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1.
  

People had so many problems. God. Even these young people—some of them rich, some of them gorgeous, a couple of them awkward, or overweight, or with bad skin. But still, you know, young with their whole lives ahead of them.


  Mason shifted in his chair, tried not to slouch with his boredom. There was a look he’d perfected. A kind of widening of the eyes, a gentle nodding of the head that he wore so that people felt heard, believed that he was engaged, compassionate, there for them.


  Sometimes it was all he could do to keep himself from shouting in the milky basement light. Wake up! Grow up! Move on! But that was not a good look for a pastor (using the term loosely) running a counseling group—this one for anxiety and poor impulse control. Kids suffering anxiety. What the hell, he often wondered, did they have to be anxious about? Truly. These kids had no idea.


  Bella, the cutter, was crying again. But Marla was watching Mason in that way she did. Like she was a fifty-year-old hooker in the nubile body of a privileged not-quite-eighteen-year-old beauty.


  Bella stopped speaking abruptly, cast a shy glance to Mason’s right.


  “This is a safe space,” he said, directing himself to the two boys there whom he heard whispering. Silence fell. Here, in this room, he had a tiny bit of power. He relished it.


  Bella went on about the pressure she felt to look perfect, to be perfect.


  Marla was twirling a strand of her hair, watching him. He shifted, uncomfortable.


  He knew that, as “pastor” of the Celebration Spiritual Center where he’d landed, he had a kind of allure to a certain type of young woman. Older, fatherly in his way, present to talk, but unavailable. He tried to ignore Marla. She shifted in her seat, uncrossing and recrossing her legs, pressing out her chest as if to stretch her back. Mason cleared his throat.


  “Pastor Mason?” He wasn’t really a pastor, but everyone called him that. He’d even come to think of himself that way.


  Bella was looking at him expectantly. No idea what she had asked.


  “Thank you for your thoughts, Bella. It’s brave of you to share yourself here. Let’s take a moment to reflect on Bella’s ideas about perfection,” he said. “What does it mean to be perfect?”


  This was not the brightest group; gazes shifted away, some glanced at cuticles or stared blankly up at the water-stained ceiling, down at the scarred and scraped wood floor that was badly in need of refinishing. Most of them were here because of doctors’ orders, or parental pressure, or as part of court-ordered therapy.


  “It means to be the best,” said Raffi, jutting his pimply chin out. He was skinny, with big brown eyes and an enviable head of black hair, wavy and thick. “Better than everyone else.”


  “Okay,” said Mason, with an encouraging nod. “Other thoughts.”


  “Nobody’s perfect,” said JoJo, shifting in the rickety wooden chair that moaned under his substantial weight. He pushed up his thick glasses. Mercilessly bullied, he’d lost it one day and beaten the crap out of one of his persecutors. He was one of the court orders. He had the energy of a barely dormant volcano. “Everyone has flaws, even if you can’t see them.”


  “That’s true,” said Mason.


  He glanced at the clock: just four minutes to go, thank God.


  “So let’s reflect on this idea until next week: You see yourself one way. The people in your life—friends, parents, siblings, teachers—they each see you in different ways, through the lens of their own perspectives. And then there’s the person you are in the eyes of God—or the Universe, or whatever you believe. And I’m just going to put it out there that no matter whether you’re the best or whether you have flaws, in the eyes of God, you are exactly who you need to be. You are enough, worthy of love and respect just as you are right now.”


  There was some grumbling, shifting. Bella looked like she was going to cry again. And Marla would not take her eyes off him.


  “What if you’re a killer?” asked Marla. Mason felt a little jolt but was practiced at keeping his reactions deep beneath a cool exterior.


  “Or a druggie?” asked Blaine, who sat in the back and rarely spoke. Again, it felt like a dig.


  “Or just an asshole?” asked Mickie, the football player who’d tried to kill himself after a knee injury killed his pro dreams. Even sitting he was taller than everyone else.


  “God’s love is for everyone,” Mason said. Which was true at the Celebration Spiritual Center—which was a kind of space for people who had moved away from traditional religious practices but still wanted to feel connected to a spiritual group—but certainly not true in other religions. That was why Mason hadn’t made it as a priest or a minister even though at one point he’d believed himself to have been called to the Catholic Church.


  “So then who goes to hell?” Raffi spoke again, almost angrily, as if he was invested in the idea that somebody had to go.


  “No one, Raffi,” Mason said. “No one goes to hell. The universe doesn’t judge you. The world of men and women may judge you, punish you, ask for penance. And that may even be right and appropriate. But the universe accepts you, will help you to be a healthier, happier, and better person—if that’s what you ask, if that’s what you want.”


  They were all silent, watching him. He felt that he’d reached them with that. Maybe. Bella was crying a little, wiping at her eyes and sniffling.


  “Think about it. Journal about it. Meditate on it. See how it feels to believe it. And we’ll talk next week.”


  He’d barely finished speaking and the chairs were scraping, cell phones emerging from pockets and purses. Those closest to the door were already gone before he even rose from his seat.


  “Thank you, Pastor Mason,” said Bella. Week after week, she was the most consistent, the most polite and present, even if she was a little weepy.


  “Thanks, Bella,” he said. “Good work today. Your mom says you’re doing much better.”


  “I’m trying.” She offered a small, lopsided smile. “I like what you said—about being enough just as I am.”


  “Just try it on for size, okay?” he said. “I think you’ll find that you know it’s true. Deep inside.”


  Why did she wear mascara? Someone who cried so much. Didn’t she know it left dark trails down her pale face? She perpetually looked like a sad girl clown—with her pink hair up in short, babyish ponytails, her bouncy skirts and little tops, Converse sneakers that were too big. She gave him a tight, self-conscious wave, then left.


  He tidied up, straightened the chairs, tossed the empty doughnut box in the big trash can. The fluorescent lights in the church basement always flickered. Just subtly, so that after a few hours down here he always found he had a headache.


  “Do you really believe all the shit you say?”


  Marla stood in the doorway, leaning against the frame with her pack over one shoulder, one narrow hip jutted out.


  “Marla,” he said, walking over to the sink to wash his hands. He did not like to be alone with underage girls, especially girls like Marla, who already knew their power. “Is your mom running late?”


  She glanced at her phone. “I guess so. Do you?”


  He dried his hands. “I do,” he said.


  He rinsed out the coffeepot, the stale odor turning his stomach. She stayed over by the door, but he could feel the heat of her gaze.


  “Because it sounds like bullshit to me.”


  “Okay,” he said. He put a little more distance between them by moving toward the door that led to the kitchen. “I hear that. The good news about the truth is that I don’t have to convince you. You just have to sit with it, focus on your breath, and see how it makes you feel.”


  “But what if the truth makes you feel bad?”


  He stopped then, leaned against the wall. He’d thought about putting security cameras in here, just so that there was full transparency. Sometimes kids got angry, got violent down here. He’d want a record if anything ever got out of hand. But that wasn’t in the budget. In fact, nothing was in the budget. The small spiritual center with its dwindling membership was barely making it.


  “Then look deeper.”


  “See,” she said with a roll of her eyes. She flipped her golden hair. “That makes no sense.”


  “It’s a process, Marla. We all have to do the work. And the work can be painful. But I promise you there’s peace on the other side.”


  “Sounds boring.” She moved into the room, sat in one of the seats.


  “Should you call your mom? Find out what’s keeping her?”


  “She’s on her way, had to stay late at work, got caught in traffic.”


  “I can wait with you outside, get some air.”


  “It’s raining.” She was staring at her phone. He looked out the high basement window. Raindrops flecked the glass.


  “Well, make yourself comfortable. I’ll be in my office if you need me. I have to do some paperwork, make a few calls.”


  She looked up and smiled, enigmatic, knowing.


  Why was he shaking?


  He left her in the room where they had group, where the self-help book club met on Thursdays, where the singing group practiced, where he led a guided meditation on Sunday afternoons. He also sometimes gave his lectures there to their sparse and growing ever sparser membership on rainy Sundays when the roof was leaking upstairs.


  He sat at the desk of his messy, dusty office and got ready to fill out the paperwork for the kids that were here by court or doctor’s order. He’d call a few parents, too, not to betray any confidences but just to address concerns, make suggestions, give observations, or express thoughts if he had any. He was careful. Very careful to do everything right. Because he could not afford to fuck this up. This job, this place, it was his last chance.


  He was sober. He was steady in this work. He had a place to live, just a basement apartment in the same building as the church, but it was enough. He was holding on to it white knuckled.


