn't work. I have no choice but to let myself come completely undone on a quiet street in Belle Meade.
I’m not sure how long I sit there for. 
Ten minutes. Twenty.
“Mom,” I sob. I want my mom. Not the version after the crash, but the one who held me, brushed my hair, washed me in the kitchen sink, and sang me to sleep at bedtime. “And Dad. Daddy.” I want him too. I’m not angry with him anymore. I might be when I see him, but now I just want to curl up in my arms. I should drive back to the house and find him. Screw the Farm, screw Cowboy, screw everyone else. 
I think about Colorado again. The goats, the chickens, my parents laughing on a porch swing. That’s how it should’ve been, not this. Not me sitting in a silver Mercedes with a fake driver’s license, a stolen gun, and a map to hell. 
But this is exactly the way it is. “Not for much longer,” I say, sitting up straight. I’m Leah, I’m strong, and the Merc’s an automatic. I roll down the window, wave at a lawn maintenance guy. “This bitch has somewhere to be,” I yell before hitting the gas pedal. 
He waves back, has no idea of the misery I’m about to face. 
Nearly two hours later, I’m singing along with Led Zeppelin, faking lyrics because it’s easier than thinking about where I’m driving. The sun has sunk beyond the horizon, the map tells me the turn is closing in. My hands tremble. 
There it is. 
Oh shit, there it is.
I turn slowly, then brake. Wipe my hands down Claire’s jeans. Rub them together. Wipe again. The track is dark. No moon. No residual light. 
Something moves. 
A deer. She wanders into my light. Stares, then takes off. 
I need to be more like her. 
Braver, faster. 
I hit the gas pedal, my heart hammering. 
Trees sweep by on either side. Branches scrape the roof. 
A turn. Gravel shifts under the tires. Lights appear ahead. 
I swerve. Slam on the brakes. The vehicle skids. Fishtails.
I avoid the lights. 
I hit the tree. 
Boom, I’m out. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.8bi4oqpxqtn2]Chapter 27 - Paul
I surface to something cool touching my forehead. My eyes flutter open to a blur of pain, then fall closed. I hear a hissing sound, but smell no smoke, feel no heat. “I’m so sorry,” someone says. “Oh God, that wasn’t meant to happen.”
Twenty-one years, and I still know that voice. “Daddy,” I manage, each syllable slicing my lungs like a razor.
“Yes.” My dad’s voice is thick. “I’m here, Leah, I’m here. I’ve been waiting for this moment.”
A cough, or a throat clearing. “Which she might’ve made a whole lot less dramatic.” 
Elias, being snarky. Which is okay, as it means I’m not dead. 
“Indeed, but you gave it a jolly good try. Swinging around the corner like that.”
I cough, taste no blood. “You were the one in the—”
“Shh,” my father says. Something pops beneath the hood. Still no smoke, no flames. “You two can bicker as much as you like, but later. You need to breathe while we figure out how to get you out of here.” 
His hand finds mine. I don’t speak. I don’t ask how he survived the fire, or where he’s been since. I just press my fingers into his palm and hold on. The skin is smooth in places, puckered in others. I want to turn into the seat, hide what’s happening in my nose, my throat, my eyes. 
“Will there be a fire?” I ask, because it’s easier than the other things. 
“No,” he says. “No fire.”
I believe him. He’s only said a handful of words, and already, I believe him. The same way I believed everything he ever said when I was four years old, when the world was just our cabin, and his laugh, and the smell of woodsmoke on his shirt. 
Elias says something. I don’t hear it. My father squeezes my hand once, and I squeeze back, and that’s a whole conversation neither of us has the words for yet.
* * *
It takes Elias a while to get the door open. I’m aware of him working at it, and of the sounds the car makes. The ticking of metal cooling, a slow drip somewhere underneath. My father’s hand is still in mine, his thumb moving in slow circles the way it used to when I’d had a bad dream, when he’d sit at the edge of my bed until I went back to sleep.
“Tell me how you survived,” I say. 
My father squeezes my hand. “Really, you want to hear that now?”
I nod. “It’ll keep me distracted.”
Elias lifts a bottle to my lips. A liquorice tang of liquid slides down my throat. “Easy, now. Just small sips.”
My father starts. “The men left, and it started to rain. That helped. I crawled to safety. I got lucky when I happened upon an abandoned campsite. Even luckier when I discovered abandoned food.”
I push the bottle away. “What kind of food?” 
My father makes a sound. “I’m sorry?”
“When you were crawling. What kind of food did you find?”
He’s quiet for a moment. “Pepperoni sticks. An apple. A few cans of beans.”
“Was there a can opener?”
He laughs. The first time I’ve heard it in twenty-one years and it sounds exactly the same. “Yes there was. Whoever left that mess was very considerate to my future self.”
I nod, because I knew there’d be an opener. Mama always laughed about Dad’s good fortune. Until the crash, when all that good fortune was used up. 
Another bang from beneath the hood. 
“It’s just things popping and hissing,” Elias says, pushing the bottle back against my lips.
I take a sip to stop him fussing.
“I want to see you,” I say.
Silence.
“It’s dark,” my father says.
He’s afraid, possibly terrified. He stayed away partly because of that, but hearing him now, his fingers clenching around mine, I understand better. “I know it’s dark, Daddy, but I need to see you.”
A pause, and then a soft click. A light comes one. It’s low and comes from the wrong angle, throwing shadows rather than lifting them. But it’s enough.
Daddy’s face isn’t what I remember, and it’s completely what I expect. The scarring pulls the left side differently to the right, the skin tight in places. A changed landscape. But his eyes are the same. Dark and steady, and looking at me the way he always did. Like I was something extraordinary.
I open my mouth. Nothing comes out.
“I know,” he says.
But he shouldn’t know. He can’t feel the ridge on my scalp buzzing, can’t read what’s in my head the way Elias can. But he does know, because he’s my father. Because he’s been waiting for this moment from the same distance I have, looking at it from the other side.
I reach up and touch his face, run my fingers against his jaw. Over the ruined side, then smooth and puckered side. He doesn’t flinch, just lets me look, and touch. He doesn’t even say a word.
My mother told me strong women don’t cry.
My mother also isn’t here.
I turn my face away from both of them and press my mouth against my arm. I make no sound, but my shoulders shake and my father has to know. He puts his hand on my back and keeps it there until I stop.
“Sorry,” I say, when I’m able.
“Don’t you dare,” he says.
I almost laugh, but my lungs won’t allow it. “I’m going to want the whole story,” I say. “Everything, from after you found the food.”
“And you’ll have it, Leah. But not tonight.”
“No,” I agree. “Not tonight.”
* * *
Elias is getting close to removing the steering wheel when I remember the burlap sack. “Is it still in the car?”
He reaches past me into the footwell and comes back with it, the Idaho potato print still legible even in the bad light. I pull it onto my lap and feel through the fabric for the shape of my father’s bear. It’s there. I don’t take it out. I just leave my hand on it.
My father watches me do this and doesn’t ask.
“I found a bear,” I tell him, not mentioning the one I hold. “It was in the doll. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be.” His voice is careful. “That one was for Claire.”
I nod. 
I’d figured as much, but it’s different hearing it confirmed. 
It means he knew about her, or at least knew there would be a her, knew there would be a second child. He must have hoped and wondered for years. That’s the kind of man he was. Still is. This damaged, careful, very alive man sitting on the ground outside a crumpled silver Mercedes, holding his daughter’s hand while the woods make their nighttime sounds around us.
“Okay,” Elias says. I hear the reluctant kindness in it, the sorry-but. “The steering wheel won’t detach fully, but I think it’s enough. Let’s talk about getting you out of here. First, the wheel has restricted your blood flow, so I’m going to press down your leg.”
He works his way down, until finally, he pinches my ankle. “Feel that?”
“Ow, Elias. Yes, I feel that. Will you stop?”
He nods at my father. “She’s doing better than she ought.”
“And that’s your way of being positive?” I ask. “I’ll do better if you bring me some of your aunt’s tea.”
“I bet you would.” He’s already moving. “Let’s get you out first.”
“That orange stuff helped, but the tea will help more. I promise.”
Elias sighs. “Paul, get your daughter some tea.”
My father reappears with the flask, his hands careful around it, careful around me. “Here you go.”
“Thanks, Daddy.”
Elias growls. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. She’s working you big time, Paul.”
My father chuckles. The sound of it moves through my chest and settles in a place I hadn’t known was empty. “She’s always had me wrapped around her little finger.”
I cough, though it’s more of a punch to the gut, a stifled sob. Tea flies everywhere.
Elias wipes his face. “But as a heads up, she doesn’t do well with sentimentality.”
“That much I see. But she’s strong like her mother.”
“I’m alive,” I remind them. “While you’re talking around me, know I’m right here, and I’m listening. One further note, if you try moving me before I’ve down half this jug, then I’ll kill you both.”
“Feisty too,” my father mutters.
* * *
I’m in a restful state when Elias kicks the driver’s door off its frame. Perhaps as well, as the entire car judders. My father climbs into the passenger seat, takes my head and shoulders as Elias pivots my body. “That’s great,” Elias says. “Your legs are free. Now we’re going to lift you, and carry you to the van. We’ll try not to jiggle you around too much.”
“I don’t care. I’m fine.” I sound drunk. My father giggles. 
Elias does not. “You’re a long way from fine, but you will be soon. My aunt had the best patient to practice on.”
“You mean Daddy?” I ask. 
“Yes, and you’ll be right as rain by the morning. Provided you try to sleep, that is, and not keep questioning your father.”
“I don’t need to. I’ve decided I know what I need to know.”
That’s not true, and all three of us know it. There’s the crawl from the campsite to tell about, and the hospital, and the years it took Dahlia to put him back together, and the years it took Estelle to convince him to stay away. There’s all of that, and one day I’ll need every word of it. But not now. 
“Good,” Elias says, because he heard all of that. “Now. Paul. One, two, three.”
I’d hoped the pain would be horrific. I’d seriously hoped I’d experience a fraction of the pain my father must have endured during his own crash recovery. But it doesn’t come close. A little back soreness, a pulsing ankle, and a headache the orange liquid and spiked tea seems to be dulling. 
“Daddy, will you lie next to me?” I ask, as the men slide me into the van. 
Elias laughs. “Uh, so what about me?”
“We’ll take turns,” my father says. “We need to alternate waking and sleeping, so we can look out for danger. Anything else you need, sweetheart?”
Sweetheart. My own living father called me sweetheart, and I can’t speak. Instead, I think about Colorado. And the goats, the chickens, and my parents laughing on a porch swing. I think about how that dream will never fade, though this is better. This is real. This dented van, and the dark outside, and my father’s voice.
My eyes close.
Elias. “Paul, did you add my aunt’s knockout medicine to the tea?”
“Of course. You’ve met the girl. You think she’d take it otherwise.”
I want to laugh, but darkness washes over me.

[bookmark: _heading=h.yv5hawx7amgg]Chapter 28 - The Dogs
The first yelp wakes me. The second yelp, and I try to sit up. But I can’t. “Dad,” I shout, but I can’t move. I’m strapped down, bleached light glaring from an arm above me. The antiseptic smell hits. A woman’s face appears above me, masked over her lips and nose, her eyes moving the way eyes do when a mouth is forming words, but the words don’t reach me. Her gloved hand finds the IV port in my arm. A small mechanical click. 
“Hey, good morning,” my father says.
But I can’t see him. I can’t see the van. 
I’m in a surgery room, diagrams on the wall.
A gloved thumb presses into the groove between two ribs, and then there’s squelch, a noisy parting. A heat that spreads sideways across my ribs. 
“I’m awake,” I shout.
My father. “Honey, you’re not. You’re having a dream.”
Elias. “She’s having a reaction to something. Leah, squeeze my hand.”
I can’t. 
Something cold and solid pushes between my ribs. Then there’s a sound, very close, like a dentist’s drill. I hear myself making a noise that’s not screaming. “Venom in place.” A snap, clean as a knuckle cracking. It travels down my ribs.
A dog yowls.
Elias. “Shit, the dogs are being moved. We need to wake her.”
I’m moving backward, travelling through time. 
Signs on the walls: Young girls. Older girls. Young boys. Older boys.
Then I’m back in the surgery. 
“We started with a small amount of venom.” I turn my head. A doctor, something strapped to his head. “It started by pumping tiny amounts into her bloodstream, then we had to wait for her body to learn to cope. Remember nurse, slow is fast, and fast is slow.”
The nurse. “How long did that process take?”
“Years. We’re in no hurry.” He holds a blade. It catches the light. 
Another yelp, followed by a long howl. 
“Daddy,” I scream. 
“Do something,” my father says. 
“I am, but she’s fighting me. Leah, I’m trying to insert a needle into your arm. You have to relax.”
The doctor. “You have the pump?”
A slicing sensation across my belly. The wet feel of antiseptic, of blood. A tugging at my muscles. The nurse pressing a towel against my forehead. 
The doctor. “Her muscles are taut. She’s a healthy one, that’s for sure.” Another tug, a tearing sound. A splatter of blood on his mask, on his glasses. Behind them, cold steely gray eyes. “Okay nurse, pass me the clip.”
Elias. “Okay, that’s it, I’ve managed to get it in.”
“Daddy,” I whimper. 
“Thank you nurse, and now for the clamp.” A clipping sensation. “I’m ready to attach the pump to her liver, then we’ll tether it to her bile ducts and feed it through her fangs. Ready to drill those holes.”
Another long howl. The dogs are being set. 
“No,” I scream. “No, Daddy no.”
Paul. “Why isn’t it working?”
“It is, but she’s clenching her muscles.”
My mouth being forced open. The drill spinning. “That’s it. Just two small holes near the tips of her incisors. Around the back so they can’t be seen. Don’t want her victims seeing dripping fangs, do we nurse?” Laughing, the doctor laughing. Pressure against my teeth. 
Elias. “Jesus, Leah, you have to relax.”
The nurse. “She won’t hold her mouth open. We’ll have to use a brace.” My jaw pulled open, cold metal inserted, my mouth held open in a scream. Saliva catching at the back of my throat. “Suction, if you wouldn’t mind.”
“Of course, nurse. You’re doing an excellent job.”
Then the drill, pushing through my fangs. Left then right, igniting my nerves. I try to scream, but I can’t. 
Elias. “Shit. Is she having a seizure?”
Daddy. “Leah, you’re okay. Calm down. Please, for Daddy. Calm down.”
Daddy. Daddy’s here. I see him walking toward the table. He approaches the doctor, tries to reach out and grab him by the neck, but his hand pushes right through. He reaches out for the nurse. Fails again. He studies his hand, then disappears. My daddy’s dead. Daddy’s just a ghost. 
“No, I’m here, Leah. I’m right here. I’m waiting for you.”
Now the doctor’s fading too. And the nurse. And the surgery. 
The light changes. The antiseptic smell fades. 
“That’s it,” my father says, lips pressed against my forehead. “That’s it, baby girl. That’s it.”
“Daddy,” I say. “They opened me up and put things inside me.”
He pulls away. I see him in the van’s shadow, and he’s perfect, tears rolling down his beautiful face. “I know, Leah, I know what they did.”
“They made me what I am.”
He lifts his face to the van’s ceiling, tears dripping from his chin. “I know, baby. I know. I lived every day knowing you were in there, and it wasn’t safe for me to get you. They’d have killed us both.”
I reach up a hand. “It’s okay, Daddy, I see that now. It’s okay, I promise.”
He looks back down, his jaw shivering. “You’re sure, Leah? I wouldn’t blame you if you hate me.”
“She couldn’t hate you if she tried,” Elias says. “She’s been pining for you every day since the crash.”
It’s true, I have. And for the Mama that left me too. I want them both. “You’re so handsome,” I tell my father. “Mama will think that too. I promise.”
My father flinches. “She doesn’t know?”
“Know what?” I ask, shifting my gaze to look at Elias. “Know what, Elias?”
He reaches behind me, presses his hands against my back. “I’ll tell you, Leah. I swear, but we need to get you upright. You choked a bit, so you may have fluid in your lungs.”
I turn to my father, sure they’re about to tell me my mother’s dead. Now, when I’m here, I’m about to learn that my mother didn’t make it. “It’s not that,” Elias says, pushing me against the van’s side. “Now cough.”
I do. He asks me to cough again. I cough and glare at him. “I’m fine Elias. I wasn’t fully gone. I heard the dogs, so I know we don’t have much time. Tell me about my mother.”
My father slips out of the van. I’m sure it’s because he doesn’t want to hear what I’m about to be told. “He doesn’t. He’s very hurt by it. But first, let me say your mother’s alive and well. She’s healthier than she’s been in a very long time. That’s the good side of what’s happened.”
“And the bad side?”
“When Cowboy said he had your mother, he wasn’t lying. He’s taken her for himself.” He takes a deep breath, hands me a bottle of orange liquid. “You’re right, the dogs are being set so drink this.” Only when I lift it to my lips does he continue. “We believe he’s using her for his anti-venom. The good news is he’s treating her very well, and that’s why she’s healthy.”
“But there’s a bad side, because him developing anti-venom from her isn’t enough?”
Elias’s lips tighten. “He, uh…”
My father growls. I hear it, even from the van. 
“He married her.”
I hold my breath, the pain of the crash, my surgery dream, and this news rippling through my chest. My flesh feels like it’s burning, melting. I want to scream, but I daren’t. I can’t let my father hear it. This time, I do have to be strong. I grip Elias’s wrists and squeeze. He nods, he understands. I let my fingernails dig. He takes it. He takes my shaking, and holds my contorted face. 
“Breathe,” he whispers. “That’s it, just breathe.”
* * *
Elias slips from the van first, and I follow. I walk up to my father and wrap my arms around him. “We’ll get her back, Dad, I promise. She’s only ever loved one man, and it’s you. I know it, and you do too. What Cowboy’s done means nothing.”
I feel his nod rather than see it.
“And she’ll see me the same way I do. When I opened my eyes in the van, I didn’t see your scars, I saw you. I saw everything you’ve ever meant to us.”
“Thank you,” he says, his voice quivering. “You’ll be safe in there?”
I pull away. “You’re not coming?”
Elias, from behind me. “We agreed he wouldn’t. Leah, you might not see his scars, but they’re there, and they slow him down. It’d make him a liability.”
I want to tell him not to talk about my father that way, but I don’t. 
“We’ve decided your father will take the van further out, and wait for us there.”
“But what will you do?” I ask, noting the pain in my father’s eyes. “Aside from worry, and pace, and growl at an imaginary Cowboy.”
He smiles. Not his scars, but him. “I’ll do precisely that, but Elias is right. I would be a liability. My concern is with you. Do you feel good enough?”
“You’re kidding right? I’ve waited my entire life for this.”
He steps away. “Then it’s time for you to go.”
Thinking of one last thing, I return to the crumpled Merc and pull out the shopping bag containing my burlap sack. I drop it into my father’s hands. “Take care of this, but don’t be nosy.”
“She’s back,” Elias says. “You ready?”
I give my father a final hug. “I am, but I want to approach the Farm alone. Don’t argue, I deserve this. You can follow, but for a moment, I need the honor of being a solo agent.”
With the next yelp I begin to walk. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.fjyxt7oyzs0m]Chapter 29 - Dronesong
The woods are thick, the air heavy. I use a stick to sweep the undergrowth for snakes. If they know you’re coming, they usually leave. Rattlesnakes and Copperheads are what I need to be most careful about. The rest are innocuous by comparison, though I’d rather not get bitten by any. 
Cowboy married my mother. 
I hurl my stick against a tree. Now I have to search for another. 
I hear a sound behind me and swing around. Nothing visible, probably Elias. 
The dogs are getting excited, their yelping louder. 
I carry on, preparing myself for what I’m about to see. A circle set without a double-perimeter fence, its circumference about the width of a football field. Entrance from the north, at twelve o-clock. Twelve dog cages set against the internal fence, tunnels leading them through the fences to the woods. The hounds fenced in for now, their handlers whipping them into a frenzy, but released later. A stake in the middle, a bell mounted atop. A nine o’clock fountain bleeding the blood of our Lord. Then the celebration itself, where the daughters of Eve become killers, forced to suffer the eternal punishment for eating the forbidden fruit. And the men, the subjects? They’re supposed to be evil, but mostly they’re just boys. 
I spot the outer fence, and crouch. 
Check myself. I’m doing okay. I’m not nervous, not excited, and better yet, I’m not hurting. But I’m ready. 
“That’s a good state to be,” Elias says, arriving on my shoulder, gun belt slung around his waist. “I hung back as much as I could. Did I do well?”
“Well enough,” I say. “How much time do you think we have?”
“Well, I’m not used to starting this early in the afternoon.”
I turn to look at him. “It’s afternoon?”
“Yes, you slept most of the day. That was the only way to get you healed enough for this. Sorry about the weird wakeup, though. Anyway, I gave you nourishment in your overnight drip, so you’ll be good for hours. Hopefully, you’re feeling better than ever.”
I smile. “I’m feeling fabulous, and strangely even headed. Might that have something to do with you?”
“Uh, I might have added a little mood stabilizer. Who knows what’s going to happen, and the last thing anyone needs is you shooting off like a loose cannon.”
“We’ll have words about that later,” I say. “I’m sick of people thinking they can use my body for their own gains, but thank you. I guess. I do feel good.”
Elias blows out his lips. “You’re welcome. I guess. But you were out and I had no means to ask permission. Do you forgive me?”
“Shut up,’ I say, jabbing his side. “Since when have you ever asked for forgiveness?”
We shuffle forward, advance enough to see the nearest cage. A handler comes into view, tapping an unlit cigarette against his palm. The cage contains a single black dog, his teeth bared, drool on his chin. 
“They’ve automated the cages,” Elias mutters. He points toward an electric box mounted on the fence. “Those calls I made from your house were to the Farm. They warned me about this.”
“Your contacts?”
Elias nods. “Yeah. They said the cages open on the third bell. Come on, I see where we can get closer.”
We’re two yards from the fence, hidden in thick undergrowth, when a dull tone sounds in the afternoon air. The dogs respond, the tone getting them more excited. Pavlov’s dogs. 
Elias points two yards to his left, where a thick canopy of spring leaves casts shade over the no-man’s land between the two perimeter fences. Bushes have been allowed to grow within them. “Automation has made the handlers lazy.”
The second bell chimes, the dogs yelp. The barking echoes around the ground. The handler quits tapping his cigarette and tucks it behind his ear. He approaches the electric box. One more chime and the cages will open. 
“Now,” I say, running for the fence. Elias follows. 
We duck, see nobody watching. I start to climb. Elias braces my ankle while my fingers bite into the metal, the chainlink shaking. I risk a look down. He’s on the fence too. Ten feet and no barbed wire. I make it over, my legs trembling, then I’m down. Elias lands beside me, pushes me into the undergrowth.
“The dogs can’t get us,” I say, looking into his eyes. “We did it, Elias.”
“Should I have given you a bigger dose?”
“No, because I want to feel this. Really feel it. We’re here, Elias, at the Farm. Together, and we’re doing something.” I push back and smile. “God knows what, exactly, but this feels good.”
He smiles, grabs a handful of grass, and tosses it in the air. It blows toward the celebration ground. “Wind’s in our favor.” He unsnaps the gun belt, then buckles it around my waist. “Don’t use it unless you have to, but if you have to—”
“Use it,” I finish. “But what about you?”
He flexes his arms. “I’ll land a decent punch.”
The third bell. 
“Down,’ Elias says. 
A metallic groan, and the gates slide open. 
The nearest dog explodes from his cage, barking, and howling. Elias places a finger over his lips. I nod, press flat in the tangling weeds. The nearest handler. “Cage three deployed.” Another voice. “Cage four deployed.”
We track the voices all around the perimeter. “All cages deployed. Well done, guys. Another successful mission. Let’s regroup at twelve o’clock.”
That word: regroup. I watch Elias, adrenaline pushing through my chest. 
He shakes his head. “I trained here. I use the lingo. You ready to get inside?” 
I look through the internal fence, where people have begun to gather. Cult people, some of which I probably grew up with. Only then does it hit me, really hit me—there’s going to be a celebration, people will die. 
“Have you heard from the others?”
Elias shakes his head. “But we can’t worry about them. Let’s get inside, and mill around. Nobody will know we’re outsiders, providing we play it cool. Can you do that?”
I lift my hands. “Cool as a cucumber.”
“Hardly, Leah, you’re a piece of work.”
I look back at the fence, note the crowd is swelling, their bodies packing close. People are huddled, chatting excitedly. I feel it too, that promise of something magical. That feeling before the dronesong starts, and we’re lifted from our bodies.
“Amber,” Elias says. “Before it starts. If you feel yourself going under, think of the word Amber. It’s the color of warning.”
“Amber,” I repeat. 
“Good. If you hear me say it, look at me, or say it yourself. Whatever you need to do in order to fight it.”
I repeat the word inside my head. “But what about you?”
“I’m a Watcher, Leah. I’m immune.” He grabs my hand. “Ready, let’s go.”
We throw ourselves at the fence, climb together. This one is shorter and we’re over in seconds. Landing, we head straight into the crowd. Elias points at a stocky man standing away from the crowd. Then another in the opposite direction. “Those are Watchers too. Keep an eye on them, as they’ve sure as heck got their eyes on you.”
We push through the crowd, to arrive at the celebration ground’s center. Wrapping around the stake and the bell is a wooden platform, around five feet high, and twelve feet wide. A set of wooden steps has been erected at the six o’clock position. Wood is stacked beneath.
“Kindling,” Elias whispers. 
* * *
That’s the last sound I hear before the dronesong starts. It’s women’s voices, I know that now, but the sensation begins somewhere behind my sternum, not in my ears. A frequency I recognize the way I recognize my own name. Voices, low and braided together, yet my body knows them before my mind. My vision begins to blur. 
Amber, I think, but the word is gauze, already just a color. I’ve been in this exact place before. I’ve always been here. Elias’s hand tightens around mine and I hold onto that, the specific pressure of his fingers, the warmth of his palm. I push the word through again. 
Amber.
Somewhere beside me, Elias is still. Not the stillness of somebody caught in the dronesong, but the stillness of somebody waiting. Watching. I can feel it even now, his attention a different kind of pressure than the song. Urging me to fight it, and I am, I am. But the voices weave tighter and I let my eyes close just for a second, just for one second, and the warmth rushes up to meet me. 
Amber. 
His hand shifts, a small preparatory movement, fingers repositioning around mine. He’s here if I need him, but not yet. I dig my thumbnail into his palm. Stay back. The word surfaces again, sharper this time. 
Amber. Amber. 
I open my eyes. The stake is still there, the platform too. The kindling beneath it. Elias exhales but doesn’t look at me. His eyes have shifted to the celebration ground. I know why. The drummers are out. Twelve, each wearing bearskins, driving a rhythm between the dronesong.
The music gets louder, the twelve robed women approaching, the drummers following. They come from the left, parading with oil-drenched torches flaming. I smell the smoke, and something underneath it. Frankincense. A wave washes over me, tugging at my legs like a rip current. Amber. Frankincense. 
Another squeeze. Another shift. His eyes back on me. 
My eyes want to close but I fight them, fight the feeling, the warmth, the false promises. I jerk, the warmth running cold. Lies. More lies. I take a deep breath, the deepest of the day. Clench my jaw. Amber be damned, I’m back. 
The pride in Elias’s eyes makes me want to punch him.
“You’re welcome to later. Right now, we need to keep our wits about us.”
I nod, because the robed women and the drummers press their back against the platform like sentries. Man, woman. Man, woman. A perfect symmetry.
Then come the conch shells.
Not one. Not two. A wall of them, low and oceanic, rising from the perimeter of the celebration ground in a single coordinated moan. I turn toward the nearest sound and find a source. A man perched atop one of the iron dog cages, bare-chested, cheeks puffed, blowing into a shell the size of his own head. I follow the line of cages with my eyes. Another and another. Twelve of them, stationed like sentinels, their sound overlapping and braiding.
“Shit,” Elias says.
I follow his gaze, look beyond the robed women, the drummers, and the platform. There, at twelve o’clock, a single white robe appears. After that five pale blue robes, chains joining their wrists. I count the number of missing people. Claire, Davey, Dahlia, and Estelle.
“Plus your mother,” Elias says.
My mother. 
The blue-robed figures are paraded around the ground, then led by the white figure onto the platform. I count them again. Five, their chains being released, their wrists being tied to the stake. One of them trembles. I see it from here, the fine continuous shiver moving through the fabric at the hem.
The conch players sound again. This time the crowd answers with a loud hum. Smoke is everywhere now. It pours from braziers I can’t locate, softens the edges of the torchlight and turns the crowd into ghosts. The whole ground has become a blurred and luminous thing.
“Amber,” Elias says. 
“Shut up, I’m fine.”
The drums reach a volume that stops being rhythm, then they stop, leaving the air empty. 
The white hooded figure lifts a hand, grasping the hood’s tip. “Cowboy,” Elias says, grabbing the revolver from my holster, and raising it. But it’s not Cowboy. Elias is too busy aiming his gunsight to notice the color of the hand’s flesh. I lunge for his arm, snap the revolver from his grip. It hits the ground at the exact moment the hood comes off.  
Elias lowers his arms in disbelief. “Aunt Dahlia?”
I lunge a second time, grab the gun and flick on the safety. 
I’m kneeling when a canon booms. The air reverberates, a cloud of gunpowder circles the platform, then travels to me. It smells right and wrong. The gunpowder is strong, but there’s something sweeter. The smoke descends into the crowd and all around me, the spell over the crowd begins to break. Faces look around. Frowning, eyes shifting. Muttering to each other. They’ve never experienced this before. This is different. This is weird. This is frightening. 
I feel it too, but I can’t afford the luxury of confusion.
“Amber,” I shout, my eyes returning to Elias. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.5soc2c9n15el]

[bookmark: _heading=h.bpvooswkkvgx]Chapter 30 - Platform
Elias staggers like he’s about to fall. The other Watchers are too. That cannon can’t have just contained gunpowder, but something that flipped the switch. I’m up in an instant, my arms reaching out. Elias falls into them, and I push him upright, cradle him against my chest. “It’s okay, Elias, I’m here.” 
“Amber,” he mouths, glancing over his shoulder. Eyes vacant. Struggling to tell me I shouldn’t be rescuing him, that I’m stepping outside my role. I guess I am, but things change. Relationships aren’t always about a man bossing a woman around. Estelle’s a perfect example. As well as his aunt, who’s right now Lording it on the platform, arms spread in welcome to the waking crowds. 
“That’s it,” I say, pressing my hand against his cheek. “Amber.”
He shakes his head. “The gunpowder, the addition. It’s amber.” A pause while he scrunches his eyes, fighting it. “Amber accord, my aunt makes it.”
He’s right. I smell it now. That warm tone. Myrrh, vanilla, musk. 
I look around. The smoke has begun to drift, but the Watchers are down. All of them except Elias. He’s getting stronger. “You think she added it to the canon?” I ask. “To take out the Watchers, bring back the crowd?”
“Yes, but the question is, did Cowboy make her add it, or did he steal it, or is this part of her plan?”
He’s standing firm, so I let go. “You think she has a plan?”
“She’d better, because now we have a fully awake crowd and no Watchers. This typically results in frayed tempers, and as you know, these people don’t argue with their mouths.” 
“There’ll be a culling?” I whisper, glancing at the crowd. Calm at the moment, all eyes fixed on Dahlia, on the robed women no longer singing, on the drummers spaced between them, their beaters still. 
A conch player blasts a single long note. It sweeps over the celebration ground, over the five blue figures tied on the platform, over the circle of people standing three yards back from its edge, over Dahlia, who’s watching me. Then Elias. Hopefully she’s telepathic too and she’s transmitting a plan. If not, she’d better develop those skills pretty damn quick. 
The conch note ends and a single drummer yanks the strap from his shoulder. He slams the drum to the ground with a crack that makes the torches shudder. All eyes shift, the celebration ground holding its breath. The flickering late-afternoon light catches his cheek, his taut line of muscle twitching beneath sweat-slick skin. Shaven. Familiar. 
Dahlia crouches at the platform’s edge, her body framed by the white fire of her ceremonial robes. They look absurdly clean against the greasy torch-smoke. She brings her mouth close to his ear, whispers a command. 
The drummer straightens his bearskin, presses his lips white. He turns from Dahlia and starts toward me, each step a deliberate, manly stride. The closer he gets, the faster my pulse gets, because yes, I recognize him. I force myself not to flinch, not to look away, not to betray the sick twist of dread hollowing out my guts.
The drummer stops two feet from where I stand. There’s a hush as the crowd leans forward, not blinking, not breathing, like they’re eager to taste the undercurrent of hatred steaming between us. The man reaches up and rakes the bearskin aside. Grooved into skin are three long scars, the pattern of a heartbeat beneath. 
“Maverick,” I say, feeling that blade of his in my hand, the smoothness of the ivory handle. “Well, take a look at you, alive and breathing.” I pause, before dropping the worst insult I can find. “I gave your precious elephant-killing knife to the rats. I’m pretty sure it’s in Memphis by now.”
The bearskin falls from his fist. He stares like he wants to wring my neck, but he can’t. That’s not what Dahlia commanded. “Cat got your tongue, or did somebody slice that from you after we finished our date?”
His jaw quivers, his lips peel back into a snarl. “You’re a fucking bitch. I bet you’re sorry you didn’t finish me.”
I look at him. Not at the torches, or at Dahlia’s strange smile, or the shifting tide of bodies around us, but at Maverick. He’s broader than I remember. His jaw is clenched hard, the veins in his neck popping. I hurt him before, meaning I can do it again. He knows that. One command from Dahlia, and the tables will turn. That’s the nature of the cult. 
“I’m glad I left you alive. It’s making my day seeing you as a little drummerboy.” Each syllable is colder than the blade I sliced him with, and deliberately so. “The only reason you’re still breathing is because I decided to allow it. You’ll die when I decide otherwise. Then I’ll feed you to the rats too.”
He bares his teeth, a dog at the end of his leash. “Why’d you let me live?” He jerks his chin toward Elias. “Did you do this because you wanted to send your handler a message?”
“He’s a Watcher,” I say, taking a step forward. The celebration ground is mine, not his. Dahlia’s smile widens. “While you’re being bossed around by a woman. How’s that taste in your surly mouth?”
He shifts his weight, boots scraping the soil. He knows he’s nothing, just a little pawn in a ridiculous game. I almost wish I’d relieved him of his pain, his humiliation, but then I wouldn’t have gotten to enjoy this. Elias is thinking. He’s using the time to strategize. I’m using the time to gain my own strength, come up with my own plans. 