  Marla sauntered into his office uninvited a while later, without knocking, and sat in the chair across from his desk. He’d thought she was long gone.


  “Does God think you’re perfect?” she asked, continuing the conversation he’d hoped was over.


  He had to laugh at that. No, he wanted to say. Not by a long shot. Anyway, that was not what he’d said. “I think he knows—or she knows—that I’m doing my best.”


  “But you said that we’re all perfect in the eyes of God—or some bullshit like that.”


  “Actually,” he said gently. “I said that we’re enough. That we’re worthy of love and respect from ourselves, from others, just as we are.”


  “Same difference.”


  Not at all. But: “My journey is not what’s important, Marla. It’s yours that matters. How are things going for you?”


  She let out a snort. “Do you mean am I still getting high and fucking around, stealing cars, sneaking out at night?”


  She’d stolen her parents’ car, driven without a license and stoned. She’d been heading to her boyfriend’s house when she got pulled over. The judge had been easy on her—rehab, group therapy, community service. She’d have to wait another year at least to get her learner’s permit.


  “Are you?”


  She shrugged. “Not as much?”


  “Okay,” he said with a smile. The truth was that he liked Marla. She was direct and funny. He liked all the kids, even though he found them a bit whiny, and he wanted to help them, to be there for them the way no one was for him when he was a struggling young person. “So that’s progress.”


  She smiled a little. “I’m doing my best.”


  The boyfriend was a problem. He hovered outside the door sometimes, looking in the narrow window, staring at Marla. Too-long, inky-black bangs, lots of tattoos, a kind of lost, angry look to him. He looked like trouble—that was for sure. Mason hadn’t seen the kid in a while; maybe he was out of the picture.


  “Drew and I broke up,” she said, reading his thoughts. “I broke up with him.”


  “I see,” he said. “How are you doing with that?”


  She was looking down at her nails, some of her tough, sexy-girl persona softening. She was just a kid. Someone who needed to talk, to be heard, to be seen. He knew that. “Something you said last week kind of stuck with me.”


  Ah, so she was listening. “Go on,” he said easily. With kids, never seem too eager. That was key.


  “About how the people we choose to have in our lives either make us stronger or, like, tear us down. Help us be our best, or bring out the worst.”


  He rubbed at the back of his neck, nodded.


  “I think maybe, with Drew, I’m not my best. Not even close.”


  Sometimes, there were these shining moments in the shadows of his life. Where he thought maybe, maybe he was doing some good. After all the bad. Maybe there was some small redemption to be had.


  “I think it takes a lot of strength to look at that and make a change,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “Most people your age—and way older—don’t have the insight or the will to shift their behavior.”


  She nodded slowly. “He didn’t take it well. I think he’s stalking me now.”


  Marla shifted her glance to her phone, then back to him.


  “Are you safe?” he asked. “Do we need to call someone?”


  “It’s not like that. He’s just texting and calling all the time.”


  “Well, keep people in the loop, you know. If he starts showing up places unwanted, gets physical, that’s a problem.”


  He glanced out the window. No sign of Marla’s mother; the parking lot and drive were empty, the sun setting.


  “I googled you,” she said.


  “Oh?” He kept his voice neutral. The internet. It was an unforgiving catalog of all his many sins and failings. It was pretty much all out there—a popular topic for crime blogs and podcasts, some long-form journalism, as part of larger pieces on children who commit crimes.


  “Did you do something to that girl?” she asked. “When you were a kid?”


  He let out a low sigh, bent his head.


  “I’ve made mistakes and paid the price. But no, I never hurt anyone. Not like that.”


  She seemed to accept it. Kids were like that. Maybe they knew the pitch of truth. Adults were harder to convince. Mason’s boss had been honest: if Mason’s dark history got out and someone made a fuss, they’d have to let him go. Head Pastor James was all about second chances and giving people a leg up to do better in life. The big donation from Old Man Merle had helped grease the wheels; Mason’s hiring was a condition of a $10,000 charitable contribution. And so far he’d flown under the radar.


  Just under a year he’d been working at the spiritual center, giving talks, conducting groups like the Kids with Anxiety, Anger Management, Marriage Rescue, Grief Counseling. He kept up the building, did the yard work. He collected and diligently deposited the donations, did the monthly newsletter. He cleaned. The pay was abysmal, but it came with a place to live, and there was always leftover donated food from the various gatherings, the Sunday after-service brunch.


  He loved it here. It was the first right place—the first good place—he’d ever found in his life. He’d worked hard after all the things that had happened to him and a stint in juvenile detention to finish high school. He’d flunked out of seminary school, but he’d managed to get his degree in social work at community college, intended to work on his masters someday. He was okay. Finally.


  “Did you see him? The Dark Man?” Marla asked.


  Her eyes had taken on a kind of mischievous gleam. Oh, so that was what this was about. There was one particularly damning article, a long feature about the Dark Man and all the kids around the country and overseas who had allegedly done his bidding and their fates.


  “No,” he lied. “I was a troubled kid. I made shit up to impress people because I felt like a loser. It got me into big trouble. The lies I told, they nearly ruined my life.”


  Nearly.


  The Dark Man, everyone knew now, was an internet hoax, created by a failed horror writer and seized upon by internet trolls. The web was full of doctored photos, websites with staged videos, places where you could email the Dark Man with your secret requests, malevolent wishes. But people, mostly young people, across the world were still doing as the Dark Man demanded, claiming that he’d told them to commit some crime in exchange for a reward.


  “There’s no Dark Man,” said Mason. “Just messed-up people looking for an excuse to do bad things.”


  “So what happened to the girl they thought you hurt?”


  “No one knows,” he said. “She was never found.”


  “Doesn’t that seem weird? Everybody is somewhere, right?”


  You had to love the logic of young people. She was right, of course. But where?


  “Sometimes there are questions without answers,” said Mason. “Learning to live with that is part of growing up.”


  She gave him a face. Kids didn’t have the same unlimited ability to digest platitudes as adults.


  “Yeah,” he admitted. “It’s weird.”


  And painful. Forever.


  He still got the occasional email from Avery March. I’m still willing to listen if there’s something you’re hiding. Please. I just want to find my sister. He always deleted without answering.


  “So is your mom not coming?” he asked.


  “I guess not,” she said with a shrug.


  “I’ll give you a lift,” he said, against his better judgment. Probably best to just take her home than have her hanging out here indefinitely. He wondered if she’d balk, considering they’d just been talking about his past, and apparently she knew all. But she stood and followed him out.


  They walked around back to the church van, and climbed inside. He in the driver’s seat, she in the back row. She didn’t live far, just outside town, and they took the ride in near silence. He’d plugged her address into his GPS. It took eight minutes to get to her neighborhood. Her house was one of those McMansions with a wannabe Mediterranean look—pink with clay-tile roof, columns, a fountain. The other houses in the neighborhood were a mishmash of styles—Victorian, Craftsman, a couple of low ranch homes. Some were even bigger, some tiny and clearly older.


  He pulled in front of the driveway, and Marla edged out. “Thanks for the lift.”


  “No problem.” He rolled down the window.


  Outside, she turned back to him, rested a hand on the van door. She bit her lip.


  “Hey, Pastor Mason. I believe you.”


  It meant something to him. It shouldn’t. But it did.


  “Thanks, Marla.”


  Mason watched her head toward the door. She turned and waved, then disappeared inside.


  He lingered a moment, texted Marla’s mother, whose number he had from the last time she’d been in to talk about her daughter. She was an older, frazzled version of her daughter, but still attractive. Had the aura of someone overwhelmed by life, by her child. Not a terrible mother, but not all in either.


  Hi, this is Mason from the spiritual center. Marla said you got hung up at work so I gave her a lift home. Just watched her go inside.


  He wanted to log this moment somewhere, with someone. But no answer came, no read receipt. He didn’t want to be paranoid; Marla was a handful, but she wasn’t a sociopath. She wasn’t going to claim he’d hurt her or come on to her. Why would she?


  Finally, he pulled away. At the stop sign, he glanced in the rearview mirror. For a startled second, he thought he saw a tall, dark shadow behind the oak tree in her yard. But no. It was a trick of the light.


  

2.
  

It’s not working.


  Just give it a minute.


  Have you done this before?


  Maybe?


  Jewel was an expert at texting on one device and gaming—or whatever—on another. In this case, her iPad rested next to her on the bed and was open to the virtual Ouija board that Eldon had suggested she visit. She used her free hand to text him from her phone.


  On the virtual Ouija board, she let her finger rest on the little pointer thingy.


  There was a layer of unease, like she was doing something wrong. But it was just for fun, right? She couldn’t help thinking, though: What was that ancient horror movie her father was always talking about? The Exorcist. Some kid screws around with one of those boards and invites a demon into their lives. Her dad wouldn’t go near anything like this, got weirdly freaked out by “supernatural” stuff.


  And.


  Nothing happened.


  Jewel hunkered down deeper into her blankets and waited while a bunch of stupid ads popped up at the top of the screen—the jeans she’d been looking at earlier, some garden tools that she imagined her mother had been shopping for, a new video game called Fight Club. The minutes dragged on. She listened as her parents’ conversation in the bedroom next door droned on. The walls were thick, so she couldn’t hear their words, just the endless monotone of it. They rarely yelled. They discussed.


  Let’s just go back to Red World, she typed into her phone. The virtual Ouija board was dormant. Stupid.


  You’re not a very patient person, are you? wrote Eldon.


  She wasn’t. But the truth was that she just wanted to move on from whatever had happened outside. Maybe she had just had some kind of nervous breakdown—from all the stress she was under. Her dad was right; she did know about Amelia March and more about the history of Merle House and the property than she’d admitted. So maybe it was just like a perfect storm, and she’d lost it.


  That happened, right?


  The house had been quiet—no strange noises. The light on her desk was giving off a rosy glow, and she was buried under the soft comforter. Her father had just been in, standing at the door, staring at her in that weird way parents sometimes did, with a mingle of love and worry.


  “Um, good night?” she’d said when he didn’t leave. He’d looked embarrassed, startled, as if he’d been lost in thought.


  “Good night, bunny,” he’d said, and left.


  A ripple of guilt. Maybe she should have been nicer. But—whatever. All this was his fault at its core; they wouldn’t be in this old house if they hadn’t had to give up everything because of what he did.


  Did you type in your question? Eldon nudged via text. Again she found herself wondering who he was, what he looked like. If he was a “he” at all. Should they take their online relationship to the next level? Voice? FaceTime?


  Yeah, I did, she answered.


  What did you ask it?


  I asked it if my house was haunted.


  Still, nothing happened.


  She was about to switch off and log in to Red World when the pointer started to slowly move.


  It’s moving, she texted with one hand.


  It is??


  The pointer came to a stop over the first letter:


  B


  Then it moved on. She texted each letter to Eldon as it appeared.


  A


  S


  E


  M


  E


  N


  T


  She stared at the word she’d texted, feeling a dump of dread.


  Basement? he texted after a moment. That’s creepy as fuck. Are you making this up?


  She sat up, pushed the hair from her eyes, and slid away from the iPad.


  No! This is just some kind of trick, right? There’s like an algorithm. You type in a certain thing and it chooses from a list of responses?


  She felt a little breathless as she watched the dots on the screen pulse.


  Eldon: My friend asked it if her boyfriend was cheating. The board said yes. And he was.


  She stared at the screen, holding the phone in both hands, then attacking it with her thumbs.


  That means nothing.


  Jewel watched the iPad screen. Then it went blank, came back up another moment later. It issued a directive: Enter another question.


  She shut it down and put the iPad on her desk, feeling notes of unease and fear.


  Ha ha! wrote Eldon. I’m just messing with you. It’s bullshit. Of course.


  She blew out a breath, laughed a little, still feeling uneasy. Her parents’ voices had gone quiet. She heard her dad walk downstairs, the stairs creaking under his weight.


  I know, she typed. Duh.


  So you’re not heading down to the basement, then?


  She laughed, some of the tension leaving her.


  Hell no. What is this? A B horror movie? I’m not some busty slut looking for an ax in the head.


  Eldon sent some laughing faces. She sent him the bikini top and a knife.


  Arright, he wrote finally, let’s play. You owe me like 50 Red Coin from last time.


  I do not.


  And then they were on the game, the lush greens and purples and blues of the world a kind of soothing eye candy. She was in her most kick-ass skin, a tight black bodysuit, cat ears, and long pink hair, a big rocket launcher on her shoulder. In Red World, she had a hot body, was a fearless killer, an awesome architect. Eldon was all muscles and tats, wearing a headband and unbeatable with a crossbow. Together they took on opponents and demons, stockpiled weapons and treasure, got each other out of jams. And Jewel—the real Jewel—who most of the time felt vulnerable, lonely, isolated, and more than a little afraid in this new sucky life they were all living, disappeared altogether.


  She was watching Eldon on the game, moving through a jungle landscape where colorful birds flew by, and there were hidden dangers—traps in the ground, snakes that came from nowhere to deliver a deadly bite. They ran around for a while, explored a castle where she picked up a package of bandages—which you could use to heal yourself or your wounded friends. Then they were in the forest. Eldon took out some other players; then he and Jewel headed through a system of caves. In a lot of ways, the game was like the dreams she’d had when she was little—real but not real, epic in scope, on and on, her path and the options available determined by someone else’s programming. She could exert some control, but sometimes things surprised her, or got away from her. There were glitches where she tried to do one thing and another thing happened.


  Eldon came out of the cave, and up ahead she could see the finish, a golden goblet filled with coins. She moved to follow him, and just as she did, Eldon turned, and her head exploded. No gore on Red World, just an explosion of stars and a purple fade of the screen.


  You killed me, she texted. She felt betrayed, a little angry.


  No. You killed yourself. Watch your back next time.


  That was when she saw the player who had come up from behind her. He was tall and slender, besuited. He held an assault rifle, had a gray face mask with glowing red eyes. Not a character she had seen before, and she’d been playing this game a long time.


  Who’s that? she typed.


  Idk, answered Eldon. His screen name is TheDarkMan.


  

3.
  

Mason woke with a start. What had woken him? He lay still in his bed, listening. His dream still clung. He had been dreaming about Amelia March again.


  He dreamed about her often. Images, fragments of memories. How she used to work in the pizzeria in town. How her long, silken black hair skimmed the middle of her back. How she used to bring him free slices when he showed up at dinnertime. He’d come starving. He usually only had money for one slice, quarters he’d scrounged from the change jar, or from between couch cushions. Sometimes his mom might give him a few dollars if she had it, when she was too tired, too beaten to cook—often. He’d gotten breakfast and lunch at school. Dinner had been a maybe. So when he turned up at Joe’s Slice and Amelia was working, there was this kind of sideways glance she’d give him. Like she knew. Like she knew what it was to live in a house where you might get dinner and might not.


  She’d bring him the slice he’d ordered as he sat alone in the sticky booth. Then she’d bring him two more, sometimes three. Or a meatball sub. She’d refill his soda even when he didn’t ask. She never brought a check, but he’d leave her all his money, whatever he had.


  The heat from the pizza ovens, her warm scent of flowers, her creamy skin, the jangle of her charm bracelet.


  He’d loved her.


  That was why he’d sometimes waited in the alley for her shift to end, and followed her as she walked home. He wanted to make sure she got home safe. He used to imagine scenarios where she would ask him to walk her home and invite him inside.


  He’d had pizza for dinner; that was why he dreamed about Amelia. The support group for mothers who had lost children met on Wednesdays, and they were big eaters—cheesy pizzas, greasy chicken wings, gooey doughnuts, big cookies, colorful cupcakes, as if binge eating might dull the pain. Maybe it did for a time. There had been two full pepperoni pies left over after last night’s meeting. He’d be eating pizza and dreaming about Amelia all week.


  He sat up, looked around the sparsely furnished room. Moonlight fell on the simple desk, gleaming on the closed lid of his laptop. The clothes he’d worn last night were tossed over the back of the reading chair. He listened. There had been some break-ins over the years. It wasn’t a great neighborhood, and twice junkies had broken in to look for the collection box. There wasn’t one. But tonight he didn’t hear anything more outside his room.


  His heart was still racing from the end of his dream, where he’d chased Amelia through the woods out to the dilapidated old monster that stood behind Merle House. After a few moments of listening, Mason lay back and closed his eyes.


  The dream hooked him back almost immediately—the smell of the woods—that mingle of rot and freshness, the sound of his footfalls, his breath, Amelia far ahead, laughing.


  Then he was startled awake again.


  There was a busy road out in front of the church; often there was late-night street noise. But the night seemed quiet, no cars casting their lights on the wall, no revelers from the bar down the street stumbling home, no motorcycle screaming past.


  Then his phone buzzed, the screen glowing in the dim. He reached for it where it was charging on the bedside table.


  A bubble on the screen told him he’d missed a call from a number he didn’t recognize; there was a voice mail. It was just after midnight. He was fully awake now. He tapped on the phone to listen.