The platform is old. 
Maverick takes a step forward. “You think you’re so powerful.” Hissing, his voice dropping low. “But you’re not. You’re going to be tied up and burned alive along with everyone you care about. How’s that taste?” He spits on the ground. 
The platform is damp.
“Oh, says who?”
Maverick takes a sideways step. “The Under Priestess Dahlia.” He draws out the title in formality. “Your orders are to lower the revolver and follow me.”
My lips turn up in a smile. The Under Priestess Dahlia, since when has that been a thing? 
“Fine,” I say, making sure the word scrapes out of me. “But you can tell the Under Priestess Dahlia I’m lowering nothing except my regard for her.”
He frowns, not sure what I just said. I see the calculations, and I take that moment, shuffle nearer to Elias. “You have a plan?” I ask. 
“Getting there.”
“Great. How about getting there quicker?”
Maverick reaches for my arm. His grip is rough, knuckles pressed bone-white against my flesh. He half-drags me toward the steps, and I let him. I stumble once, but keep my feet. He pushes me ahead of him, each upward step digging into worn, warped risers. I smell the damp again, feel the wood give beneath my weight. Note the grain of it. 
Maverick follows me up and shoves me hard, spinning my body so I’m face-to-face with Dahlia. Then he descends the steps, picks up his drum, and slots back into place. 
“Bye, you stupid fucking drummerboy,” I say over his head. 
His right shoulder twitches, then settles. 
* * *
I slip the revolver back into the holster, but don’t snap it closed. Dahlia rests a hand on my shoulder. Her voice is low and level, and launches straight into her story. “Cowboy came, an’ rounded us up like stray cattle. Estelle, Claire, Davey. Even your poor mama.”
“Is she on the platform?”
Dahlia lifts a hand to her mouth. “Went and left us hog-tied in some old woodshed, then drug us out here in the pitch black of night like a couple of feed sacks.”
Louder this time. “Is Mama on the platform?”
“She was the one who was s’posed to be standin’ right here. Lawd, that was the whole point. S’posed to present herself to all these good folks as their returning High Priestess, let ’em go right ahead and choose her back like it was their doin’.”
“Dahlia, please.”
She doesn’t listen. “That was his plan from the very start, crafty as a fox in a henhouse. You give the people a little say-so, and bless their hearts, they'll swear up and down it was their idea all along.”
I glance at the circle of hooded figures. The stake rises behind each of them, their hands tied. Davey, Estelle, Claire, and my mother? But there are five. My father? Did they find the van and take him too?
“Is she here?” I ask again. 
“But that was a lie straight from the pit, I tell you what. We got wind that that Cowboy fella was fixin’ to shoot her deader than a doornail the very moment her face showed itself, then swoop in and take the whole thing for himself, slick as a whistle.”
“Dahlia, is she here?”
“That’s why we up and swapped quicker than a cat on a hot tin roof.”
I want to grab this woman by the shoulders and scream, but I don’t. “Dahlia, you could have been shot instead.”
“I know, but the chance was worth takin’.”
I lower my head, because if I don’t, I’ll tug off all those hoods and expose them. Then Cowboy will spot her and shoot. Dahlia places a hand on my shoulder. “That’s it, child, now you’re understandin’. Your mother is here.”
I lift my head again, look into Dahlia’s eyes. My mama is here. She’s one of those five figures tied up. My mother, who I haven’t seen in ten years. The woman who was perfect until that crash. The mother who became nothing more than a hollow shell. The woman who’s married Cowboy, but has to still love my father. 
I lift a hand to brace myself against Dahlia. “Is he here too, my father?”
She shakes her head. “No no, Sugar, far as I can tell he’s just fine.”
I nod, then square my shoulders. Glance over the crowd, at Elias still fixed in his spot. Frozen, like he’s deep in thought, coming up with a plan. My plan: to protect my mother. I can get angry with her later, but for that, she has to live. 
I look back at Dahlia. “So, where’s our little Cowboy friend?”
“I reckon he’s spittin’ feathers standin’ out there in that crowd. Lord knows he’ll turn up directly.” Her cheeks form a pair of dimples. “But I do believe it’s high time I went ahead and brought my nephew on up.”
The Under Priestess Dahlia delivers a command. Maverick lowers his drum, grabs Elias by the arm, and drags him up. “What took you so long?” I ask.
“I’ve been a little busy.” He looks from me to his aunt. “It’s time.”
She nods too, then to the crowd. “Celebrants, today is a day the Lord himself is watchin’, because today we shall anoint a new High Priestess.”
A murmur rolls through the crowd. 
Moments later, the sound changes. Cheers and boos sound through the western crowd. Heads turning. I follow their eyes and find him. Cowboy, emerging from a dog cage, pushing through parting bodies like a fish through water, his hat brim low.
I look at the hooded figures again. At the one with the curved shoulders. At one with the spine like a rod. I look back at Dahlia, then Elias.
I pull the revolver. 
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Cowboy throws up an arm. “Silence,” he yells, stepping out of the throng, his voice slicing through skin and bone. Red plaid shirt stretched over muscles, blue jeans dusted with dirt, new Stetson low over eyes that glitter with malice. He circles the platform, whipping men into cheers while the women shrink back, hands over mouths, fear in their eyes. 
His boot cracks the first step. “Why should we adopt a High Priestess?” he sneers. His meaning; why should we adopt another woman, ever.
My finger twitches on the trigger. 
Dahlia’s glance cuts like a blade. Not yet.
Cowboy’s mouth twitches before he lifts both arms in a calculated flourish. He points at a tall man wearing a yellow T-shirt, five yards from where his foot is planted. Heads turn, the noise thins to a murmur. The man steps forward. “I agree. No High Priestess.”
My heart hammers. “Don’t you dare,” Dahlia hisses. “Crowd’s gotta hear him for themselves.”
Cowboy eyes the gun. He smirks, flecks of tobacco glinting between his teeth. 
My stomach twists. This monster bedded my mother. 
He turns back toward the crowd. “Celebrants, haven’t we honored our women? Isn’t it time we anoint a High Priest—” A command, threaded into a question. 
Men glance at men. Women cling to each other. 
I wonder whether he has the ring, whether he found it. I scan his fingers. Nothing. 
Elias leans in. “He doesn’t. The ring’s still missing.”
The crowd murmurs, voices getting louder. 
I shield my mouth with my hand. “And you know that, how?”
“While you and Dahlia were having a nice little chinwag up here, I communicated with a  friend.”
Cowboy broad arms a hush over the crowd.
“On your phone?” I whisper. How did I miss that, when my eyes were everywhere?
Elias shakes his head and taps his skull. “It’s tough working through the clutter of your mind, but I managed it. It seems the amber turned me into a superhero.”
“Great. Then maybe your superhero status can get us out of this jam.”
Cowboy’s boot mounts the second step. The stench of tobacco and decay hits me. “I know what you’re thinking,” he yells, drawing the crowd back to him. “Female leadership’s the cornerstone of our tradition, and it’s served us well.”
“He’s a good speaker,” Elias says.
Dread coils in my gut. “Yeah, so was Hitler, but he ended up dead in a bunker.”
Cowboy glares at me, his eyes pools of hatred, telling me it’s too late for me to turn, that he’s going to take out the problem instead. But how, when he’d planned on shooting my mother, and when he’s got a platform of hostages tied to a stake, plus Dahlia, Elias, and me to deal with?
“They’re not tied,” Elias whispers. “The hostages are making it look that way.”
I move to take a peek, but Elias stops me. “Don’t make Cowboy think about it.”
Instead, I look down at the platform, inhale its dampness. 
Cowboy takes the second step, the wood groaning beneath his weight. Part of the step splinters with a loud snap. The crowd recoils. “Look at how we men have sacrificed our masculinity to serve women.”
I take a step forward, tell myself not to get into an argument, but fail. I adjust my grip, feel the gun’s texture press into my palms. “Excuse me, but sacrifice? You think you’ve sacrificed your masculinity?”
A ripple passes through the crowd. I catch whispers. 
“Heretics.” 
“Tradition.” 
“About time.” 
In some ways I’m with them—Cowboy’s shining a light on decades of dronesong, unraveling a warped kind of matriarchal dominance in a single filthy drawl. “But it’s all a lie,” I sigh, sorting through my own thoughts, my own beliefs. 
Elias steps forward, leans so close I feel his breath. “It doesn't matter if it's true or a lie. It only has to feel true long enough.”
My fingers sweat on the gun. “Then what are we to do? Let him become the High Priest?” 
Dahlia shakes her head. “Baby girl, you’re the only prayer we got left in this whole sorry situation. Don't you be wastin’ it.”
Cowboy takes the third step, the platform shaking. I count each splinter, each snap of wood. He places a hand over his crotch. “Brothers, we’ve bled for their pleasure.” 
“You’ve bled for our what?” I ask, shaking, almost laughing. His truth, his lies claw at me.
Some men nod, those that’ve been hypnotized during the celebrations by the dronesong frown. They’ve never seen what those women do to those men. The crowd noise rises, people beginning to argue with their neighbors. 
There’ll be a culling. 
I lift the gun, point it at Cowboy’s face. He doesn’t startle, or step aside, just lifts his top lip in a sneer. 
My gums itch and I remember the way my fangs didn’t work. Not with Garrett, choking on my own poison. Not with Cowboy on the boat. 
“Our pleasure?” I hiss. “You really think we want to have our insides surgically altered, our teeth drilled, our—”
Elias grabs my shoulder. “Don’t, Leah. You’re right about the dronesong, and truth and lies. Not everyone knows what happens, but look at them. They know what they’re dealing with. Let him dig his own grave.”
“Don’t tell me what to do,” I snap. 
Cowboy’s eyes blaze. “We’ve died for them, all while pretending our submission is sacred. But they love the power. They love having us in their mouths.”
The crowd jeers, then comes a woman's voice: “This has nothing to do with love.”
“Or even decent sex,” another woman yells. 
A snarl of hisses, a little laughter. Cowboy flinches, the laughter arriving in his ears like insults. I laugh too and he pivots, gives me that sneering look, but I see what’s behind those eyes. A boy who’s been laughed at, mocked, made to feel ashamed of himself. 
A man’s voice from somewhere deep in the crowd. “It’s a ritual that’s been driven into us, not given to us by choice.”
A woman steps forward. Short, black hair. “You men have trained us.” She doesn’t look at Cowboy, but around the crowd. “And you’ve adjusted us, controlled us, forced us to do this.” 
A level silence, the crowd vibrating. 
A fourth woman, this one bent at the waist, steps forward. She leaning against a walking stick, and I wonder what her eyes have witnessed. Who she’s lost, why she’s here. “The only reason we have female leaders is to keep your toxic masculinity in check.”
“Ooh,” Dahlia says beside me. 
More laughter. More flinching. Cowboy growls at her, shifts his feet like he’s about to attack. I’m ready with the gun. One move in the wrong direction and I’ll blow that sneer right off his face. He stops himself, glares at the crowd, his eyes bulging, neck veins bulging. 
“Our toxic masculinity in check?” He spits, spreading his arms. “You hear that, men?” He mounts the final steps and circles the platform, boots creaking against the wood. “That little woman says we have female leaders to keep us in check. That’s why you need a High Priest. That’s why you need me.”
There, he’s said it. 
Cowboy pushes his face against mine. “Because leadership is my destiny.”
I level the gun, press it against his chest. One twitch of a single finger and he’d be dead. Yet he’s not afraid. There have to be others, gunsights pointed at me. I glance around the celebration ground and spot them. Snipers laying across the top of the dog cages, sights pointed over the crowds heads. One. Two. I look over my shoulder. Twelve, one on each cage.
“Prove it,” I say, trying not to shake. 
He steps away. Reaches for the nearest blue hood.
I hold my breath, my gun tracking him. 
Cowboy to the crowd. “Should I reveal the hostage?”
The crowd jeers, boos, hisses. He grips the fabric, his knuckles white. Laughs. Stands there. Makes us wait. 
I don’t know who I expect it to be, who I want it to be. My mother, he could kill her. Or the snipers could. Maybe this is what this is. One reveal at a time, the snipers take them out. Pop. Pop. Pop. Blood on the deck, the crowd in chaos. 
There’s going to be a culling. A funeral pyre. 
But the wood is damp. 
Cowboy’s grip tightens, and he sweeps the hood back. “What?” 
Blinking is elderly woman I don’t recognize. White hair, trembling lips. Eyes wild as a trapped bird. I glance at Elias, then Dahlia. Their faces tell me nothing. The crowd murmurs. Cowboy grabs the woman and pulls her from the stake. She’s not tied, but he’s too angry to register. He throws her down the steps. She stumbles, falls, then pushes herself back up. One look at me and she runs. 
Four hostages left. 
Cowboy reaches for the second hood. I gasp when he lifts it. My grandmother, Estelle, hair coiffed in silver waves, pearl earrings catching the light, scarlet lips smiling as though she’s waited her entire life for this. Perhaps she has. 
“Are you okay?” I whisper. 
Not waiting for an answer, Cowboy reaches for the third hood. My breath catches. 
One tug of fabric, and that’s it. 
“Mama,” I say, running for her, pressing my body against hers. 
I wait for a sniper’s bullet to hit. 
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The crowd falls quiet. There’s no crack of a rifle, or whip of bullet through the air. Nothing punches into my back. There’s just Cowboy, watching us, laughing. Laughing like he had while my father burned, laughing about a daughter shielding her mother. I breathe. Still no bullet. I glance up from my mother’s shoulder. All twelve guns are still pointed, still waiting for Cowboy to make a sign.
The crowd’s watching us too, their jaws hanging open. They saw my mother’s face. They’re figuring out who I am. What do they see? The daughter whose parents tried to disappear, the daughter who started her training in the orphanage, the daughter who was returned to the shell she has her arms around, the daughter who finally got away, or the daughter who returned?
The crowd points, speaks to each other. 
A man. “Her name’s Leah. I remember. Rumor has it she’s become a vigilante.”
The daughter who became a vigilante. I like it, I add it to my list. 
When the bullet doesn’t come, my thoughts draw inward, to the person I’m holding. My mother. The woman I loved but learned to hate. The woman I have to save to take back to my father. I’m afraid to pull back and see her face. I’m afraid of what her eyes will tell me. I feel her shaking, feel her lips on my neck, her breath on my face. 
She kisses me. 
“Mama,” I say, pulling back. 
I keep my eyes closed, just in case a bullet rips through her. I don’t want to see her die, but I’m not sure how to see her live. She married Cowboy, the man striding around the platform, whipping up the crowd again. I hear him telling them I’m nothing, an escapee. I’m not here for them, or their families. I’m not even Cult. I’m just a city girl gone wrong, killing at will.
None of this is true. 
Some of it is. 
I ignore him telling the crowd it’s time for my family to be destroyed, that they’ve held the power too long, that we’ve corrupted the cult, because I daren’t open my eyes. They’re stinging, my nose and throat doing that painful thing. And this is my mother. 
Strong women don’t cry. 
“I was wrong,” she says, a finger wiping the flesh beneath my closed eyes. “Leah, when I told you it was weak to cry, I was wrong. Had I wept all those years ago, maybe I’d have been there for you.”
“But you… you…” 
I can’t finish. I’m trying to tell her she did the best she could, that I’ve met Estelle, that I know myself well enough to understand she came by her beliefs naturally. We’re all hard women. I don’t recall GeeGee’s manner, but if she accepted a child stolen from her sister then raised the child as her own, I’m thinking she’s cut from the same cloth. 
I turn to Estelle. “But why?” I ask. “Why was Mama taken?”
Estelle exhales. “My sister couldn’t have children of her own.”
But why would that have mattered? Plenty of women can’t bear children, but they don’t steal other’s kids. They certainly don’t steal their sister’s kid. 
“Look at me,” my mother says.
I try, but I’m too afraid. I'm not sure I’ll survive if I see that coldness I left her with. I don’t know that I’ll cope if I see her old warmth returned. Because that would mean being with Cowboy healed her. 
“I can’t,” I say, shaking my head. “You went and —”
“Married Cowboy,” she finishes, taking the shot I’m trying to fire. “I know, it was a terrible thing to do.”
My eyes open, just for a second, and I see my mother, tears rolling down her face. I close them again, because I can’t look. I can’t watch while she pours out a laundry list of excuses. 
I hear a sob, feel her hands grip my shoulders. “Please, Leah. Open your eyes and let me see you.”
I shake my head. “Just speak, and I’ll listen. I promise you that.”
The crowd behind us roars. Cowboy laughs. 
Her forehead drops against mine. “Your father was gone, Leah, and then you disappeared too. Only once I’d lost everything I ever loved did I begin to grieve. I was in a really bad place when Cowboy showed up, promising the world if I helped him develop anti-venom. He told me his plan was to protect everyone, and destroy the cult. It was easy to believe him.”
I open my eyes, meet her gaze. Look into the blue wells of her eyes, at the warm tone of her skin, the reddish hair now grayer than it was. The crow’s feet that weren’t there. The smile lines that have faded. I lift a hand and touch one, wonder whether I’ll get to see them return.
Get to. 
Not have to. Get to. 
“Mama,” I say, my voice breaking. “I’m sorry.”
“For what?” she asks. 
“For not understanding. For sitting up in the car. For hating you.”
I’m about to fall into her arms when a hand clenches around my shoulder. 