  “Pastor Mason, I’m in so much trouble. Something’s happened.”


  Marla sounded breathless, afraid, her voice high and thin.


  “Can you—can you come get me? Please don’t call my mom. This is . . . so bad. I need some help.”


  The sound of her sobbing got him up and pulling on his jeans.


  “I’m texting you the address,” she went on, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Please.”


  A text came through with an address.


  He threw on a shirt and stepped into his shoes, grabbed his keys. On his way out the door, he called back the number.


  But he got only a recording of Marla’s voice: I am out doing amazing things with cool people. But I’ll call you back—if I feel like it.


  “Hey, Marla,” he said. “What’s going on? Call me back.”


  Out in the van, he stared at the phone.


  Stop.


  This was what he’d tell one of his kids with impulse-control issues. Think about this. What are you doing? Why are you doing it? What are the possible outcomes for going out in the middle of the night at the behest of an underage girl? Call her mother. Call the police. Record this moment.


  Instead, he put the van in gear and pulled out onto the street.


  Why?


  Turn right on Main in point four miles, the computer navigation commanded.


  Because.


  Marla trusted him enough to call when she needed help. If he called her mother or the police, he was just another grown-up, someone on the other team. And sometimes kids needed to feel like there was an adult who was young enough to understand them, to help without judgment, to come when they called.


  Because.


  Once upon a time, maybe he could have saved Amelia. And he just—didn’t.


 


  Young Mason waited for Amelia outside the pizzeria some nights. The shop closed at ten, and just about fifteen minutes after the hour, she’d come out. She lived about a ten-minute walk away, behind the strip mall that held the pizza place, a supermarket, a barbershop, other small, barely surviving businesses. It was a safe-enough neighborhood, if not an especially well-tended one. Working class, populated by people more concerned with making ends meet than with keeping their places up. Streets were mainly deserted by ten. Sometimes he’d just fall into step beside her, and she’d say:


  “Hey, Mason.”


  If she knew he was waiting for her, she didn’t make a big deal out of it. She’d ask him how his day was, tell him about this crabby customer or that big tipper. Just chatter to fill the silence. He’d walk her to the ranch house she lived in with her mom and stepdad. Usually it would be dark, as if everyone inside were sleeping; sometimes he could see the blue glow of a television screen behind the curtains. He would stand on the sidewalk, lift a hand as she disappeared inside.


  “Good night,” she’d say usually. “Thanks for the company.”


  She was seventeen. Not such a huge age difference between them—Mason was almost sixteen—but unbridgeable in kid years. She was a full head taller than he was. He was still in school—a kid. She was out, just on the edge of adulthood. She was far beyond his reach, and he knew it. He just liked to be close to her. If he tried to kiss her, she’d probably just laugh—not unkindly. No, Amelia March was a kind person. A nice girl, in her way.


  Mason was in the alleyway the night she went missing.


  He was about to walk up to her as she exited the pizza shop. But he stopped short when he saw a tall, rangy guy lope in from the other direction. Mason didn’t recognize the stranger, could barely see his face in the dark. Whoever he was, he took Amelia into an embrace. She tilted her head up and kissed him, their shadows merging into one. When they walked off, pressed close together, Mason trailed behind, following them down Main Street, through the town square, and then out onto the road that led to the woods. He knew where they were going. Where all the kids went to fool around and get high. He stayed close behind them.


  He was buffeted by feelings of jealousy (Who is this guy?), curiosity (What are they up to?), excitement at the idea that if he followed, maybe he’d get to see Amelia. If he couldn’t have her, and he clearly couldn’t, he wasn’t above watching her with someone else—what teenage boy was?

  
  


  Now he found himself on a deserted road, tires crunching, headlights the only illumination in the pitch black. The moon had disappeared behind cloud cover. No streetlights, no houses with interior lights glowing.


  You have arrived at your destination, said the GPS unhelpfully.


  There was no structure of any kind that he could see. He brought the car to a crawl. There. An old mailbox tilting next to a hidden drive.


  He turned the van and wound down the path, branches knocking at the roof and at the windows. Finally, up ahead, a small white house sunk into the darkness. No interior lights glowing, no sign of life. He pulled up and killed the engine, kept the headlights burning.


  He slid out of the van, stayed by the open door. The air smelled of rot and the distant scent of woodsmoke. He wanted a cigarette, though he’d quit—more or less. Sometimes he still bummed a smoke from the guys at the AA meeting, just as a way to connect.


  “Marla?” he called. “Everything okay?”


  With foggy glass and a ramshackle old porch, slats missing and stairs sagging, the house didn’t look lived in. The trees around him were silent in the chill, just a light wind whispering. His nerve endings tingled. He shouldn’t be here.


  He took out his cell phone and called Marla again, listening to it ring and ring. It was only when he took the phone away from his ear that he heard the tinny stream of music, some pop ringtone mingling with the night until it went silent and he heard Marla’s recorded voice on the line. He hung up and dialed again. This time he followed the sound of the ring.


  It was coming from inside the house.


  On the porch, he put his hand on the rusted knob of the door, and it swung open with a squeal to reveal a thick darkness. The phone had gone silent, so he dialed again.


  And tonight’s gonna be a good night, sang a tinny voice, an electronic backbeat thrumming, lyrics in a song he’d never heard. But the glowing screen lit his way into the single room.


  Marla seemed to leak from the shadows to stand before him, lifting the phone to light her face. He didn’t like the way she smiled at him. It was a mean-girl smile.


  “Marla,” he said. “What is this?”


  “Hey, Pastor Mason. Thanks for coming.”


  He didn’t even hear the guy come up behind him, just felt the hard blow to the back of his head, and then the floor rose up to smack him on the side of the face.


  “What the hell,” he heard Marla say. “You said you wouldn’t hurt him.”


  As swirling darkness swallowed him, he saw the Dark Man lingering in the corner.


  

4.
  

She must have drifted off. The last thing Jewel remembered was waiting to get back on Red World after having been killed by TheDarkMan.


  But the other players had mad skills, and the digital storm that would eventually end the session seemed slow to close in around them, and the round wound on and on. She watched Eldon kicking ass; he’d killed TheDarkMan after TheDarkMan killed Jewel.


  That’ll show him, Eldon texted.


  Have you ever heard that name before? she asked.


  Yeah, it’s that internet thing. The Dark Man grants your wishes, if you do something for him. A bunch of kids have done some fucked-up stuff, claiming he made them do it.


  But that was the last thing she remembered.


  When she woke up, her screen was filled with texts from Eldon.


  You coming back on?


  Where’d you go?


  Hello?


  Okay, nighty night.


  She texted him back: Oops, sorry. I fell asleep.


  I’m still playing.


  Loser.


  Yeah.


  Go to bed. It’s after midnight.


  

  After this round.


  Jewel heard something outside, like a tinkling of bells. Or maybe it was inside; hard to tell here with all the echoing walls and trees outside. She was warm in her bed, didn’t want to climb out to investigate. But then she heard it again.


  She pushed back the comforter and walked to her window. At first she didn’t see anything, just her own reflection in the window. But then she cupped her hands around her eyes, moved closer to the glass, and peered out.


  That was when she saw the girl from the graveyard, standing, a pale light in the trees.


  They each stood, watching the other for a moment. The girl in the woods raised a hand and beckoned Jewel toward her. She seemed to shimmer and glow, a beautiful mirage in the darkness. And Jewel felt something, a kind of excitement, a wanting. It was as if they knew each other, as if they were long-lost friends. The pull to this girl was powerful, something tugging at Jewel’s heart and spirit.


  There’s someone outside, she texted Eldon. The girl. I think she—needs my help.


  Wait. What?


  I gotta go. I’ll text you later.


  The fog was already settling all around her, thick and fragrant. She felt like she had when she’d been at a party one night and everyone in the room had been taking hits from a bong. She had declined but wound up with a pretty intense contact high. She remembered that floating feeling.


  She breathed in the fog now and felt a new kind of peace, a spreading relaxation that time had expanded into a swirling infinity. She tossed her phone in her pack and shouldered the bag. She could hear her phone buzzing but no longer had the urge to answer it.


  She crept past her parents’ room. The door was closed, and the light shone out from underneath, casting a glow on the floor. She kept moving, her steps light, careful not to creak on the stairs. Her relatives watched from their ornate frames, eyes following her. She sneaked out the back door from the kitchen, closed it behind her.


  Outside the fog was thick, and the air was full of whispers.