* * *
I’m jolted into a different plane, the crowd booing and hissing, and raising their arms around me. “Kill her,” a man shouts. “Take the gun and shoot her.”
Another voice. “Shoot him, Leah. Do it before it’s too late.”
I lift the gun, then look into Cowboy’s face. Really look, see the darkness in them, the evil, the terrible lust for power. My gums aren’t just itching, they’re throbbing, but they’re useless against him. I bare my teeth. “Take your fucking hands off me.”
Cowboy sneers. “This is a ceremony, little girl. A transfer of power in my direction. You don't get to call the—”
I press a finger on the trigger. “I said: Take. Your hands. Off me.”
His grip loosens and I pull away, questioning why I haven’t been shot yet, why my mother hasn’t been shot. It comes to me with a jolt. He needs the crowd with him, not against him. This isn’t about winning, it’s about control. It’s about culling the people who aren’t on his side. The snipers aren’t just watching me, they’re watching the crowd. 
“Look behind you,” I shout, lifting my gun in the air. “Snipers are set on all the cages. Twelve of them, pointing their barrels at you.”
The crowd turns, some crouch, others cover their heads with their hands. 
“You bitch,” Cowboy says. “You stupid fucking bitch.”
I’ve not been shot. “He’d have killed me already if he wanted me dead. That could happen as we speak, but when you panic, he’ll shoot you too.”
He reaches out to grab my arm, but I’m one step ahead, leaping from the platform. Keeping my body moving, providing a moving target. I step, turn, then backtrack, giving those bastards something to do. He runs down the steps, the crowd a mess of voices, of feet wanting to run, but being too afraid. He jogs back up the steps, aware he’s losing them. Good. His loss is my gain. 
“Those snipers know which side your allegiance is falling. They’ve been watching you. But how do you know they’ve not been corrupted, that they’re not mine?”
Cowboy points toward the sniper at three o-clock. “You, Shooter Three,” he yells. “Fire your weapon.”
Nothing happens. 
Elias’s gaze meets mine. 
Cowboy pivots. “Shooter Six. I order you to fire.”
Again, nothing. 
“Shooter Twelve.”
A crack, a whoosh above my head, then another crack. “No,” I scream, watching my mother. She doesn’t move, doesn’t tumble. There’s no splattering of blood, not on Cowboy, not on the pair still hooded. 
A crunch from behind me. 
“Sniper down,” a man shouts. 
I spin. Shooter One, Two, and Three, all standing. Shooters Four and Five, kneeling. Six, laying low. Seven, Eight and Nine sweeping barrels across the crowd. Ten and Eleven shouting to each other. Shooter Twelve, rifle hanging from a limp hand, blood dipping from a hole in his head. 
The crowd screams in unison. 
Another shot hits the platform. Then a second. 
Drummers drop their drums, tug off their bearskins and run. The dronesong singers push away from the platform’s edge. 
Another crack, a drummer falls.
Cowboy leaps down the steps, wood splintering beneath his feet. Everyone on the platforms huddles low, the last two hoods off. Claire. Mr Willow.
Why him?
Another crack, another flashback to the smoke coming out Daddy’s hood, and I discard that thought. Because I know exactly what to do. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.a83448sdq55u]
[bookmark: _heading=h.8078h7iuezz9]Chapter 33 - Smoke
I drop the revolver into its holster, grab a torch one of the singers dropped, and charge toward the platform. The press of the crowd behind me feels heavy, like my actions will determine their fate. Before I can think twice, I slam the flaming torch into kindling beneath the platform. 
A plume of smoke hisses up in answer, swollen and wet from the damp wood. It curls around my legs, tries to grip my feet like ghosts reaching up from the ground. The kindling smolders, wood buckles, but refuses to catch flame. I yank the torch free, throat burning from the acrid smoke, and circle around the platform. I thrust the torch into the wood again. 
A voice. “What are you doing?”
I don’t listen. Black spirals of smoke erupt, more ghostly fingers twist up through cracks in the platform. All around me the crowd heaves. Some cheer, some shriek. Fists connect with ribs, a woman’s sob is edged with fury as the man beside her is punched by a grinning zealot. A man near me grabs at another’s throat. Sweat, fear, and kindling smoke fill my lungs. 
Crack. 
The shot cracks across the celebration ground. A piercing scream follows. Heads whip around. The crowd scatters in a sudden spasm of terror. 
A man is down, blood oozing from his neck, blossoming across his shirt collar. Instinct wedges between rage and fear. 
There’ll be a culling. 
Another crack, another groan. I look up into the early evening sky where a figure descends from the dog cage. A sniper, coming into the crowd. I’m not sure if he’s friend or foe. 
Cowboy waves his arms in the air, trying to rally the panicked mass. “Over here,” he yells, his voice ragged. The sniper ignores him, friend or foe. 
Everyone on the platform is huddled in a pile. Elias’s body shields his aunt, his breathing shallow, his eyes following me and frowning. 
“Stop staring,” I yell over the din. “You need to help me.”
He shakes his head. “What are you trying to do, Leah? Kill us all?”
“I’m trying to make smoke, you fool. It’s hard to aim through, but better yet—”
Crack, the sniper shoots. At the same moment, Cowboy lunges and catches my arm. The heat from his palm scorches my flesh. Elias leaps onto his back, rolls, then stumbles upright to grab a discarded drum. He rolls it over a fallen torch, sets the edge alight, then throws it at Cowboy. 
Another crack rings out, the roar of released air follows. The drum collides with Cowboy’s ribs. He staggers, gasps. A woman behind me convulses, falls to her knees, coughing. I turn just enough to see her chest collapse, her pale face crack against the ground. 
My mother has moved to the edge of the platform, eyes wide in the haze, questioning me with their bright blue intensity. 
“It’s like the crash,” I say, my voice high, knowing I'm not making sense. “It’ll be like the way you thought Daddy died.”
Estelle’s eyes too wide. “We’re seen to burn, people believe we’re gone forever.”
“Exactly.” 
The odor of burning flesh mixes with the stench of smoking wood. I flick ash from my cheek, my torch guttering. A dying ember lies near a body, a woman whose long hair is a torch in itself. I race over, stomp the flames, roll her onto her side. She’s one of the women who spoke out. I kneel, use ash to mark her forehead with a cross. Then I’m back up, thrusting her smoldering torch into the kindling. 
“Take off those robes, and use them to beat the smoke. The flames, if they come. Use them to filter the air.”
Cowboy loops the platform’s rim, charging again. Elias intercepts him, thrusts the torch at Cowboy’s chest, pushes him back. Cowboy falls and rolls away from the smoke. Elias trips over a half-burned drum and drops his torch. Dahlia watches, her mouth open in horror. 
The first flames catch. Nobody on the platform has removed their cloaks. “Now,” I yell. “Mama, Daddy’s waiting for you. Do it now.”
With a violent snap, Dahlia emerges from her trance. “Best make it look like the good Lord’s come to get you.”
She peels off her robe and flings it into the smoke, then drops to her knees, clutching at her throat. More flames catch the kindling. My mother stands, whips off her robe too, then drops to the platform surface, panting, coughing up sparks. Claire falls next, on all fours, spitting black. Willow curls up in a ball, his hands clawing at his throat. Even Estelle, in her pearls and coiffed hair, vomits smoke onto the boards. I watch for a moment, almost enjoying the ridiculous tableau forming behind the haze.
Claire turns her head, smiles briefly, then jerks her chin toward movement over my shoulder. 
Maverick, torch in hand, stepping out from the smoke like a ghoul. 
I lower my torch, point it toward his chest. 
“Finish me,” he says, voice battered. “If you want to, just do it. I’m done with this.”
I jab the torch at him. “You want to burn alive?”
He doesn’t flinch. I see embers crowding his bearskin cloak. One stray spark catches his hair. The hairs on my neck curl. 
“Why, so you don’t have to deal with the fallout?” I snap. “You want me to set you on fire because you’re too scared to face it?”
He breathes out, collapsed and stubborn. “Because I’m married. I have a gorgeous wife, and two great kids. I want out of this for a long time, but there’s never been a way.”
I jab again. “And you think there is—”
Cowboy, back to his feet, brandishes a torch like a sword, sweeping it toward me, and then toward Maverick. The flames leap onto Maverick’s bearskin with a coiling hiss, racing up his chest and back. The hair above his right ear snaps to flame, but he stands there, a man spent. A man proving he can’t live this way any longer. Another man who’ll die for his family. 
I rush him, shove him to the ground. Elias pins Cowboy’s arm behind him with one iron-hard elbow. 
“Roll!” I tell Maverick, fumbling for a discarded jacket to beat out the flames. “Jesus Christ, will you work with me here?”
He doesn’t roll. He only lies there, letting the fire feed on his clothing, his hair, his skin. A sharpened whistle of wind picks up the flames and spreads them. I dive over him, smother the worst of the flames with my body. They lick around my sides, catch my clothes, singe my hair. 
“You dick,” I yell, pressing down with all my weight, smearing ash and sweat. “You said you have a wife, and two great kids. Make a fucking effort to save yourself.”
He tries to shove me off, but I hold tighter, until the flames burn themselves out, glowing embers falling to the ground. “I don’t deserve to live,” he sobs, like I’ve stolen what he was promised. 
I roll off him, look up into thick air, people fighting like greyed-out silhouettes, more men and women down. “No, but you don’t deserve to be a martyr either. Maybe that’s why I didn’t kill you.”
By the time Maverick staggers back up, the platform’s barely visible. Through it, I glimpse a cluster of figures picking their way down the steps. Willow, Estelle, Dahlia, then Claire, smears of ash on their brows, robes covering their mouths. They shuffle through the chaos, staying in the thickest part of the smoke. 
I look up at the nearest dog cage, its sniper’s nest now empty. The air’s too thick to find him, but he’s here somewhere. Prowling. I hear the shots, the screams, the wailing. 
A different kind of splintering bang sounds behind me. I turn to watch the platform engulfed by flames. The stake quivering in the superheated air, the bell swinging like it’s being rung. Another crack as the northern part crumples, the freshly oxygenated flames roaring taller, blue and orange tongues reaching into the sky. 
Elias stumbles up beside me, ashen and wide-eyed. “How did you know there’d be so much smoke?” 
I wipe a bead of sweat from my face. Note my hands are white with ash. “You didn’t smell it?”
He pushes the hair from my face. It feels like a thick slab of old grease. “Smell what?”
“The damp. The stench of the trapper’s hut.”
He laughs then, raw and joyous, and not at all like Cowboy. “Leah, you're a genius.”
I press a finger to his lips. “Yes, I can agree with that. Now go. Make sure our platform dwellers are all breathing as they should.”
I think about Willow, wonder why he’s here. Then I dismiss the question. He’s cult, he’s involved, and he’s on Estelle’s payroll. But it’s more than that. 
Elias looks around, the smoke thinning, the crowds disappearing. No sign of Cowboy, but he’s here. I wipe away a fresh layer of ash. “Why’s Willow here?” I ask.
Elias meets my gaze. “He’s a doctor, it seems smart.”
“We have your aunt. Seems to me like she’s better than any doctor.”
There’s something in Elias’s gaze, something he’s not telling me. I’ve had enough practice at recognizing it. “You’re not coming?” he asks, deflecting. 
I’ll let him for now. “No, I have one more thing to do, then I’ll follow you.”
Elias rocks on his feet, eyes narrowing like he’s weighing a new danger. Then he nods and vanishes behind a dog cage. Still no sniper. 
I reach back for the pistol strapped at my waist. I pull it free, my fingers tracing its cold steel. I flip open the chamber with a flick, count the bullets.
“Four bullets,” I whisper into the night. “Would you like one, Cowboy?”


[bookmark: _heading=h.bmeb24i379zd]Chapter 34 - Hail the High Priest
I find Cowboy still posturing, still fighting in the haze of smoke. His silhouette staggers at the edge of the burning platform. Arms up, shoulders square. The pyre’s heat sends rivulets of sweat running between my breasts and down my spine. Embers drift past me like angry fireflies. 
Cowboy spots my approach, pauses, then drops the torch into the pyre. He walks toward me, hands flexing at his side. Twisted confidence plays over his lips. “They’re dead,” he announces, voice hoarse. “All your stupid damn family, in one foul swoop, gone.”
I halt a few strides from him. “Not Davey,” I say, my voice low, teasing. “He wasn’t on the platform, which begs the question: what have you done with him?”
He snorts and glances back at the crumpled planks where flames now sputter, starved for fuel. “Let the kid loose. He’s just a pup who never got dragged free of his grandmother. Let him suffer.
I step into the cinders, the soles of my shoes softening in the heat, almost melting into the blackened earth. The bell, the horns, the conch shells are all soundless. The snipers are silent. A light breeze sweeps the smoke away, revealing a sky stuffed with cold, indifferent stars. 
Cowboy rasps, “Thought you’d have run by now. Figured you’d do what you always do.”
I lift my gaze to the heavens, the constellations ignorant of this small battlefield on the Cumberland Plateau. My body aches in places I didn’t know could hurt. Slowly, I lower my gaze to meet his and offer a small, rueful smile. “Sorry to disappoint.”
He laughs bitterly, then coughs, spitting phlegm into the dying flames. “You’re not her. You’re not the High Priestess. You’ll never be good enough. All you are is a freak with broken teeth.”
A familiar tingle creeps under my lips. My venom glands pulse, reminding me of the power that means nothing to him. “You killed my mother, and now you’re taunting her child. What kind of man are you?”
A sparse crowd remains beyond the circle of firelight. They gather in loose knots, faces smeared with soot, waiting for someone to tell them which side to take. Cowboy takes another step toward me, eyes flickering to the platform’s wreckage. “I didn’t kill your family. You did. Why?”
I almost laugh at the absurdity. “I told you I was ready to turn. To think, we could easily be on the same side. But that ship has sailed. We’re enemies and I shall be triumphant.”
He falters, just a single, dragging step. The crowd hushes, the crackle of embers punctuating the silence. A glowing cinder arcs through the air and lands at his feet, smoking before it dies. 
“Your mother,” he hisses, finally free of the haze and stepping into moonlight. “What a stupid fucking whore she turned out to be. I should have disposed of her the moment I got the anti-venom.”
The gun twitches against my grip. “Well, now she’s gone. I hope you have a way of regenerating your precious medicine without her.”
Cowboy blinks, and I see something like fear cross his eyes. It’s thin, it’s fleeting, but it’s there. “I made it work once. I can make it work again.”
I shift my grip on the revolver, feeling its cold weight. “Shame you chose not to work with me. I’m younger, I’m sure my body’s better than hers.”
He sneers. “The whore’s daughter. Not a bad idea.” He lifts a finger to point at the gun. “Bet you’re a terrible shot too.”
My mouth curls into a smirk. “You really want to gamble on my aim?”
I turn toward the pyre, the bell still on its stake. I decide to take a chance. 
The trigger clicks. I miss. The bullet thuds into the scorched wooden stake, bending it inwards until it snaps and the bell clatters to the ground. “You were aiming for the bell,” Cowboy observes, crossing his arms. 
I raise the gun again and point it at his right knee before any further taunt can escape him. “Nope, I was aiming to make something fall. Would you like to fall?”
He lifts one brow, defiant. “I will never—”
My finger holds. I don’t wait for him to finish. 
Bang. The shot cracks like a whip. His knee folds sideways, bone shredding through torn flesh. He collapses to the cinders, right leg kicking convulsively as the crowd recoils. Smoke drifts up from the wound, carrying the stench of gunpowder and torn tissue. 
He claws at the ground, nails digging into dirt, face contorted in pain. “You don’t know what you’re doing.” 
“Oh, but I do.” The gun doesn’t fail me. The gun doesn’t laugh. 
He groans, teeth gritted. “I’ll see to it you burn with the rest.”
I shift my stance, aiming for his other knee. “You think I’m the villain? It’s the likes of you who made me.”
He spits blood. “I’m not a surgeon. Not like your Willow friend.”
My trigger finger loosens, memories flickering. The man on the street. ‘Hey Doc, let me know if you need anything.’ Willow admitting he’d done things his brother wasn’t proud of. Then the van, the strange awakening after I crashed Estelle’s Merc. A surgeon’s flurry of gray eyebrows, icy eyes. His voice, brimming with cold assurance as he sliced. The pressure at my ribs, the cold instrument inserted into my chests. It was him. 
“Yeah, bet you didn’t remember they operated with you girls awake,” he says.
“You’re lying,” I rasp, a tremor in my voice. 
I think of the nurse too. The photograph in Estelle’s apartment. The building with the red door, a nurse stood beside it. 
Cowboy struggles up on one leg, blood seeping into the charred grass. “Figured out who the nurse was yet?”
I smile into the darkness, feeling the full weight of revelation settle in the pit of my stomach. “Estelle, of course. Isn’t she the root of everything, including your ability to make anti-venom? Without her daughter, you’d be nothing. Maybe it’s time for you to realize how it feels to be worse than nothing.”
His eyes widen as realization blooms. “You think I’m at your mercy. You’re just like me.” He hops forward on one leg, mud and blood flinging off his jeans. 
My heart thuds. For a heartbeat I consider ending it, put my next bullet through his skull. Make it clean, make it final. But then I think of my father, broken and crawling through the rain-soaked woods, forced to lick his own wounds in the dark. Cowboy made him suffer for years, and that cruelty must be repaid. 
“Two bullets left,” I say. “Give me something to save me from killing you.”