  Somewhere, distantly inside, there was a voice shouting for her to wake up. What are you doing? This is wrong, so bad, really dangerous. Snap out of it! But it was just a voice shouting into the wind all around her. Am I dreaming? she asked herself. But there was no answer.


  And the girl was waiting for her.


  “I want to show you something,” she said when Jewel approached her.


  Her eyes were galaxies and her skin was light.


  “I’m going to take you somewhere. And you’ll never be lonely again.”


  Yes, that was true. Jewel was very lonely. Her only friend was an avatar on a game she played online. All her friends back home had moved on, didn’t even answer her texts anymore. She saw their Insta posts—from the Friday night games, from parties, from days at the mall. There was even a new girl in their group, one who looked a little bit like Jewel. She hadn’t told her mom, who was the person who always made her feel better. Because Jewel knew that her mom was trying to be happy, and that she couldn’t be happy if Jewel was sad.


  The girl’s smile was radiant and warm, and she reached out a hand to Jewel, and Jewel took it.


  Jewel felt the other girl’s heat, and she let herself be led into the woods.


  Through the swirling blue-gray fog, she could barely see the shadow of the man they were following.


  

5.
  

Samantha Merle was awake when she heard a car door slam shut outside. A milky early morning was already lighting the room through the drapes, and Matthew slept beside her, snoring softly.


  “There’s someone here,” she said.


  But he didn’t answer, just rolled over in his sleep. He always slept most soundly in the early morning.


  His insomnia, which had always been a problem, was not surprisingly worse than ever. There was a buried, locked-up part of her that felt bad for him and wanted to help. But mainly she was just annoyed that he’d woken her up multiple times a night—leaving the bed, leaving the room, wandering the house. He was always checking locks, looking in empty rooms.


  Lying in bed alone, she’d hear his creaking passage around the house. Sometimes she thought she heard his phone; other times she’d woken to hear his voice.


  Who was he talking to?


  Sylvia, the woman with whom he had not had an affair, the one he had never touched?


  Sylvia. Whose name he sometimes said in his sleep.


  She’d heard him say her name when he was talking on the phone late at night, when he thought she was sleeping. Who was he talking to? Not Sylvia, right? It couldn’t be her. Samantha checked his cell phone log to see who was calling him, or whom he was calling. But there were no strange incoming or outgoing calls late at night. Maybe he was savvy enough to delete the log. Or maybe he was losing his mind. Or she was.


  She should be angrier at her husband. Like a lot angrier. Other women would be. She should have left him. Other women would have left.


  Instead she just felt a kind of pity. Worse than that, she still loved him. She was waiting. For what, she wasn’t sure. Maybe she was still hoping he might do something to redeem himself. So that she could remember what she’d loved about him and forgive him. Or until she was stronger, and could imagine a life without him.


  Matthew issued an obnoxious snore, startling her back to the moment.


  Samantha slipped from the bed and walked to the window, pulled back the drapes to reveal a foggy morning, mist turning the trees that surrounded the house into shadows.


  In the driveway, next to a sleek black Mercedes, stood Avery March. She leaned her long frame against the hood and sipped from a paper cup of coffee, watching the house. From this distance, she looked like a man—slim and elegant, unapologetically gray hair slicked back.


  They’d told her that she could have the run of the house and the property to find the answers she was seeking. Matthew wasn’t happy about it. But Samantha suspected that March wouldn’t find anything here at Merle House.


  Samantha knew more about the Amelia March case than she’d let on.


  From her research, she’d deduced that all evidence pointed to the theory that the young girl had left town with a drifter, a stranger she’d met in the pizza place where she worked after she graduated from high school. Amelia March had been troubled, abused by her alcoholic stepfather. Amelia had been, by all accounts, a girl who slept around; not that Samantha was victim blaming. Of course not. But Amelia had been a broken girl, a vulnerable one, a mark for predators. And what had happened to Amelia after she left town with the stranger was anybody’s guess. Most likely, she was in an unmarked grave somewhere. Which made Samantha’s heart ache, as it would any mother’s.


  But it didn’t have anything to do with Merle House, or her family. As she stood in the window, she felt a rush of protectiveness. She wasn’t going to let any more darkness touch them. There had been too much.


  She dressed hurriedly, pulling on a pair of jeans and a long-sleeve T-shirt, dragging a brush through her hair. The woman in the mirror did not match the woman in her mind. When she imagined herself, she still looked as she did in her twenties—pink cheeked and full bodied, with lush thick hair and bright eyes. Once upon a time, she had pulsed with energy and vitality, deeply inspired by her work as a yoga instructor and wellness coach, in love with Matthew and baby Jewel. The last few years had drained her. The woman in the mirror looked tired, fragile.


  She breathed, straightened her posture, and mentally connected with her inner warrior, the one she’d become to help her battle cancer, to metabolize the things Matthew had done, to hold her head high as they sold her beloved house, ignore the pitying looks from people who used to be friends and colleagues, to move into this new house, new life, new self. I am strong, she told herself. I am powerful and able to face whatever this day brings.


  She moved down the hall, floating down the huge wrapping staircase, past the creepy oil paintings, noticing a water stain on the wall she hadn’t seen before. A spreading rust-colored stain, from the ceiling down to the wainscoting. That could not be good.


  Merle House was a crazy fairy-tale mansion. In old pictures, it was so elegant, so beautifully appointed with its crystal chandelier from Paris, the mahogany molding, the travertine marble floors. How would they ever restore it to what it had been? They’d been—she’d been—working tirelessly for weeks, and they’d barely made a dent in all the things that were broken.


  Outside the air was cool. Would they be spending the winter at Merle House? That had not been the plan. But the longer they were here, the less she could imagine them leaving. There hadn’t been a single potential buyer in to look at the house, and she was starting to wonder if Avery March was doing anything at all.


  “I’m sorry,” said March as Samantha came down off the porch. “It’s early.”


  “Matthew and Jewel are still sleeping,” Samantha said, approaching. March was so much taller than Samantha that she had to look up a little at the other woman.


  “Can I ask you a question?” Samantha said.


  “Of course,” said March easily. She opened the car door and retrieved another paper cup of coffee, handed it to Samantha. It smelled heavenly and was pleasingly warm in her hands. She nodded her thanks.


  “After all these years, what do you hope to find here?”


  March looked at her and then back at the house.


  “I don’t know,” March said. “I just know I have to look. Amelia, my twin, she’s part of me. I still feel her.”


  “You think she’s alive?”


  March offered a small smile. People who had suffered recognized each other. There was something in the mouth, in the eyes, a knowing.


  “I only have questions, no answers.”


  “I get it,” she said. And she did. No, she’d never spent a lifetime looking for a lost twin. But all loss was the same at its heart, a terrible, aching desire, really, a struggle to reconcile what was wanted with what was given.


  The wind picked up, scattering leaves.


  Caw. Caw!


  March and Samantha both turned to look at the barn. Atop were perched at least a hundred crows. One, then another, and another, flapped away into the trees. Others came toward them, landing on the eaves of the house.


  She didn’t hate them. They were just creatures, after all, looking for a place to call home. Samantha could relate. At night, she still dreamed about the house they’d left behind. The place they’d bought when Matthew became a professor; where, young and strong, he’d carried her over the threshold; where they’d conceived their daughter; where Jewel had had her first Christmas, taken her first steps, lost her first tooth. It wasn’t any jaw-dropper, but they’d painted every wall and planted every tree. They’d built the deck with their own hands.


  “It’s just a place,” Matthew had said when they had to leave. “The memories come with us.”


  It was true, but she hated him a little for saying it, for not knowing or not caring or for trying to gloss over what a loss it was for her. He always did that when he felt guilty, tried to make things seem less awful than they were. It was a kind of gaslighting, wasn’t it?


  Leaving their home behind was like abandoning a beloved friend. She literally felt something break inside when they’d walked out the door for the last time.


  She hadn’t expected it to, but Merle House had brought some comfort. It needed them. She needed Merle House, a thing she could tend to and fix. A thing that wanted to be fixed, to be restored to what it had been. It had moods, Merle House. Today it was guarded and tense. When she was tending to it, it preened like a cat. At night, it dreamed. She had an unexpected relationship with the place.


  “Come on in,” she said to March. She noticed that March’s cup was empty. “I’ll put on some more coffee.”


  When March smiled, it softened the steely gray of her eyes, melted away the grim line of her mouth.


  “Thank you.”