He grips his wounded knee, leaning heavily. His other hand touches his pocket. “I’ll give you nothing. You’re a coward, you’ll never kill me.”
“If I let you live, it won’t be because I’m a coward. It’ll be because I want you to suffer the way my father did. I want you to spend the rest of your days in a wheelchair, hoping you can find another slave to harvest your anti-venom from. I want you to look in the mirror and see my face laughing back at you.”
I squeeze the trigger a second time. The second shot shatters his other knee, sending him crashing backward in a bone-chilling crunch. He rolls, clutching both legs, moaning.  
“Where would you like the last bullet?” I ask, inhaling the metallic tang that hangs in the air. I reach into the pocket he touched and withdraw a folded piece of paper. Unfurling it, I reveal a crudely drawn map of the entire compound. The celebration ground, the cult leader’s house beyond it on a hill, the trapper’s hut. Then I see a tiny red circle and two scrawled words. ‘Basement Clinical.’ 
I scan the ragged circle of onlookers. The faces, illuminated by embers and moonlight, are masks of confusion, hope, fear. Slowly, I raise the gun and point at the moon. My voice rings out across the clearing. “Hail the High Priest!” 
I repeat the cry, louder this time. “Hail the High Priest!” 
An echo comes from a man. “Hail the High Priest!”
More voices join, hesitant at first, then with growing fervor. The chant swells until the night, the woods, the ground seems to tremble. Cowboy lies twitching to my side, half-hidden in shadow, unable to rise. 
Satisfied, I turn my back on the platform, on the broken tyrant at my feet, and begin to walk away, map in hand. 
“You fucking whore,” he spits after me, but I don’t look back.
Instead, I blast the final shot into the smoldering earth. 


[bookmark: _heading=h.l7gtsfcccmpd]Chapter 35 - Big House
Now I have to find Davey. I start in the most obvious place. 
The cult leader’s house sits on a rise above the chaos, grandiose in comparison to those around it. A blue facade, white columns, a wide porch where a single yellow light glows. Along the front, a neat flowerbed brims with spring flowers, like those Little Claire might have helped plant, five years old, bucket and shovel in her hands. 
I sit in a rocker and watch the celebration ground below, wonder what Claire might have seen. The view is obstructed, so hopefully not a lot. 
The usual didn’t happen tonight. No women bared their fangs, no men died at their mercy. Cowboy wasn’t wrong when he said men have died for us. He omitted the part where the likes of Dr Willow engineered it, and with Estelle’s help. 
Of course with Estelle. 
That recognition didn’t even shock me. Learning about Willow did. I felt comfortable with him. I’m still not sure I hate him. 
I look at the map again. Basement Clinical. That must be where it happened. It’s on the edge of the compound, not far from the trapper’s hut. I could have walked there had I tried. Had I known. I bet Claire knows. For a woman who grew up behind grandiose blue walls, she seems to know a lot. I wonder how she’ll do when she meets our parents. I suppose it’s bad that I’d like to see a little discomfort. It’s definitely bad that I want to see my mother writhe in agony when she explains why she married Cowboy. 
Dahlia though, what a stupid bitch. She could’ve had her head blown off. She nearly did. I guess that’s bravery. 
Am I brave? Or am I stupid, letting Cowboy live. I can’t wait to hear what Estelle has to say about that. I’m pretty sure it won’t be, ‘congratulations, you’re such a rising star.’ Serve her right though, for assisting in my surgery. One way or another, I’ll get her for that. Davey won’t like that, but tough shit. 
I came up here to find him and got distracted. It wasn’t hard. Cowboy’s down there screaming while a couple of men load him into the flatbed of an old truck. Its entire body is rusted. I hope some of that rust gets into his wounds. A couple of men have started to climb the hill, cigarettes burning red. I should poke around before they get here. I may find Davey. 
I circle to the back, past a rain barrel and an old swing. Here, away from the cult’s eyes, the foundation is cracked, moss creeps up the walls. I raise a hand and push against a door. It gives with a soft click. Unlocked. I steel myself and slip inside. 
The kitchen smells like Cowboy’s already moved in. I oughtn’t be surprised. I pass a den, and a mudroom. The rest of the lower floor seems to be offices behind glass-panelled doors, all of them locked. No sign of Davey. 
I head for the stairs. 
At the top, dust motes shaft around lit lamps. The walls are white, dotted with muddy handprints that still gleam wet. 
I pause at the first door on the left. Pink walls, glittering stars clinging to the ceiling. A faded plush lamb droops on the bed. On a small table, a battered stack of books. I step inside to look. The Princess and the Pea, Hansel and Gretel, Goldilocks and the Three Bears. A sticker on the mirror: “Claire’s Room, Keep Out.” I brush my fingers over the silvered glass. A white jewelry box rests on the dresser. I lift the lid. Inside, there’s a cheap plastic ring, and a small zip-lock bag of baby teeth. Claire’s teeth. I drop them into my pocket. 
I head back out. On the right, there’s the master suite, a dress hanging from a closet door. I enter, touch the fabric, smell my mother’s sweet scent. I flinch, recoil at the thought of her lying here with Cowboy. I shouldn’t be here. I have to find Davey. 
The next room is locked. I press my ear to the wood. Silence, except for my own ragged breathing. I try the handle, but it doesn't give. I take a step back, brace my shoulder, and crash into it. The door swings open in a spray of splinters.
Moonlight bleeds through an office window. Papers blanket a desk. A coffee mug drips onto a pile of invoices, three cigarette butts floating in hardened sludge. I flip through battered files, through budgets, building plans, too much to study when time is short.
In the corner, a fridge hums. I wrench the door open. Three small vials stand on the shelf, each labelled anti-venom. I snatch them up, pocket them too. “If there’s more, rest assured I’ll find them.”
On the wall, a series of framed photos of previous cult leaders, stern women draped in ceremonial robes. A man and woman standing with Claire. Her adoptive parents, now both dead. The next frame, two girls in matching dresses, their faces faded by time. “Estelle,” I say, her expression haughty even then. She’s the smaller, the older girl much like her. 
I lift it from the wall, listen, then smash the frame against the desk. Glass splinters into silver rain, and falls to the carpet. I pluck out the photo and check the reverse: Gloria and Estelle, June 1923. My hands go cold. Of course. Estelle wasn’t the firstborn. Gloria was. Gloria was Farm, she couldn’t breed. My mother was given to Gloria. That’s the lineage. 
So why wasn’t my family in this house? Why was Claire’s?
A muffled shout drifts up from below. Those men, arguing about who should have protected Cowboy. Their boots hit the stairs. I sweep the broken frame beneath the desk, then spin toward a closet. It’s packed with old coats, and boxes of files. I wedge myself behind the largest box, just as the guards enter. 
“Cowboy said she’d come here.”
My breathing echoes in the tiny space, my eyes adjust. 
A different voice. “She’s not that dumb. Or perhaps she is. He said to look for anything that might be missing.”
My hand skims over dusty folders until I pull out a file stamped in red: Leah Dremel: subject profile. I jam it in the back of my pants, tuck it beneath my shirt. 
“Was there a picture here?” the first voice asks.
“How the fuck should I know? Look at the mess of this place. She could have come here and turned the place over for all we know. Heard she’s related to that other bitch, Claire. You think that’s true?”
The closet door cracks open, I cower. Then it closes. They leave moments later, slamming the office door behind them. It doesn’t take. 
The second voice. “Was it like this before?” 
“Probably, and at this point I don’t fucking care.”
I wait, counting slow, until the air is still. At one hundred, I slip from the closet. The hall is empty. I glide down the stairs, into the kitchen and open the fridge. An entire box of vials. Thirty, maybe thirty five. I dump them into the kitchen sink, find a meat hammer, and pound them until they’re a mess of broken glass. 
Then I slip into the mudroom. A row of wide-brimmed hats hang on hooks. I yank one hat free and set it on my head, check myself in the dusty mirror. It’s large, but I’ll keep it. Next I tug a faded waistcoat from a hook. It’s two sizes too big, but I’m keeping it too. He can keep his boots, look at them when his legs are swollen with bandages. 
Outside, the fire at the platform has completely died. Guards huddle in a knot, arguing by lantern light. I slip toward the tree line, sticking to the shadows, moving past the chicken coops and the old well, and along the fence. 
I still haven’t found Davey. The second most obvious place: the trapper’s hut. 
I find a gap, close my eyes and get my bearings. 
* * *
It takes twenty minutes. The hut is just as I remember. I stand there, listening and watching. That’s when I hear voices. Not Davey’s like I’d hoped, but a man and a woman, their tones drifting from behind the hut. I follow the sound, slow when I see light coming from the ground. There’s a hatch, or a skylight, half-covered in leaves. The skylight’s open, the smell of antiseptic soiling the night air. 
I lower my chest to the soil, and crawl forward. The hat slips and begins to fall. I grab it before it clatters against the glass, cracked open enough to hear them. “She’s got the family instincts,” Estelle says. Darkness on my side, I press my face against the glass. Estelle’s moving around a white room, a metal table directly beneath me. I can’t see who she’s with. “But without the ring, that means nothing. Have you checked those cabinets?”
Willow’s voice. “I have indeed. I’ve looked everywhere except the jars. I can’t imagine someone stuffing a ring inside a pickled brain.”
I roll to one side, lie on my back. I should be resting. I should be recovering. Why am I here listening to this? 
Estelle’s voice sails through the crack. “Well, look again, Willow. Your eyes aren’t what they used to be.”
“Yes, ma’am. Of course.”
I pull the map from my pocket, use the window’s light to study the area around the trapper’s hut. This has to be part of Basement Clinical, the skylight installed to allow fresh air. I roll back over and look down. Estelle’s leaning over the table, head bowed over papers, her fingers spread. 
“What have you found?” I whisper, remembering the file tucked into my waistband. I pull them out. Diagrams of my body. Shunt here. Poison bladder there. It’s a record of my surgery. Surgeon’s name: Dr Willow. Assisting nurse: Estelle DeMille. 
A report stating the results were good. 
“Don’t you think I know that?” I ask, my voice raised.
Estelle. “Shh, did you hear that?”
I flatten myself to the ground.
Willow. “That would be the wind. I’ve looked through the cabinets again, and found nothing. I’m beginning to get anxious, Miss Estelle. We ought to return to the van before the others get suspicious. 
She groans. “You’re right, I suppose. Damn that ring. It has to be somewhere.”
The light goes off. 
I tuck the papers into my waistband, and head back toward the compound. I stop several times, and just stare. Not at anything. Just nothing. I’m like a horse sleeping while standing up. 
The moon is in a different place by the time I reach the fence. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.d3xafpoq48d9]Chapter 36 - The Walk Back
I return to the celebration ground to find Davey waving by the three o’clock cage, Willow by his side. “Look who I found,” he shouts. “I knew you’d like to see Mr Willow, so I dragged him along.”
“His name’s just Willow, and where’ve you been? I’ve looked everywhere.”
He shrugs, like he doesn’t want to tell me. “You know, here and there.” I glare until he shifts. “Um, so Cowboy has a trailer. It’s stocked with food and rum, and I spent a couple of days partaking in both. He told me he was keeping me safe.”
“And you believed that?” I ask, shifting my glare to Willow. He’s breathing shallowly, eyes fixating on the ground. As he should, given what I’ve learned about him. Given he used a kind bedside manner to lure me into talking, but didn’t bother to explain why he had that manner. 
“Well, yeah,” Davey says. “I guess. It wasn’t a bad place.”
“Sounds like you had a blast. Congrats on being sober.”
The wool hat Willow wears is scorched around one side. Standing there now, he looks smaller. Like someone’s let the air out of him. Like somebody dragged him around Basement Clinical looking for a ring, and he made a foul joke about hiding a ring in a pickled brain. 
Davey shuffles his feet. “So, you wanna go, or shall we stand here till someone lights another bonfire.” 
A bonfire. Davey’s entire family could have been wiped out, and he calls it a bonfire. 
“We’re leaving,” I say. The sooner I’m out of the Farm’s reach, the better. 
I’m up and over the first fence in seconds. Davey takes around a minute. Willow stares up at it. “Go without me,” he says. 
Davey lands, and kicks the fence. “Uh, no. Come on, you can climb. Go help him, Leah. You're nimble.”
I shake my head. “Nope. Ghosts can just walk straight through Davey.”
“But he’s not a ghost. I told you why I thought that. He’s real, look.”
“Yup, and he’s also a doctor, aren’t you Willow? Or should I say Surgeon Willow. How’s it feel, knowing I know what you did?”
Davey’s climbing back up the fence. “What the hell is wrong with you, Leah? I thought you liked him.”
“I did. But then I learned that he cut me open, inserted a bladder full of poison into my belly, clipped it to my liver, and drilled holes into my teeth.”
Davey stops climbing. “Have you been smoking?”
“What, no, of course not. Do you have any idea what happened here tonight?” Probably not. The smoke has cleared, the bodies have gone. Cowboy’s probably being drugged as we speak. “Willow, go through a cage, and then a tunnel. By the way, what happened to the dogs?”
“Elias rounded them up,” Willow says.
I glare at him. “I was talking to Davey, not you. Get through the cage and the tunnel, or I’m leaving you behind. The dogs’ll show up soon. They can eat you for dinner.”
Davey’s negotiating the second fence. “For fuck’s sake, Leah.” He drops down. Willow appears beside him, hopefully covered in dogshit. 
We start to walk, me using a stick to sweep through the brush. 
“Why’re you doing that?” Davey asks.
“In case of snakes. If I catch one, I’ll either toss it at you or Willow.”

“Leah, why are you being so mean?”
I just told him, but he accused me of smoking. I’m not about to repeat myself. One day I might show him the papers tucked above my butt, but not tonight. 
Willow lags behind. I don’t wait for him, because I daren’t. I don’t trust myself not to lash out. Davey pauses now and then, yo-yoing between tracking me, and waiting for his newfound friend. 
The third time Davey catches up, he says, “Now what? Are you planning on being angry forever, or just tonight?”
I stop walking, knowing I have to wait. Despite my anger, my hatred for what happened to me, I can’t let an old man get lost in the dark woods. I give Davey the stick. “Walk ahead. I want to talk to Willow.”
“Mr Willow,” Davey corrects. “We live in the American South, Leah. We have manners.”
“Shut the fuck up,” I tell him.
* * *
Willow catches up at last. I’m leaning against a tree, an ant tickling my cheek. I don’t care, it means I’m real. Alive. Bitter. “You should have told me.” That’s all I say. 
Willow nods, twisting his hat in his hands. He’s bald beneath it, his head glowing in the moonlight. “I know. I told myself I was waiting for the right moment. That was a lie. I was afraid you’d run, and never come back.”
“I should have.” My throat tightens, but I don’t let it show. “Maybe I still will.”
He winces, and a long pause stretches between us. The sound of insects fills it. Crickets, hidden somewhere in the brush. Frogs too. Sounds I heard on the Farm. 
“I’m sorry,” Willow says finally, voice so thin I almost miss it. 
I don’t answer. Sorry means nothing. Sorry isn’t what you say when you open a kid up on an operating table, and ruin her life. 
He looks away, shoulders drooping. “You’re angry.”
I laugh, a short bark that startles even me. “Understatement of the fucking century.”
“Leah,” Davey says, reappearing out of the gloom. “He’s old.”
Willow lifts a hand like he’s going to touch me, then pulls it away. “Not so old that I don’t deserve it.”
We continue walking, Davey back out front. Willow’s struggling, his cataracted eyes filtering out whatever light there is. At one point he stumbles. I reach out a hand to save him. 
“Thank you,” he says. 
I take a deep breath. “Don’t thank me. I’d rather not have to carry you.”
He gives a dry, painful chuckle. The kind I’ve given myself. 
“How do you know where we’re going?” Davey asks, a couple of minutes later.
“I don’t, we’re following you.”
Davey stops, his face a picture of confusion. “In that case we’ll never find the van. We’re screwed. We’re going to die out here, covered in mosquito bites. Bears will eat us.”
“We’re following a path, Davey. It might not be the perfect direction but we’ll get there.”
I don’t tell him about the pulsing inside my scalp. The visions of green when we’re following the right route, the red when we’re not. The subtle changes I make in direction until we’ve corrected ourselves. That would mean admitting the capsule is useful, and with Willow here, no way. 
I’m angry. No, I’m really fucking angry. 
“Why?” I ask, pausing again. “Why’d you do that to me?”
Willow’s voice in the darkness., “Because it was what was required.”
“But why you?” I trip, kick the log that tripped me. “What did you gain from adjusting me?”
“Leah, I was Farm too. Please don’t make me play a victim card. They funded my training. I thought I was doing it to make the world a better place. At first I believed in the mission. It was my brother who made me see the light.”
“And then he died?”
Davey again. “For fuck’s sake, Leah. I’m sick of this.”
“Then piss off, okay. Piss off and die somewhere, and let the bears eat you.”
“Wow,” he says, pressing his nose close to mine. “Somebody had a bad joint.”
“I haven’t been…” I don’t bother finishing.
What would be the point?
We take a few more steps, during which I grab Willow’s arm. “I heard you, you know. Earlier this evening. You were in the basement, looking for the ring. Did you explore that poor man’s pickled brain?”
“Jesus Christ,” Davey says.
“Willow, did you hear what I said?”
Silence. 
Davey. “Shit, have we lost him?”