  Samantha walked up to the doors. They stuck as she tried to push inside, but finally yielded under her effort. She could feel the energy of the house, reluctant, guarded. But that was crazy, wasn’t it? That she was starting to feel like the house was communicating with her? She had a virtual therapy appointment this afternoon. Maybe she’d bring it up. Then again, maybe she wouldn’t.


  They passed through the foyer, into the huge, bright kitchen.


  March took a seat at the table by the window. While the other woman towered over Samantha, she seemed dwarfed by the big room. Merle House had a way of doing that. Sometimes when she looked at Matthew here, he seemed like a boy, so tall were the ceilings, so big was the furniture.


  Samantha put on a pot of coffee in the ancient coffee maker. Old Man Merle had never spent a penny he didn’t need to. And still, supposedly, there was nothing left but this house. They had a meeting tomorrow to go over the estate with Benjamin Ward, the Merle family lawyer, and get the full picture. But he’d been grim in his email; there was apparently a mountain of debt, some fines and money owed from tax audits that had gone unresolved, several liens against the property for services engaged and bills never paid—which was part of the reason they were having such a hard time getting local tradesmen out here to help with the work.


  When Samantha and Matthew had gotten the word that the old man had died, it had come at the lowest moment in their lives. They thought, coldly, selfishly, that it was the windfall that could save them. But no. When the house sold, a good deal of the money would go to waiting creditors. There would be something; they just didn’t know how much.


  March looked around the kitchen, seemed to be inspecting it, though she’d been here before.


  Samantha carried their cups over. The coffee had a bitter smell, and it turned Samantha’s stomach a little. They needed a new machine, but Matthew was being a dick about money, nickel-and-diming her on every single thing.


  “So you weren’t living with your sister and your mother when Amelia disappeared?” she asked, sitting across from March.


  March took a sip from the coffee Samantha had brewed. “No, I went with my father when our parents split. My mother and I—let’s just say the chemistry wasn’t there. We made peace before she died, though. I promised her that I’d never stop looking.”


  Samantha felt a shudder move through her. It was a thing she couldn’t even imagine; to lose a child in any way was a horror, but to lose one and die yourself, never knowing what happened to her, was not a place she could go. Since her own brush with death, she had no appetite for dwelling on the darkest things. She turned away from them, closed them out completely. No news, no scary movies, no gossip from friends about this terrible thing or that; she looked into only the light now.


  March reached into her pocket and took out a tattered old photo. Two girls, tall and slim with long dark hair and big doe eyes, both of them clowning, one making bunny ears behind the other’s head. Looking at the older Avery March, Samantha saw the shadow of that youth and prettiness, that mischief.


  “I lived in the town over with my father. Amelia and I, we talked every day. She ate with my dad and me three times a week. We hung out on the weekends, had many of the same friends. Things with my dad were way more stable.”


  She took a sip of coffee, shook her head a little. “But she and my mom—I don’t know. Amelia felt like it was her job to take care of her. And then Brad came on the scene, Mom’s new boyfriend. My dad tried to get Amelia back because Brad had a record, and that violated the custody agreement. But Amelia wouldn’t leave her, and my dad finally relented.”


  Samantha heard movement upstairs. It was too early for Jewel, so she imagined Matthew would be down soon, expecting to follow his newly normal routine. He’d go in the study, look for a job, maybe work on editing and rewriting the book that kept getting rejected. Matthew had published some poetry in prestigious journals, a short story, an essay about the real-life crime that inspired Nabokov’s Lolita. But he’d yet to find a home for his first novel. She knew this was yet another frustration for him, though he stayed verbally upbeat about it. He hadn’t let her read it, wouldn’t even talk about it. She tried not to be hurt; after all, it was the least of their problems. Once he’d finished those tasks, he’d set about his Merle House punch list with grim workaday purpose.


  But she didn’t hear him come down the stairs.


  “I was away at college when Amelia went missing,” Avery went on. “She didn’t apply anywhere, wouldn’t have gotten in anyway. Her grades were terrible. She was smart, just one of those kids that don’t do well in a classroom setting. She was going to enroll to take classes at the community college, though. She wanted to study beauty—hair, nails, whatever—have her own salon. She would have done that, I think.”


  Samantha stared at the picture.


  “So why here? Why do you think you’ll find answers here?”


  March looked down at her cup. She wore a platinum band on her right ring finger, studded with diamonds. She was clicking it on her cup.


  “Your husband used to spend his summers here.”


  “That’s right,” said Samantha slowly. “Until he was sixteen.”


  “Has he ever talked about his friends from back then?”


  He’d mentioned Merle House, his grandfather, his summers here. But it was always broad strokes; they weren’t close to his family.


  “Some. He only recently told me about this place at all.”


  “So Matthew never mentioned Mason Brandt?”


  Matthew had mentioned him, but not with affection. Something had happened there; Samantha didn’t know what. Part of her husband’s past, nothing that had ever touched their present tense.


  “Maybe?” She felt the urge to be vague, protective. Not of Matthew necessarily, but of what was left of their life.


  “Claire Allen? Ian Randall?”


  She nodded. “Yes,” she said. “I’ve met Claire and Ian. Not Mason.”


  “Well, they all spent lots of time together that summer, here at Merle House and—on the property,” said March. The other woman gazed at her, like that should mean something to Samantha.


  “Okay,” said Samantha. She wasn’t sure what else to say. Avery March was a desperate woman, with a cause she couldn’t let go. She’d made a deathbed promise to her mother, and she was no closer to the truth. She was reaching into the past for connections. Samantha could understand why Old Man Merle had kept her away. Maybe she should have done the same. Desperate people created damage without even meaning to.


  There was a heavy creak in the ceiling above them, and they both looked up. But it went quiet.


  “I think your husband’s friend Mason knows what happened to my sister,” Avery went on. “He was the last person to see her.”


  “So why not reach out to him?”


  “I have done,” she said. “Every so often, I reach out again.”


  The creak again. What now?


  “In fact,” said Avery March, “I think they all know what happened to Amelia. And I think the truth is somewhere on this property.”


  Samantha felt a little notch in her solar plexus, as she made a connection she hadn’t—or hadn’t wanted to—consider before. The other missing girl. Sylvia, Matthew’s student, the pretty young thing who claimed they’d had an affair, who accused him of violence when she tried to break it off. The one who had disappeared without a trace. So Matthew was now connected, however distantly, to two missing women.


  She was startled by a dark form in her periphery. When she turned to look, she saw Matthew standing in the doorway. The look on his face. She’d never seen it before, except once when he didn’t know anyone was watching.


  

6.
  

Ever since he was a kid, things, most of them bad, just seemed to happen to Mason. Maybe as the child of neglect and abuse, he was just more vulnerable, less protected than other children. He was bullied on the playground, got pushed from the monkey bars once and broke his arm. As he got older there were fights—bloody noses and black eyes. Bike accidents. His whole family was like this—disease, car wrecks, bar brawls turned deadly, arrests and stints in prison. His childhood seemed a parade of funerals and hospital visits.


  “It’s a family curse,” his father used to say. “The Brandts and the Granns. We’re marked.”


  And he’d said it often enough, probably starting long before Mason was even old enough to understand, that he grew up thinking it was true. That bad things were going to happen to him. Or that he was going to do something bad.


  His father was standing over him now. “You let that girl get the drop on you, Mace. Are you stupid?” The old man looked as Mason had last seen him—pale, broken.


  Mason woke with a start.


  There was Marla, standing with her hands on her hips. Maybe he was still dreaming. Because truth be told, he’d dreamed of Marla before. He’d dreamed of her, soft and tender, yielding, needing him, his strength, his comfort. It wasn’t sexual. Well, it wasn’t just sexual. When she’d called for his help, it was that Marla he’d imagined.


  There was a terrible pain in the back of his head, a fogginess to his vision. He tried to move but realized that they’d duct-taped him to a rickety old chair. What the fuck?


  The boyfriend—Mason grappled for the name—sat on a chair in the corner, a bulky shadow. Drew, that was it. The whole scenario had taken on a strange fuzziness, a nonreality. What were these idiots playing at?


  “Pastor Mason,” said Marla.


  He tried to stay calm, be reasonable. “Marla, what’s the endgame here? How do you see this going?”


  She ignored the questions.


  “Did you get kicked out of the priesthood?” she asked.


  Christ. The damn internet.


  “Not exactly.”


  “Defrocked,” said the shadow, then laughed stupidly, guffawed actually.


  “Then what, exactly?” asked Marla.


  “I dropped out of seminary school.”


  “Why?” she asked.


  He was getting annoyed, started struggling against the bindings. “Why do you care? What are you doing?”