“No, I’m here. Leah, yes, we were in Basement Clinical. Estelle is convinced the ring still has to exist somewhere. She’s driving me crazy trying to find it. I have no idea where it is. Do you?”
“No, but if I did, I sure as hell wouldn’t tell you. Or her. I’d toss it into the deepest river, and hope it was never seen again.”
“I wouldn’t,” Davey says. “I’d pawn it and get a new car.”
“Davey, one word to your grandmother and you’d be driving a Lamborghini. Why is it so hard for you to ask for help?”
“Because she’s Estelle,” he says. “Because she’s up to some really evil shit, and I don’t like it, and I don’t like the way you’re talking this evening. Are you up to evil shit too?”
Davey baffles me. “Since when haven’t I been?”
“Yeah, I guess I'll try to forget that.”
Ten minutes later, voices carry through the trees. Dahlia’s voice. “I’ve no idea what’s keeping them. Should we send out a search party?”
“No,” Elias says. “They’ll be here soon. Listen, I need to head out for a bit. If Leah’s in a foul mood, do your best.”
“Oh, I ain't scared of no Leah. That child's got a snake's tongue, but the heart of a lamb raised on sweet grass.”
Elias laughs. “Then we must have met different people.”
* * *
I let Davey and Willow walk on ahead. At one point Davey doubles back but I push him away. “Really, Leah, what’s going on with you?”
“It’s been a shit evening, Davey. For all of us—”
“Except me,” he says, pointing at his own chest. 
“Dude, this isn’t a competition. I just want a moment alone. Can you manage that?”
“If you’ll fix your attitude, then yes.”
He leaves. I sit close enough to the clearing where people gather so I can see them between branches and leaves. My mother, weeping on my father’s shoulder. Him holding her against his chest. I wonder what’s going through their minds, then decide I probably don’t want to know. A lot of hurt, hopefully some forgiveness. 
Like I care. 
But I do, just not right now. At this particular moment I’d like to tear a tree from its roots and throw it. Not because I let Cowboy live, or Maverick live, but because every decision I’ve made will be torn apart by the woman who’s manipulated this entire fiasco. Estelle. I don’t want her telling what I did right, or wrong, or what was stupid. I don’t even want to hear a compliment. What I would like is to hear her apologize, tell me she’s sorry.
That’ll never happen. 
Estelle never apologizes to anyone, and I’m sure she’s never sorry. 
I watch her now, sitting in a camp chair, a blanket around her shoulders. She’s rubbing her hands together, watching her daughter and her son-in-law, knowing full well she encouraged him to stay away from this. To what end? This? This fanciful reunion in the woods. 
Her gaze shifts, looks toward the trees. Looks right to where I sit. I wonder whether her lips might move, whether they’ll form that word: sorry.
They don’t. 
I stand, circle the van while staying hidden, and head for the back doors. I’m in no mood to speak with anyone, so I jump up, and drag the doors closed. The whole thing shudders. The complete darkness feels good. No flames, not smoke billowing in the moonlight. No people dropping or bleeding, or screaming or wailing. And the smell. Clean. Sanitized. Even the air tastes good, but only because there is no taste. Smoke tastes foul, burning flesh more so. It’s said that humans smell like a hog roast when they’re cooked. They don’t. Unless there’s a difference between burning dead and alive. 
I planned that whole thing so my family could escape, and now I don’t want to see them, much less talk to them. I don’t want to be within ten yards of their lying faces. I forgave my mother, just like that. Boom. Except I felt too ashamed to look at her. What kind of daughter does that?
As my eyes adjust, I realize I’m not alone. I also begin to smell the platform’s smoke. There’s only one person I haven’t seen or heard since my return to the van. 
“What the fuck are you doing here?” I ask.
I’m met by a stifled wet sob. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.21ugh971rry9]
[bookmark: _heading=h.d74ll336xrui]Chapter 37 - Claire
Claire’s shoulders tremble. “You tired?” she asks. 
I don’t answer, just let my head rest against the van’s side. Of all the people, except as it turns out, she might have lied one of the least. Or not, I never can tell with Claire. I could go down that road of ‘we’re sisters, she’s a liar like me, I should love her, embrace her,’ but screw that. I’ve suffered. She grew up in that fancy blue house, so let her do a little suffering too. 
“I had no idea, Leah. No fucking idea.” She inhales, fiddles with her fingernails. 
I don’t shift my head, my voice sounds almost robotic. “No idea about what, exactly?”
“About what they were doing.”
Silence, a few voices outside. Sounds like Elias might have returned, and he’s verbally going at it with somebody. Willow, perhaps. Elias’s voice is loud. Willow’s is soft, ashamed. 
Oh, for heaven’s sake, Leah, who are you kidding?
“You’re telling me you grew up in a cult, and had no idea?” Another sob, another damn sniffle. Next thing she’ll be hocking up black phlegm and spitting it, no doubt at me. “Claire, I saw all those offices. Glass room after glass room. You had to have known something.”
She shifts her leg. “What did I have to compare with? Nothing. I thought all houses were filled with offices. Men arrived in the morning, worked, then left late afternoon. There were a few women too, so it seemed normal.”
But why wasn’t my family there? We had the ring.
I should charge from the van and get that question answered. But that would mean leaving Claire and though I’m an utter bitch, I’m not about to leave her. Not while she’s fixing to spill her guts. Guess that doesn’t make me compassionate, but so what, I don’t care. 
“So when did you finally start getting your shit together, and realize you were living the privileged life, in the big house, while other girls and women were turned into weapons?”
Another sob. “Must you put it like that?”
“Must I? No.” I pull the bag of teeth from my pocket and hurl them at her. The big spills open, little pieces of Claire spilling all over the van’s floor. “Nobody bagged my baby teeth and kept them, Claire. Nobody painted my room pink and gave me a little jewelry box. Heck, I didn’t even have a bedroom. I slept on a mattress in the corner of our dining area.”
I’m making this about me when I want Claire to talk. 
“Sorry about your teeth,” I growl.
I get onto my hands and knees, and in the terrible light, sweep my hands around the floor. The movement helps. It makes me breathe, gives me something to do other than rage at the unfairness of life. 
“They’re just teeth,” she says, not moving. 
But they’re not just teeth. They’re the teeth of the baby that formed in my mother’s belly. The teeth of the child that was growing when we crashed, that I should have grown up with, and hated as a sister not as a sniveling—
“I got curious as a teen,” Claire says. “Then Dahlia arrived as a maid and, well…I guess she started showing me cracks.”
I know the feeling well. “Drip feeding,” I say. “I’ve seen the way this family operates.”
“Something like that.”
I’ve found five teeth so far. How many first teeth does a child lose? “And Dahlia helped you escape.”
Claire coughs. I wait for the phlegm to land on my face. It doesn’t. “Yes, but only after training me, then leaving me there as a spy.”
Claire was a spy? Little innocent Claire, whose silver rings sparkle in the light of a Jack Daniel’s sign? The girl who grew up in the lap of luxury began to take risks, and became a spy under her own roof?  
I quit looking for teeth. It’s not like she needs them. Turns out she has an adequate pair of her own. 
“And what did you learn?”
“Everything, slowly,” she whispers. “I’d flirt around the men. Slept with a few when needed.”
“What?” I yell. “Christ Almighty, Claire. You did what?”
“Slept with a few men, Leah. You were already on the outside. They could have brought you back at any moment, made an exhibition of you. You think they never found you by accident. It took payment.”
“You slept with the recruiters?”
She shakes her head in the gloom. “No, the guards. They’re the ones in the black jackets. The recruiters dress like regular dudes.”
Like Maverick, I was right. I hope he returns to his wife and kids, and lives his best life. I hope he has a story for the tattoo I gave him. 
“That was a stupid thing to do, Claire. I wouldn’t have done it for me.”
“You would,” she corrects. “Had you known, had you understood. You’d have done it every day of the week, for however long it took.”
I hope she didn’t have to do it that often. 
My lip curls. "Doesn't mean you’re not a bitch.”
She laughs. It breaks some tension, but only a hair. 
She gave her body for my survival. Would I really give mine for hers? I fought on the celebration ground, but it’s hardly comparable. I hope she’s healthy. “Have you been tested?”
“For STD’s, yes. I got pregnant once but lost the baby.”
“Naturally?” I ask.
She nods. My little sister got pregnant and lost her baby, after giving her body up for me. Life really isn’t fair. “That night you followed me into the alley, why were you there, really?” 
“I was worried about you.”
“Uh-uh, that’s the standard line,” I say, glaring. “I didn’t buy it then, and I’m sure as hell not buying it now.”
She blinks, struggling to hold my gaze. “I was there to cause a distraction, but only if needed. Cops arrive, Claire pretends to have been accosted, and she knows exactly which direction her attacker ran.” At least, she meets my glare. “Were I to ever tell you, Estelle threatened to ruin us both, and then what? One dead body with fang marks in his dick, one little piece of evidence left behind, and boom…your life is over.”
“I hate her,” I whisper. 
“I do too, but she’s saved us both. You’d still be working the Farm without her. I’d still be in the big house. My adoptive parents might still be alive, and they were evil.”
Maybe Claire has the answer I’m looking for. “Why were they cult leaders, and not my…” I pause a moment. “Why not Estelle’s family?”
“It was discovered that Annegret wasn’t Gloria’s biological child. The cult’s firstborn gets protected. Usually. Annie was an outsider, therefore a lie. Another couple took the power, then they took me as their firstborn.”
That makes exactly zero percent sense. “But you weren’t their biological child either.”
“No, but I was our mother’s punishment. They’d hidden you. Even though as the firstborn you’d have been safe, they knew they wanted more children. I’d have been taken and trained.”
“And that’s why they tried to escape.”
Claire’s shoulders crumble. “Yes.” She sighs. “And then the opposite happened. You should’ve been in the big house, I should have been working the Farm. You said you hate Estelle. Do you hate me?”
I’m not sure what answer to give. I have no hate for her, not anymore. I’m actually feeling soft inside. No envy, but a lot of sadness. 
“We could be in Colorado,” I say instead. “I have this fantasy of a life in the mountains, with goats and chickens. The sun would rise behind one set of mountains, and sink behind the other. I’d want to tend the goats. You’d have to take care of the chickens. You’d most definitely have to clean the chickenshit from their hutches. Probably shovel up the goat poop too.”
We laugh. Both of us. 
“Does that mean you accept me as your sister?” she asks once we’re silent again. 
“I guess,” I say. “I guess I’m ready to accept every bitchy, conniving, snarky side of you because when it boils down to it, we’re in this together.” Then, for good measure, I add, “And we have a joint foe.”
“Grandma Estelle,” we say together. 
We laugh until her joy turns to something more painful. As her face begins to mimic mine after I pulled over in Belle Meade, knowing I was about to drive back to my childhood home, I lean against the van’s wall and let it happen. I don’t comfort her, or whisper kind words, or offer her my sleeve. I just sit through it.
I think about the water I’d like to drink. About the orange liquid that would take away my aches and pains. I think about my mother and father, about how they’re doing knowing Dad failed to rescue her, and my mother married Cowboy. I think about Dahlia and smile. She saved my mother. I think about Willow and tell myself not to. Davey, well, he’s just Davey. Estelle might be an old woman, but she’s a crafty old witch too. 
Elias. I let my thoughts settle on Elias. Specifically on removing his clothes. 
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[bookmark: _heading=h.4zq7yop712xd]Chapter 38 - Camp
“Okay,” Claire says, after a good ten minutes of sobbing, and wailing, and catching her breath. “Do you want to know where I was when you called from the trapper’s hut?” 
My mind spins, trying to pull away from lying in a bed with Elias. “I guess. What am I saying? Of course I do. It’d be another mystery solved.”
She wipes her eyes. “Well, we were setting up a new camp.”
A camp?
“Claire, I don’t camp.” 
I lived on an airbed in a homeless shelter for long enough. Now I want to sleep in a comfortable bed with an actual mattress, and four walls around me. I want a flushing toilet, and shower doors that close. No way do I want to lie on a thin sleeping mat, with bears and snakes and coyotes on the loose. And brown recluses. 
God, the ways of dying in a tent are endless. 
“It’s better than you’re thinking,” she says. 
She doesn't know what I’m thinking. I give her a look just in case, but there’s nothing. It’s just a guess. “Okay, and how far away is this place?”
In the gloom, her white teeth sparkle—the ones in her head and still in my hand. I find the bag, open it, and drop her baby teeth back in. 
“Close enough to walk.”
“Yeah, but it’s dark.”
She slides across the van floor, finds another tooth. “All the better to walk in privacy.”
I follow her. “You’re not the Big Bad Wolf, you know.”
“And you,” she says, giggling. “Are hardly Little Red Riding Hood.”
We emerge to find Estelle sitting beside Dahlia, Elias still talking to Willow, Davey half sleep on a blanket, and my parents nowhere to be seen. “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Dahlia says. I smile. Had Estelle made the comment, I’d probably have throat-punched her. “Y'all hungry? Come on now, let me fix you a plate.”
“Spiked tea?” I ask.
She shakes her head, but pours me a glass anyway. I down it, then drink from a bottle of water. Dahlia hands me a thick roast beef sandwich, crusts still on. That’s okay, I’m hardly Madam Hoity-fucking-Toity like Estelle, I can carb load for now.
“Where’d you get the roast beef?” I ask, remembering she’s been kidnapped for two days.
“Elias, of course. Sent him out to do a little shopping after we…”
Her voice trails off. Elias turns to watch me. “You knew they were okay?” I ask.
He shrugs, and I realize this is on me. He’d have been beside himself had his aunt really stayed missing. He was calm, collected. He was genuinely shocked when his aunt revealed herself beneath the white robes, and then he stood there, recalibrating. Or regrouping, if we use his special word. 
“This whole thing was a setup,” I snap. 
“Oh shit,” Estelle says. 
First time I’ve ever heard her swear. 
I stare at her. She stares at me. Elias scratches his jaw, Davey rubs his neck. Willow’s probably relieved I’m angry at somebody rather than him. Dahlia stands, cuts through a loaf of bread on her makeshift table, then slaps another piece of beef between each side. She hands it to me. I hand it back, consider telling her to stick it where the sun don’t shine. 
Estelle lifts a hand, palm side down, and flicks her fingers. She’s shooing me away. The woman literally has the audacity to shoo me away. Well, good. I don’t want to talk to her anyway. Not right now.
“Later,” I say in warning. 
Then I follow Claire, my barely-touched sandwich still in hand. 
* * *
Claire holds a branch back for me. I slip ahead, pull back the next branch and let it slam into her chest. She pauses, gives me a hard look through the darkness, then leads the way once again. 
We’ve been walking around thirty minutes when she stops, stands one-legged on a fallen trunk. “Would you like to live out here?” She lifts her other leg to like she’s skating. “You know, away from the city.”
“Uh, maybe,” I say, thinking I’d prefer Colorado. “But not at the cult.”
She stretches out her arms. “It’d be a great place to hide, though.”
“Which is exactly what Estelle’s little Farm builders thought.”
Claire jumps down, swipes a bug off her arm. “Why are you being so negative again? You know Estelle didn’t actually build the Farm. We can’t blame her for everything.”
“Maybe you can’t, but I can.” I take my final bite of sandwich. “Regardless, she could’ve destroyed the place, but didn’t.”
“How?” Claire asks, picking up a pair of sticks and tossing one at me. She holds hers out like a sword, like Elias had after we sped from the General Jackson Showboat. “That’s a lot of grounds, buildings, and people to destroy.”
I swipe her stick with mine. This is what we should have been doing as sisters. Playing in the woods. Talking, walking. “Are you a killer?” I ask, while also thinking, ‘as well a whore.’ I wish my mind didn’t work this way, but it does. 
Claire curls her left hand behind her. “I stabbed my father. Haven’t seen or heard from him, so I’m guessing he bled out. I hope it was a painful death.”
I jab her between the boobs. “I wasn’t talking about that kind of killer. I’m talking about—”
“Whether I ever considered becoming a cock-sucking vampire witch, like you?” 
I should’ve called her a whore. 
“Not the way I’d describe myself, but yes. I suppose.”
Claire jabs my belly. Hard. “Nope. The precious daughter of our cult leaders wasn’t subjected to any form of murderous training. I’m not sure what my destiny was meant to be. At least you have an identity.”
That’s one way of thinking about it. “The heir and the spare,” I say, jabbing her harder. 
She steps away. “Ow, lighten up, Leah.”
“Why?” I ask. “What are you going to do, run off to Mommy?”
That stops us dead. I snap my stick and toss it. “Sorry, Claire. That was below the belt.”
We continue our path, the woods dark around us. Flashlights would help. The trees are thinning when Claire stops, and turns to face me, her eyes welling with tears. I swallow, force myself to lift my hand and cup her elbow. “What is it?” I ask. 
She drops her gaze. “Do you think they’ll accept me?” 
“Who, our parents?”
I think for a minute. Think about the love I saw in my mother’s eyes, the pride I saw in my father’s. Think about the way my mother rubbed her growing belly. The way my father did too. The way Claire’s everybody’s favorite, even the men in the Trout’s bar. 
“You’ll be the instant favorite.” Then, to change the subject, I ask, “How much further? I’m tired, and need to slip inside my sleeping bag.”
“Probably one hundred steps.”
She wasn’t lying. 
* * *
I stare at a brackish clearing where a central bonfire throws light on four ramshackle huts. Each of them totters on spindly stilts, one slopped in garish turquoise, next in peeling sage, another in a dull prison-cell blue, the last in a muddy salmon. Threadbare green netting droops from crooked poles, hiding each structure from above. The fire is surrounded by mismatched chairs. An arch of dead branches has been strung with blooms. 
“Say something,” Claire pleads, unable to contain her glee. 
I run a hand through my hair. “I…don’t even know where to start.”
“Start with the obvious,” she urges. “It’s perfect, right?”
It is, in some ways, though the burning fireplace gives me the creeps. The netting is smart. The structures look like they were built from the remains of local teardowns. 
“Um, yeah,” I say, knowing I’m meant to get giddy with excitement. But I’m tired, I’ve been sideswiped by this, and I still owe her for that cock-sucking vampire witch comment. “But who built it, Claire? The Three Little Pigs?”
Fortunately, she bursts out laughing. “Those pigs would be me and a few other workers Estelle hired.” She reaches for my arm, squeezing hard enough to stop my tirade by Estelle. “Ours is the salmon-pink one. There’s a fridge and sandwiches inside. We’ll have a quick wash down, and then it’ll be lights out.”
“But the fire…”
“It’s fine. It’ll die just as the platform fire did. But I want to leave it burning. The light will help me sleep.”
“You’re afraid?” I ask. 
She shifts, turns to look at me. “You’re not?”
I look back at the fireplace, then at the huts. My father lived in the trapper’s hut with nothing, for I don’t know how long. He survived. My mother survived Cowboy. I’ve had nightmares for years. As long as I don’t dream about the surgery, I’ll be good.
“Do you need to take turns doing sentry duty?”
She shakes her head. “I’m too tired. I need to sleep.”
I am too, but I won’t manage to sleep. Not yet. I need that moment alone that I sought in the van, but never found. “Go,” I tell her. “Don’t wait for me.”
“Okay,” she says, looking down at her phone. “It’s Davey. He says they’re going to a motel tonight, so they can shower.”
“And sleep on decent mattresses. Got it.”
“We have decent mattresses. Come look.”
I don’t want to. “Claire, I need air. I’ll join you soon enough.”
I won’t. 
I’ll probably sleep until the fire dies, shiver all night, and wake up feeling even more shitty. It seems appropriate, given I saved a bunch of godawful, shit-talking liars, and they’re going to spend the night in a motel. I hope it has bed bugs. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.53cl19w68w0a]Chapter 39 - Reunion
I wake to the rumble of engines, the first one dying as the van rolls to a stop. Elias is at the wheel, what looks like Estelle beside him, probably pinching her nose. The sun has risen above the treetops and the glare masks her expression. Davey’s car glides in behind. They arrive in enough shade to spot Willow cowering in the passenger seat, and Dahlia pressing her nose into the gap between the front seats. 
I can’t see my parents. I hope they’re together, though I fear they’re apart. Maybe Estelle got so sick of their bickering she tied them up and had Elias hurt them in the back of the van. I hope they find the rest of Claire’s teeth.
I don’t budge. If Elias thinks I’ll spring from my chair and greet them, he’s wrong. I do manage to sit up, however, and find that somebody covered me with a salmon-pink blanket, even left a mug of coffee on the table. Claire. Her peace offering, though I should offer her one too. She slept with men to keep me safe. Of all the things I’ve learned, that might be the worst. Aside from Dr Willow and Nurse DeMille, of course, though it’s a close call. 
I pick up the mug. The coffee’s barely lukewarm, but hey, it’s coffee. It cuts a bite. 
A bite, I think. Chomp, chomp, chomp. 
I imagine myself hovering over some man’s dick, and suddenly I’m laughing. Don’t ask me why, or where it comes from, but a ripple of air bubbles up from my chest, and emerges as an eruptive guffaw. I gasp for air, try to stop myself, but another one follows. 
A bite. Chomp, chomp, chomp.
Holy Mary, I can’t stop myself. Who’s the Saint of Unwanted Laughter, there has to be one. Dear Saint Giggleguts, please save me. 
It doesn’t work.
I try to sip my coffee but can’t hold the mug still. Brown liquid splashes onto the blanket. 
Claire emerges from our Little Piggy Hut. It’s even the right piggy pink color.
She’s holding a Mason Jar, a giggle jar. She’s going to come over, try to make me put my giggles away. Good for her, but it won’t work. I have tears streaming down my face, and only Daddy can do that.
Daddy. I watch him step from the back of the van. He’s on fire. Jesus, he’s on fire. 
I’m up off my seat, out of the car, my Daddy’s burning. I run toward him, screaming.
“Get me a blanket,” I yell. “There’s one on the seat.”
The seat I just left, in the camp. My Daddy’s not burning. But he is, I see it. In the same way I saw the surgery after crashing Estelle’s Merc, I see this now. 
Elias grabs my arm. But in my mind it’s Cowboy, and he’s going to make me watch all over again. I fight him, kick him. Scream like a child fighting for her life. 
“Get me a blanket. Get me a fucking blanket.”
I’m not a child, I’m an adult, yet my father’s skin is melting, dripping off his bones. Davey brings the blanket, Dahlia takes it from him. “Child, if it makes you feel better, you rescue your Daddy.”
And I do, I wrap that blanket around him, and lower him to the ground. I lay over him and bat down the flames like I had with Maverick. This is what I should have done, but I was too small. I was only four. 
“I sat up,” I say, batting at the air. “Daddy, I’m so sorry. I sat up in the car, and they saw us. I made you crash into the tree.”
“You were a child,” Daddy says. I see his face, the flames around us beginning to die. 
“Okay, Daddy. We’re okay.”
I look up, meet my mother’s gaze. “Look, Mama, I saved him.”
She kneels beside me. “You did, Leah. And listen, none of this was your fault. Look at him, he’s fine. He’s still so handsome.”
A little tear runs down her cheek. She still loves him. Mama loves Daddy. 
I switch my gaze to him, see that same love in his eyes. I see his burns, his melted flesh, but I see the old Daddy too. The one who laughed, and tossed me in the air, and made me the wooden bear. The one who rubbed my mother’s swollen belly, and lifted her hair to kiss her neck. And they’re together again, and Claire’s all grown up. “I don’t know how to do this,” I say, standing now, and backing away.
Claire looks wildly between us, like she doesn’t know who to help first. 
I check my hands. Big hands. Big feet on the end of my legs. 
“I don’t know how to either,” my mother says. 
I lift my hands to my head, let out a long scream. Then I look back down. “But you should know, Mama. You’re the parent, you’re the one who survived. You should have made it okay back then, and you should make it okay now.”
“She’s tryin’,” Dahlia says, but what does Dahlia know? 
She’s been complicit in all this. But Estelle…she’s a genuine witch. 
I turn to catch Estelle’s eye. “Are you proud?”
She shakes her head. A long steady shake, while my body grows back into itself. 
I stand there while Elias stands beside me, just waiting, saying nothing. My parents rub my arm, then head toward one of the huts. I don’t know which. It makes no difference. Davey heads toward another. Willow starts to follow alongside him but I shake my head. I’m not done with him. I’m not done with Estelle either. “You can go,” I tell Dahlia. She glances back at Estelle. She nods. They know. All of them know. 
“You have somewhere you want to see,” Estelle says. Not a question, because she knows exactly what I want to see. I physically shiver at the prospect, because yes, I need to see it. I need to see the tables, the charts, the instruments. Even the jar containing a pickled brain. 
Willow notes my shiver, but then he should. He’s the fucking doctor who did this to me. 
* * *
The keys are in Davey’s ignition, and thanks to Cowboy’s map, I know precisely where I’m going. I also have my file tucked in my jeans. My file. The one with my name on, that spells out exactly what was done to me. The wheels spin as a pull a three-point turn and join the gravel track.
Estelle leans forward. “Leah, you have to know you’re one of the best killers the cult’s ever known.”
I slam the brakes again, making the car skid. “And that’s meant to be a compliment?”
She sits back. “No, I guess not.”
I glance at Willow in the passenger seat. “Can you believe this bullshit?”
He says nothing. Probably the best strategy given our destination.
I hit the gas pedal. I keep glancing down at the map folded on my thigh, then back at the track. Cowboy drew it by hand. Neat little squares for buildings, a dotted line to mark the tracks. He’s been here. Of course he’s been here, he has the anti-venom. I wonder how many times. I wonder if he ever sat in the waiting room while somebody screamed somewhere down a corridor, and felt nothing, or felt something, and stayed there anyway. 
“My goal has never been to lie,” Estelle says, lying about her lying. “But to protect you. I wanted you to enjoy a normal life while you could.”
A normal life. The one with the goats and the chickens, and Claire doing the nastiest chores? The one where she and I grew up together, and my father didn’t feel the need to hide beneath a wide brim. The one where my mother wasn’t promised the entire world, and didn’t need to take it? That life?
“I don’t believe you”
She doesn’t answer that. There’s nothing to answer. 
The track narrows. Trees press on both sides. The light goes a little gray, like Willow’s eyes, and I see him standing above me, hear the squelch of my expanding chest, the crack of my bones. I hit the brake, and close my eyes, press my forehead against the wheel.
Breathe, Leah. Just breathe. That’s it, in and out, in and out. 
I sit back up, glance at Estelle, daring her to open her goddamn mouth. 
She doesn’t. 
We reach a crossroads. I turn left, drive twenty more yards, then squeeze the brakes. The car grinds into a steady roll. No red door, no concrete. I check the map again, roll the car forward another ten yards. 
“Oh God,” Willow says. “Estelle—”
Estelle hasn’t looked, or picked up Willow’s vibe. “I have no idea what you think you’re playing at, driving me around like you have a death wish.”
I glance over my shoulder, note Willow’s looking grayer and paler than ever. “Estelle—” 
“Oh, for goodness sake, Willow, what is it?” 
He taps on the glass. “Look through your window.”
I watch her turn. I watch her eyes fall on a concrete entrance five feet wide, a peeling red door that was bright in the apartment photo, and on the brochure, but has dulled to the color of dried blood. I’m surprised by her shock. 
“I didn’t realize this part still existed,” she says. “I thought it’d been destroyed. No, that’s not true. I paid for it to be destroyed. Leah, I never wanted you to see this. I thought we were going to the—”
“Regular pediatrician’s office,” I finish for her. “You thought you’d fob me off about Willow being my pediatrician, and me being born with magical powers.” I tug the file from my waistband, toss it into her lap. “Yeah, well abracadabra.”
I cut the engine.
The three of us sit there. Nobody moves. Outside, a male cardinal drops onto the concrete structure, then flies away. Red bird. Red door. 
I get out of the car. 
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“Out,” I say.
Estelle doesn't move. She sits in the back seat with her silver hair still perfectly arranged, her hands folded like she’s in the Hermitage Hotel, waiting  for tea service. 
“I said, out. This isn’t up for debate.”
“Leah.” Mr. Willow's voice comes from the passenger seat. It’s gentle and placating, inviting me to blow a fuse. “Perhaps we should—”
“Both of you. Now.”
I open Estelle's door and reach in. My fingers close around the older woman's upper arm, feeling the bird-bone fragility beneath the expensive wool sleeve. Estelle's composure cracks for just a moment, her sharp eyes widening, before she smooths her expression back into her usual poised stillness. I could learn from her. I hate that I could learn from her. 
Willow climbs out on his own, his elderly hands trembling against the car door. He won't meet my eyes. Smart man. With my attitude, I wouldn’t either. 
The red door has no handle on the outside, only a keyhole set into a heavy steel plate. I try it anyway, pressing my palm against the peeling paint, feeling the cold concrete behind it. Locked. Of course it’s locked. Everything in my life has been locked. Except for my mouth. 
“Key,” I say, holding out my palm. “Come on. One of you has to have one.”
Estelle says nothing. Willow looks at his shoes.
I step closer. Close enough to smell Estelle's perfume. Lavender. I’ll never smell lavender again without wanting to burn something down. 
I turn back to the door, run my fingers along the frame, feeling for seams, for hidden mechanisms. The concrete is rough, pocked with age. My nails catch on something metal embedded to the left of the door, half-covered by dead leaves and pine needles. I pull the debris away. No key. But then at the bottom, a rock placed on a slab of concrete. A rock that wouldn’t have arrived here by mistake. I lift it away, and sure enough…
“Abracadabra,” I say again. “Sometimes, magic is real.”
The key slides into the lock and turns with a grinding resistance. The red door swings open. 
The smell hits before the light adjusts. Not the sharp antiseptic I expect, but something more like a butcher shop in summer. Copper and rot, and the familiar sweetness of old blood. I’ve smelled worse. Only last night did I smell worse. 
“Ladies first,” I say, grabbing Estelle’s elbow and shoving her inside. “Try not to trip on your own conscience.”
She glares at me, and I glare back. Never again will I flinch under her gaze. She gives up first, but says nothing. Not sorry, not are you okay, not anything. 
Concrete steps sliding into darkness, all of them chipped, and none of them hygienic. I flick on a lightswitch. The steps lead into a hallway, where fluorescent tubes line the ceiling, buzzing and flickering, and turning everything a sickly shade of green. At the bottom I check my hands. Still mine. Still adult. 
Red metal plaques are bolted to the walls at intervals, with raised letters painted in faded white. I move past them slowly, reading each one. Younger girls, older girls. Signs from my dreams, which means they were never dreams. Only one is new to me: Adults, with the Eye of Providence beside it. They had a plan for everything. 
The floor is gray tile, scuffed with dark streaks that could be dirt or might be something else. My shoes stick with each stop. I push Estelle and Willow down the corridor marked Younger Girls. 
Doors with wire-framed, heavy duty glass windows. In the first room, a metal cot with a thin mattress, stained by a dark brown pool of fluid. I focus on my breathing, tell myself it has to be diarrhea, not blood. It can’t be blood. It can’t. 
In the second, childish crayon stick figures with oversized heads and smiles like grimaces. Someone tried to scrub them off, but the outlines remain, ghost images of whatever children were kept here. I check my hands again. Still alive. 
The third room is different. It’s an office, or a consulting room. 
It’s also where I find the first jar.
It sits on a shelf bolted to the wall, glass cloudy with age, filled with liquid the color of weak tea. Inside floats something pink and lobed. I don't need to look closely to know it's a liver. A child's liver, small enough to fit in my palm.
I turn to Willow. “Explain,” I say. 
He clears his throat. “We had to learn. All doctors have to learn somehow.”
He’s right, I’ve seen the shows where trainee doctors cut up cadavers. But jarring their organs, and keeping them in a basement?
I lift the jar. “And your family funded this?” I push the jar against her chest. 
She steps away. “There’s a philanthropic grant, Leah, it’s beyond my—”
“Philanthropic?” I hiss. “Did you just say the word philanthropic, in reference to this? Jesus, Estelle. I hope it’s possible to buy your way into eternal salvation, because you’re not getting there otherwise.”
Not kind, I know that. Maybe she’s tried to stop the grant but can’t. Maybe the grant is self-perpetuating and it’ll last into eternity. Wouldn’t that be nice?
I count seven jars in that room alone, three of them labeled. A pair of kidneys, a spleen, a tiny heart. In the unlabelled jars, tissue samples that have gone cloudy with decay, shapes that might be tumors, but could be anything. 
The walls of the next room are covered in diagrams. Hand-drawn sketches showing venom glands, implantation sites, cross-sections of throats and the muscles around them. A table contains a binder, in it are notes describing procedures, dosages, outcomes. Subject 47-3: successful integration. Subject 47-4: rejection, terminated. I wonder what number I was. Whether Willow stood in this room and wrote the notes I tossed into Estelle’s lap. 
I should leave. This is dumb. The only person I appear to be hurting is myself. But I can’t. One day I’ll coat this place in lavender perfume then burn it. Or flood it. Flood it in lavender, then throw more lavender on the top. But first, I have to see. 
I push Estelle and Willow ahead of me, and move to the next corridor. The rooms are larger here, the cots wider, the stains darker. The diagrams on the walls show more complex procedures. Surgical implantation of devices. Venom titration protocols. Training schedules. I touch my own stomach, then my throat, imagine the devices that shouldn’t be there. 
The next room.
Help me, Mama scratched on the wall. 
I read it, over and over. 
Help me, Mama. 
I sit on the bed, and drop my head. 
Help me, Mama, written in my childish handwriting. 
I don’t move. I’m not even sure I think. I just sit there, staring at my hands. It’s like I’m waiting for the flashback to come, and the feeling that I’m small to return. It would almost be a release. But no. I have to sit here, knowing I lay on this bed, and that I’d wanted Mama to rescue me. I thought I’d moved past that. Even back then, I thought I’d learned to expect nothing from her. 
How old must I have been? 
Thirteen? Fourteen? 
I already had breasts. I see them budding when Willow inches my ribs open, not as a flashback but as a memory. And if it’s a memory, I must have been awake. 
“I wasn’t put to sleep. Why?”
“We tried,” Willow says. “You’re, how shall I put it…”
“Stubborn,” Estelle says. “Stubborn as a mule.”
Willow holds onto Estelle’s arm, like he’s bracing for impact and she’ll save him. She wouldn’t. If they were drowning, she’d push Willow face down and float atop his body, probably while nibbling on crustless sandwiches and expecting a waitress to deliver a pot of steaming tea. 
I hold Willow’s gaze. “Please finish whatever you started to say.”