  Some people were just sadists; he knew that. His father had been one. Mason’s father had just been happier when other people were hurting. Mason had read in a book somewhere that if you didn’t believe in evil, you were destined to live in a world you couldn’t understand. It struck him as grimly true.


  “Answer,” she said.


  He’d thought he’d heard the call to God. After all the pain and misery of his childhood, the loneliness, the idea of himself as a misfit. After Amelia, his father, and all the trouble he’d gotten into after, seminary school had seemed like a safe and good place, a brotherhood. He was smart, had good grades. He even had a benefactor, Old Man Merle. As a young man, he was sure that to serve God was the only way to do penance, the only refuge he would find.


  “Because I didn’t believe.”


  “In God?”


  “In God. In the church. In the priesthood. In religion. It was a lie, a sham. Just another money-grabbing institution using people to make itself richer and richer.”


  “You failed out.”


  “That was my way of dropping out, I suppose.”


  His head was pounding. Nausea came in ugly waves. That pizza. He was going to hurl for sure.


  “I think I need a doctor, Marla. Whatever you’re planning, let’s just walk away from it. Whatever it is, let’s just forgive and forget. I won’t call the cops or your parents. We can just walk away from this night and pretend it never happened.”


  “But now you’re a pastor. How does that work? When you don’t even believe in God?”


  He didn’t need anyone asking questions about his qualifications to work at the center.


  “I believe in helping people,” he said. “I believe in being a good person, serving that good. Let me help you through this, okay, whatever it is? Untie me.”


  “Ask him,” said the shadow. “Tell him what we want.”


  “And then he can go, right?” she asked. He could hear the uncertainty in her voice now.


  “Yeah,” said the shadow. “Then he can go.”


  His voice dripped with sarcasm, but Marla didn’t seem to pick up on it.


  “Do you know how to call the Dark Man?”


  The name sent a shock wave through him, as it did every time he heard it. But he managed a laugh.


  “The Dark Man doesn’t exist. It’s an internet hoax.”


  “That’s not what you told the police when you were the main suspect in that girl’s disappearance.”


  “I was a kid,” he said. “I was terrified.”


  “So it wasn’t true?” pressed Marla. “She didn’t ask the Dark Man for something, and then disappear forever?”

  
  


  And just like that, he was back there.


  Lovesick teenage Mason followed Amelia and the stranger through the darkness of the woods. He hung back so far that he almost lost them a couple of times.


  He wasn’t sure how far the old school was, just that it was far. He’d never been there, but he’d heard about it in woodshop. People went out there to party. Last year, there had supposedly been a rave.


  They walked and walked, Mason following the sound of Amelia’s laughter. Once he heard her singing a song he didn’t recognize, but her voice was sweet. He thought about calling out to her, but he thought she’d probably tell him to go home. Maybe the guy she was with would be mean, make fun of him. And that would be humiliating in front of Amelia.


  Mason kept following, the night cool going on cold, his feet getting wet from the detritus on the forest floor, branches touching his face.


  The moon was high when Amelia and the stranger were swallowed by the huge old building, disappearing through the wide mouth of its door, its window eyes watching Mason. Wow. What a place, a hulking shadowy building in the middle of the woods.


  Already, Mason was planning to bring Ian, Claire, and Matthew back here. They were going to freak; he imagined how cool he’d seem, knowing about this spooky place. Claire wouldn’t like it. She’d probably get mad, but Ian and Matthew would think it was awesome. He was playing it all out in his mind as he followed Amelia inside. Almost immediately, he heard voices echoing off the walls and the tall ceilings, coming up through the rotting floorboards. He kept following.


  There was a small crowd down in the basement, maybe ten other kids. They were all strangers. He’d never seen any of them before. They were all young, teenagers. Except for the guy Amelia was with.


  Now that Mason had a clear view of him, he looked a lot older—wearing round glasses, with a mane of long dark curls. Mason sat on the staircase, hidden by the darkness, as the kids moved around a black chalk drawing on the floor—an X inside a circle. The room flickered with firelight from a hundred candles all around. Some tall, some melted low, on the ground, pressed into holders. Clearly, a lot of people had come here and done whatever this was before. He felt like he was in Lord of the Rings, a hidden hobbit watching some secret ceremony.


  “Has anyone ever tried to call the Dark Man before?” asked Amelia’s friend. In the shifting candlelight he looked like a ghoul—face drawn, picking up shadows. He was rangy with taut, long muscles; his open shirt revealed a hairy chest. A few uncertain hands went up.


  “Has anyone ever seen him?”


  Some muttering and shaking of heads. Mason had heard of the Dark Man before. It was a story, an urban legend, right? What was this guy doing, and why was Amelia with him?


  “I’ve seen him,” the stranger went on. “I’ve done his work and I’ve been rewarded. It’s real.”


  Silence from the group.


  “What is your deepest desire? The thing you want more than you want anything else? And I’m not talking about wanting to be rich or wanting a new car. Not the shallow stupid things we think we want.”


  Mason didn’t have to think very hard about that.


  “Sometimes these desires are ugly and wrong,” said the stranger, as if reading Mason’s mind. For a second, he seemed to be looking right at Mason, but then his eyes shifted away. “But the Dark Man, he doesn’t judge. There’s no difference between right and wrong, good and evil in his view of the universe.”


  There were whispers from the group.


  “When you come to stand in the middle of this circle, you can ask the Dark Man for what you want. If it’s true, if it’s real—he’ll grant it. But you’ll be asked to do something for him first. When it’s done, you’ll be rewarded.”


  Mason wanted to leave suddenly, a tingle of fear moving up his spine. But then he’d have to go home through the woods alone. He stayed rooted, made himself small like he did when his dad was drunk and raging. He could almost disappear into himself when he tried.


  “How do we know what he wants us to do?” The voice came from somewhere in the group. Mason wasn’t sure who’d spoken.


  The stranger just smiled. “You’ll know.”


  The same voice, a boy in the back: “What if you don’t do it? Or can’t do it?”


  “Then you’ll pay the price the Dark Man determines.”


  More muttering. Then Amelia stepped forward from her place in the circle. Mason could see the gleam of her long black hair, her back to him.


  “I’ll go first.”


  “Brave girl,” said the stranger with a wide smile, nodding his approval.


  Mason wanted to call out to her. They were friends, weren’t they, of a sort? If he called to her and asked her to leave, maybe she’d do that. This was bad. Neither one of them should be here. Whoever this guy was, he wasn’t good. But the words lodged in his throat, and Amelia stepped into the circle, the candlelight dancing on her pretty skin, twinkling in her dark eyes.


  Amelia, he thought, don’t do this.


  “Dark Man,” she said, her voice wobbling a little. “I hate this town. I hate my life. I want to leave and never come back. I’ll do anything.”


  “Say it again. Loud. Like you mean it.”


  She looked at him uncertainly. But when she spoke again, her voice rang out.


  “I hate this place,” she yelled, her voice echoing. “I hate my life. I want to leave and never come back.”


  A big cheer went up, and then others started to take their turn in the circle.


  I want my uncle to stop touching me and go to jail.


  I want Jessie to love me forever.


  I want my mom to come back home.


  I want my dad to get well.


  I want to be a doctor.


  I want to have enough money to take care of my family.


  All the expected banal wants of lost teenagers. It was depressing; Mason felt like his life was being drained from him with each teary declaration. Not one of them wanted the thing that Mason wanted. Or at least that was not what they said when they got into the circle.


  “Is there anyone else?” the stranger asked when everyone was done. A heaviness had fallen into the air. Someone was crying. The stranger peered into the darkness where Mason hid. “Don’t be afraid.”


  Mason felt the jolt of the older man’s gaze. He got up, turned, and ran from the basement, fast as he could.

  
  


  Now, back in the shack with Marla, he said again: “There’s no such thing as the Dark Man.”


  But Marla wasn’t there at all.


  Mason was alone in the dark of the strange structure. He was not bound but slouched on the tilting chair. He rose, chair creaking, back screaming. The shadows all around him seemed to vibrate with menace.


  “Marla,” he called out.


  Had he passed out again? Had they gotten scared, left him there for dead?


  “Marla, what are you playing at?”


  He stood, unsteady, the back of his head throbbing still. What was real and what was dream? It was an ugly, indecipherable blur.


  Then, on the ground, the body of a girl, pale, ruined.


  So much blood.


  It was Marla, then Amelia, then Claire.


  Mason backed away, hand flying to his mouth. Nononono.


  Then it was gone, disappearing like smoke rising from a fire.