“Yes. Of course. You fought the anesthetic, Leah. You’re the first person I’ve operated on who’s managed that. The only, as it happens. It was impressive in a clinical sense, not only because your lungs battled the—”
“Willow, save your breath. I don’t want to hear your clinical crap. If you couldn’t knock me out, then why continue?”
“Because of me,” Estelle says. “I wanted you to be strong, better than everyone else. And you could have been. But little did I know that once the surgery was done, and Elias had you out, that you’d have some magical ability to sniff out every cultish bastard in Nashville, and promptly kill him.”
“I went to Memphis too,” I say. “Killed a couple there.”
“Yes, I’m aware. But I had no idea how strong your powers would turn out to be.”
“Even without your precious ring?” I ask, studying her expression. 
Estelle and Willow shift, look at each other.
“Oh, come now, don’t be coy. I took a little sojourn to the trapper’s hut after the celebration, and found a skylight. It was cracked open, and I heard you discussing the ring.”
Estelle sits beside me. She’s lucky I don’t push her off. “As I informed you at the Hermitage, that ring is the key to the cult’s power. It would be nice to find it.”
“Nice,” I repeat, rolling the words around my tongue. “Nice. It’d be nice.”
“Leah, you can be so ridiculous at times.”
I stand. “You too, Estelle.” 
She stands too, whereupon I pick up the mattress and throw it. Pick it back up and throw it again. By the third time, Estelle and Willow are standing in the hallway, watching. By the fourth, I’m losing strength, so I press my hands against the walls, and breathe. 
* * *
“Cowboy,” I say, once I’m ready to leave. “I blew up his kneecaps, so I’m thinking he must be here. Take me there.”
The signs for Adults point to a heavy steel door at the end of the main hallway. 
The rooms here have restraints. Leather straps on the cots, bolted to the metal frames. Some have been cut away, leaving jagged edges. In one room, a surgical tray sits on a rolling cart, instruments still arranged in their places. Scalpels. Forceps. A bone saw. I pick up one of the scalpels. The blade is dull, nicked from use. I set it down and wipe my hand on my pants. My palm comes away damp. 
The next room has a window, reinforced glass thick enough to stop a bullet. Through it, Cowboy lies on a narrow cot, his long frame too big for the mattress, his legs wrapped in heavy bandages stained dark with seepage. His eyes are closed, but his chest rises and falls in the shallow rhythm of drugged sleep. An IV line runs from a bag hanging on a stand to a port in his arm.
“I could prep, go in there, and finish him off,” Willow says. “Just say the word.”
I look at the instruments. The scalpels. The syringes. The bone saw.
“One miserable little life,” Willow says. “Take it and we could end it all. The Farm. The training. Everything they did to you, to your mother, to all of them.” He gestures at the corridors behind us, at the rooms with their jars and their stains and their childish scratches in the concrete. “Without him, perhaps it’d all fall apart.”
“It’s that word ‘perhaps’ I don’t like. And you know what else? There’s a saying, ‘better the devil you know than the devil you don’t.’ And luckily for me, my devil is injured.”
“He'll recover,” Estelle says. “He'll come for you again.”
“Then I'll stop him again.” I walk to the door, my shoes still stick on the tile. “Now I’m leaving. Don’t follow. You’re to stay in here and think about all the evil you’ve done. Got it?”
Both Estelle and Willow nod. 
I push through the steel door and into the corridor. I don't look back, just walk along the hallway. I make it to the stairwell before the nausea hits. I grip the stairwell railing, my knees buckling, and retch so hard I see white. My ribs can’t contain the shuddering. It isn’t the blood or the glass jars, but my writing on the wall. I try to swallow it down, but I can’t stop seeing it. Help me, Mama. I dry heave until my vision splits, then crawl up the stairs, sobbing, lungs aching for air. 
* * *
Elias finds me wandering through the woods. I left the car for Estelle and Willow because despite everything, they’re old. “Doing okay?” he asks.
“Actually, no. I feel like a drunk.”
“You probably ought to eat.”
I stop walking. “Oh, and who told you that? Let me guess, your Aunt Dahlia.”
“Actually, yes, and she’s cooking as we speak.”
“Oh yeah, and what’s she making? Chopped liver. Sautéed heart. Tongue paté. Christ, I’m trying to sound revolting here, but all I’m finding is fancy French words.”
“The French are known for their cuisine.”
I resume walking. “Elias, this might be the most ridiculous conversation for two people to have after everything that’s happened.”
“It may be. By the way, Claire performed a ceremony to remarry your parents. She did it while you weren’t around because—and I quote—nobody wants to see you getting dramatic, and refusing to put on a dress.”
“And without Estelle?”
Now he stops walking. “Leah, she and Willow got back well over an hour ago. You’ve spent most of the day wandering. We were beginning to think we’d have to send out a search party.”
“Bullshit,” I say, shoving him. “You know exactly where I am, all the time. You probably know when I paused to take a piss.”
He grins, his teeth white against his face. “Oh, that’s what you were doing. I wondered. As for my aunt, she’s making gumbo, and she’s doing it in a big pot over a fire. It looks like a cauldron, actually.”
I’m hungry for a good laugh, and gumbo. 
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I arrive to find Davey has fashioned a witch’s hat out of cardboard, and has plopped it on Dahlia’s. It’s a cutesy scene, with Davey, Estelle, Willow, and Claire sitting around the fire, my parents still standing beneath the arch like they’re afraid to move, and Dahlia stirring her cauldron wearing a ridiculous hat. So cutesy I’m close to vomiting again. 
“Give it a rest,” Claire says, when I tell her. “You should’ve been here for the renewal of their vows. You’d have found that really puke-worthy.”
“While you—?”
She grins. “You’re right. I’m already the favorite.”
So they accepted her. Good. I’m glad I wasn’t here to get wrangled through that moment. I’d ask Claire what it was like, but now she’s my sister. I have no doubt she’ll see a need to get all vulnerable, and want to describe every emotion and teardrop and sob in miserable detail, so I stick with the simple. “Was there wine at said fake wedding? Jack Daniels? Johnnie Walker?”
She folds her arms, kicks off her shoes, and places her naked feet on the hearth. “Call it a fake wedding again and you’ll get nothing.”
I sit beside her, then turn to Davey. “Was there booze at the fake wedding?”
“God yes,” he says, standing. “We might have been through shit, but that doesn’t stop us from stocking up on alcohol. Claire, would you like anoth…” He stops mid-word, looks from me, to Claire, and back again. He pauses, then folds his arms. “Leah, did you seriously just describe all Claire’s hard work as a fake wedding?”
“Get her a drink,” Estelle says. Orders. Commands. 
Ain’t nobody about to argue with that. 
Davey hustles toward the green hut. “Whiskey,” I call after him. “A double. Shaken, not stirred.”
“Okay, James Bond. Coming right up.”
Elias takes a seat to my left. I’m tempted to reach over and touch his hand, but Dahlia stirring her pot to within an inch of her life. “Is she okay?” I whisper. 
Elias pulls his lips to one side. “She and Estelle had words earlier.”
It’s bad, but that news might be the highlight of my day. My week. Crap, even my month. “About what?”
He holds a hand over his lips. “That darned ring Estelle won’t quit fussing over. Apparently, it’s the key to everything, and without it the world will come to an end. My aunt got offended because, also apparently, a ring is just a ring, and it’s people who are everything, and if Dahlia lays her eye on that ring, she’ll run to the nearest ocean and feed it to the whales.”
“She said that?”
“Well, it was something more like, ‘Sugar, a ring's just a ring, and it's folks that matter. And Lord knows if she ever lays eyes on that thing, she'll be halfway to the Gulf Coast 'fore sundown, feeding it to every last whale in the ocean and praising Jesus while she does it.’” Elias pauses. “Yeah, I think that’s accurate.”
I have tears rolling down my face, and I’m not proud of it. I’m laughing at Dahlia, but Elias made me do it, so I reach out a hand and thump him. 
Davey returns with a bucket of ice, a bottle of whiskey, and three glasses. He gives one to Elias, half-fills it with ice, then floods the glass with whiskey. “Bottoms up,” he says, knocking it back. Elias and I do the same. 
“The gumbo’s delicious,” I tell Dahlia. “Just the right amount of meat and shrimp and all the other mushy crap that’s in there.”
“Sugar, it was shrimp and andouille, okra I put up myself last summer, holy trinity sweated down low and slow, a roux so dark it’d make your grandma weep, and enough cayenne to make the devil himself fan his face.”
I have to turn away from the fire. Elias does too. 
Davey’s chest bounces. 
“Y’all go on now,” Dahlia says, grinning. “I know good and well what’s ticklin’ you, and I'm glad of it, but take them giggles somewhere private ’fore I put you both to work.”
* * *
I’m exploring the hut I’m going to spend the night in when I remember something I left in the with my father. I return to the van, where I find it tucked into the space behind the driver’s seat. “What do you think of the hut?” Claire asks. 
“Uh, great. I love the fact it’s got a sink and a door.”
“And two bedrooms, yours beneath mine. And a kitchen, and a full bathroom. Did you even look?”
I deflect, tell her I have a gift for our parents. 
We return to the fire, where my parents are now seated. Everyone else is there too, including Willow. I offer him a brief smile, which is the best I can manage. Then I kneel in front of my mother. “I have a gift for you.” I nod at my father. “Both of you. I think you’ll like it.”
I pull my burlap sack from the shopping bag, and then the gallon-sized freezer bag, and hand it over. “How nice,” Mama says, half-smiling and half-frowning. “A potato sack.”
“Ah, but it’s just any sack, and it doesn’t contain potatoes. It’s the sack that was thrown over my head when I was rescued. Take a look inside.”
My mother’s eyes are wide. My father reaches for the sack, and touches it. He glances at Elias and I’m sure I know where the sack came from. My father. He’s a gardener. He probably used it to store seeds. 
My mother opens it and reaches inside. First she pulls out a small dress. It’s white, and decorated with embroidered strawberries. A long burn damaged the hem. 
I wring my hands, worrying that this might go badly. For a moment it appears it might, but then my father takes the dress, and presses it to his face. “You wore this the night we tried to escape.” He pulls it back away, runs his fingers over the white cotton and the red strawberries. 
“I did.” My mother takes it back, and lifts it to her own face. “It took a lot of washing to get the smoke out.”
“Thank you, Leah,” she says, reaching forward to touch my cheek. At some point I sit on the hearth. I don’t know when. 
Mama reaches into the sack again, then pulls out a pair of red leather shoes. She looks at my father, cupping them in her palms and pressing them against her chest. When she offers them to him, he touches one like he remembers it all, like he remembers me kicking while he burned. He pulls his hand away.
“It’s okay,” I say. “You can touch them. I want you to.”
He shakes his head and drops his gaze. 
Finally, Mama reaches in and wraps her fingers around the final thing. She freezes, her eyes staring. Like she’s remembering something, and a big mystery is about to be resolved. Once she’s able to move, she looks at Estelle, then my father. “What is it?” he asks. 
She pulls out my father’s hand-whittled bear, and opens her palm.
“That’s it,” my father says. “Oh my God, Annie, that’s it.”
He takes the bear, places it on the ground, and pulls a brick from the hearth. He lifts the weight into the air and I jump to my feet. “No, that’s my bear.”
The brick comes down with a crunch, and the bear splits open. Something red lies inside, something that pulses in the firelight like a beating heart. 
“It’s the ring,” Estelle says.
“Lawd have mercy, I swore if I ever lay eyes on that ring I’d march myself straight to the ocean and give it to a whale, and that’s exactly what I'm fixin’ to do. Master Davey, get them keys, ’cause you're drivin’ this old woman to the Gulf.”
I grab Dahlia’s hand and shake my head. 
Because it’s beautiful. 
* * *
The Gulf of Mexico’s water is colder than I expected. But the smell, oh, the smell. I want to inhale it and never let it go. We arrived late, and now I’m watching Claire chase Davey with a flashlight like they’re still kids. To my right, a stretch of white condos glimmer like teeth. Claire’s baby teeth. I still don’t know whether we found them all. The sand is white too, while the water is dark. 
I’m sure, given half a chance, Dahlia would find her whales—if not here, then somewhere. She can do that alone. The darkness along the horizon seems bottomless, and behaves too much like the celebration ground’s smoke. Though the sound is different. Smoke is silent, but the Gulf crashes in noisy, thundering waves. 
The ring is in my pocket, burning against my thigh. I’m wearing shorts, enjoying the sea breeze. Claire laughs at my white legs. I let her, as she’s hardly Madam Bronze herself. Elias looks amazing, despite wearing his Florida tourist outfit. But I’m not here to think about him. I’m here because my family can’t stop bickering about the ring. If I thought life was bad before, well, I’ve since learned that was nothing. 
My mother refuses to wear the damn thing, though she could. She’s entitled to resume her role as cult leader. She doesn’t want to. Not sure why she thinks I might. All I’ve ever wanted to do is bring the place down. 
Estelle thinks it should be in a safe, in a vault, seven miles beneath a Swiss bank, preferably one in Zurich. New York banks aren’t good enough, plus the son that disinherited Davey is there. Davey thinks it’s just a silly ring, and refuses to see the way it glows, the way it pulses like a beating heart. I think he’s saying that because he doesn’t want to take sides. 
Dahlia waded deep into the ocean several times, where she told me to toss it her way. I’m beginning to think she might swim out there and look for a whale, toss around in the waves a bit, then swim back for breakfast. I’m also beginning to think she could. She’s my favorite, next to Elias. 
But I’m not here to think about him.
Willow is Willow. I’ve learned he plays ukulele, which seems absurd. He’s sitting on our balcony right now, strumming Somewhere Over the Rainbow. It’s dark, it’s not raining. He must be hoping for bad weather so he can stand on the beach, get flooded by rain, and wash the grime off his surgeon's fingers. I’ll forgive him one day, because I like him. I just can’t help myself. 
My father is lying in the sand, the salty water doing marvelous things to his skin. I’m afraid he’s going to return to the apartment and die of shock when he sees his scars haven’t healed. That’s okay. Davey loaded the car up with booze. 
As for Claire’s thoughts on the ring, I’m not sure she really cares. Maybe she does, and she’s not telling me. Why change a precedent when it’s not needed, right?
Of course right. 
I light a cigarette. I know I shouldn’t, but I haven’t smoked since that night I snuck out of James Asshole Trout’s bar. The night I met Buddy Holly, which led to Maverick. And so on. I hope he’s doing okay. I kinda feel bad that I tattooed his chest, but it’s better than the alternative. 
I found the graveyard the morning before we left. Line upon line of unmarked graves. Girls, boys, men, women. Beasts, monsters. Innocents. I picked a few spring flowers from the woods and laid them on the smaller graves. 
“Fuck,” I say, taking a drag. I’ve started having a problem with tears. They seem to spring out of nowhere. I sat beside Elias during our seven-plus hour drive, and tears formed at least six times. More like ten if I want to be accurate, and that’s no joke. 
Claire gives up on Davey, panting, and collapses in the sand at my feet. “You gonna wander up and down the surf all night, being pensive and talking to nobody?”
“I’m not being pensive, I’m supervising.”
“Oh yeah,” she says, grabbing my hand and tugging me onto the sand. “Supervising what? Dahlia’s damn whales?”
“No, the waves. I’m telling them how to organize themselves.”
She reaches for my cigarette and takes a drag. “And are they listening?”
I snatch it back. “Nope, they’re just telling lies. Over and over and over.”
“Jesus, Leah. Take a close look at the surf, and you’ll realize it’s white. Think about that for a moment.” She stands, launches a mix of sand and water into the air. 
“Very smart, Claire, White surf, white lies. Still no excuse.”
“Whatever you say,” she says, running off. 
I take another drag, and think of Cowboy knocked out in Basement Clinical, his knees shattered like porcelain. He’ll heal, because men like him always do. He’ll come for me eventually, and I’ll deal with him eventually. I can live with that. I’ve lived with worse. 
The tide reaches where I sit. I’m not sure when I first learned about tides. The Farm didn’t believe that kind of information could be valuable. Yet here I am, sitting in a tide with the Ring of Ascension in my pocket. Joke’s on them. 
I take it out of my pocket. 
It’s red stone, warm against my palm. Glowing and pulsing even in the darkness. It doesn’t do this in Claire’s hand, or in Davey’s. My father refuses to touch it, my mother too. Elias did, and it glowed bright in his palm. He said that wasn’t because of him, but because of his connection with me. Maybe he’s right. I’m not offended by that. 
Leah, you’re doing it again. You’re not here to think about him. 
The thing is, if I put it on, it wouldn’t be for her, or for the cult. I’d be putting it on because it’s mine. Because I fought their anesthetic and I burned their platform and I shot out Cowboy’s knees and I walked the corridors of Basement Clinical and I even laid flowers on those graves. And here I am, out the other side and still standing. Or sitting right now. 
Semantics. 
I hold it near the end of my marriage finger. Think of Elias. Not think of Elias. Then I switch hands. If there’s power in this ring then I’ve already earned it ten times over. And nobody gets to tell me what to do with it. Nobody. 
I dip it into the ocean and wait. 
No whale comes. No dolphin jumps. Estelle doesn’t come bounding over with Dahlia dragging at her heels. Davey doesn’t tell me it’s just a ring. I still hear Willow playing Somewhere Over the Rainbow. 
I lift it from the water, close my eyes, and slip it over my finger. Then I close my fist around it and feel its warmth spread up my arm. 
The silence. The anger. The dronesong. 
Mine. 