  You still owe me, Mason. The voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. The bill is due.


  Mason’s body was cold and stiff with fear; he leaned over to vomit on the ground.


  And then there was Amelia. She leaked from the darkness, beautiful, graceful.


  I always loved you, Mason. Why did you never try to kiss me?


  She was just as he’d last seen her, young and full of every promise, her eyes glittering. He was drawn to her as he always had been, reaching for her.


  But as she came closer, before his eyes, she started to rot, her flesh going gray and peeling back. She disappeared into the night bit by bit, like ash. And by the time he reached her, she was nothing.


  A shadow paced within the darkness, but Mason didn’t stay to see what shape it would take. He ran from the shack, tripping over his own feet, then running for the van.


  The voice followed him, ringing in his ears, vibrating in his skin.


  You can’t run, Mason. Not anymore. Time is up.


  Inside the vehicle, he gunned the engine, tires ripping at the ground. He drove and drove, just his headlights and the dark road. He didn’t stop until he was back at the church.


  What had just happened? What was happening to him?


  He got out of the car and entered through the back door into the silence of the building. His heart was an engine, head slick with sweat.


  On the stage, which was a kind of altar featuring icons from different religions, he did something he hadn’t done in a long time. He didn’t care which god answered him. Anyone would do. He prayed.

  
  


  In the morning, when Mason woke, clothed, lying atop his bed, he could almost believe it had all been a dream. Except that when he reached for his phone, he saw that it was full of the texts and calls from Marla.


  He tried to call her, but got only her voice mail.


  He showered, cleaned himself up. There was a big knot on the back of his head; his vision was a little blurry. He kept checking his phone. He needed someone to tell him what had really happened last night.


  Before the sun had fully risen, there was a loud knock at the door. Urgent. A banging, really.


  When he opened it, two cops stood in front of him, looking grim.


  “Mason Brandt?” the older one said.


  He rubbed at the crown of his head, dread burrowing deep into his gut.


  “That’s correct. Can I help?”


  “When was the last time you saw Marla Wright?”


  

7.
  

Matthew woke to hear voices in the kitchen, carrying through the vent. Samantha, definitely, but who else was here? He climbed out of bed and padded over the cold floor to the window. Avery March’s gleaming black Mercedes sat in the drive.


  Shit.


  He did not need this right now. The past clawing its way out of the grave. He had enough problems. He cleaned up, dressed quickly to go downstairs.


  He walked passed Jewel’s room and peeked inside. Empty. Early for her to be up and around. But maybe that was a good sign. So far her virtual school grades were underwhelming, to say the least—mostly Bs and a pretty low C in algebra. She was smart, test scores high. But she just didn’t care. She skated by, doing the bare minimum. He’d hassle her if he hadn’t been exactly the same way when he was her age. It wasn’t until he’d found his passion for books, for writing and teaching, that he truly engaged with his education. He was hoping that was going to happen for her—sooner rather than later.


  He got to the door just in time to hear March say: I think Mason knows what happened to my sister. I think they all do. And it has something to do with this place.


  Shit.


  True and yet not true.


  He pushed through the door, and they both turned to look at him. The look on Samantha’s face made his heart sink. It was like she was seeing him for the first time and wasn’t especially impressed with the man who stood before her. When you’d been married a long time, you knew each other’s thought processes. She was putting pieces together. The missing girl from his childhood. The missing student who’d accused him of misconduct, of violence. In her eyes he saw the shadow of suspicion and, worse than that, fear.


  “You’re not going to find the answers you’re looking for here,” he said, letting the door swing closed behind him. He wanted a cup of coffee, but the brew from that ancient pot was eating away the lining of his stomach. He’d skip it.


  For a moment no one said anything.


  “As I remember it,” he went on, “there were three suspects. There was Mason, who had a known obsession with her, and violent tendencies. And then there was your stepfather, Brad, who had a criminal record, sexual assault, as I recall.”


  March nodded. “That’s right.”


  “And then there was the stranger that Mason claimed Amelia was with the night she disappeared.”


  “A stranger no one else knew, ever saw, or even heard of, including our mother, with whom Amelia was very close.”


  March looked over at Samantha, who sat with her back very straight, a frown wrinkling her brow as she stared out the window.


  “Does she know?” March asked Matthew.


  “Does she know what?” asked Matthew, his voice coming out too sharp. Rude.


  “About the Dark Man?” March answered, undaunted by his tone. “Does she know about Havenwood?”


  “Who?” asked Samantha. Her voice wobbled a little, and she turned her gaze to him. “Haven-what?”


  “There’s nothing to know,” said Matthew. His shoulders were hiked up to his ears. He made a point to relax them. “The Dark Man—that’s just a kids’ game.”


  March blew out a breath, leaned back in her chair, and pinned him with her gaze. “It’s more than that. You know it is.”


  True and not true.


  March offered the short version: that kids in the area at that time were into this idea of the Dark Man, that he would grant their wishes if they did his bidding. Or that they would be rewarded in some way, taken off to his mansion in the woods, where every possible luxury awaited and time stood still. Before Matthew could stop her, she went on to say that there was a dilapidated structure deep on the property, a school for boys that had been shut down decades ago, rotting and long condemned, where kids sneaked out to do whatever it was that kids wanted to do, where it was rumored you could summon the Dark Man.


  Samantha sat listening, her eyes wide, shaking her head slightly the whole time. “That’s crazy,” she said finally, casting an accusing glance at Matthew, then back to Avery.


  “There have been a spate of crimes over the period of a decade,” said March. “Two girls lured a younger friend out into the woods by Havenwood and stabbed her. She barely survived. They claimed that the Dark Man told them to do it via dreams and visions.”


  She drained her coffee cup before going on. “A twelve-year-old boy murdered a neighbor child, drowning him in the lake behind his own home. Again, this boy claimed to be doing the bidding of the Dark Man. There were some fires, other crimes like stolen cars and break-ins—all the perpetrators claiming to be doing his bidding.”


  “Bad kids looking for a reason to be bad,” said Matthew, with a scowl. Samantha had an inherent skepticism about all things supernatural. She was a practical realist, believed in what she could see and touch. But March went on and Samantha looked riveted.


  “Mason Brandt claimed that he’d followed Amelia out to Havenwood. That in some kind of ritual, she contacted the Dark Man and told him that she wanted to leave this place and never come back. He claimed there were others there as well. But no one ever came forward.”


  “Again,” interjected Matthew, “a convenient story to tell. Mason was a suspect in Amelia’s disappearance. People said they saw him following her home from work at night. She told her mother that he was a creep. That she tried to be nice to him because she felt sorry for him, but then he wouldn’t leave her alone.”


  “You said you’ve reached out to Mason. What does he say now?” asked Samantha, totally hooked into the other woman.


  “I have. Mason, in all these years, has never changed his story.”


  “Where is he?” asked Matthew, curious.


  March gave him a nod. “He’s working as a counselor at some spiritual center in the city. He got kicked out of seminary school.”


  “Okay,” said Matthew, drawing out the word.


  “Your grandfather had been paying his tuition and supporting him.”


  “Wait. What?”


  That was news to Matthew. After that summer, he’d never talked to Mason again, had tried to forget all about him, that night, and everything that happened afterward. Over the years, Matthew’s contact with his grandfather had dwindled to the occasional phone call, Christmas cards with ten-dollar bills drifting out. He’d been back at Merle House a smattering of times with his parents; there’d always been some huge fight, vows to never return, which eventually they’d kept.


  “Mason was a suspect in Amelia’s disappearance, but no charges were ever brought. It was also suspected that he had something to do with his father’s fatal fall off the roof,” Avery said. “Again, never charged.”


  Matthew shook his head. He didn’t want to hear about Mason. But Avery went on.


  “He was a wreck after that, fell in with the wrong crowd. Got arrested for stealing a car and went to juvie for a while. Afterward, he came back and worked for Old Man Merle as a caretaker of the house. Merle made him get his high school diploma, sent him to seminary school. When that didn’t work out, the old man helped him pay for community college and get a job. Didn’t you know that?”


  Matthew shook his head. “No. Why? I mean, why would my grandfather do all that for Mason?”


  March shrugged. “They had a relationship, from what I understand. A friendship. There was some connection there with Mason’s mother. After Mason’s father died, Old Man Merle stepped in to help. Other members of the Brandt family had served as caretakers, housekeepers, gardeners over the years. It wasn’t such a stretch that he should come to work here.”


  Matthew knew that, didn’t he? That the Brandts had worked for the Merles for generations? Of course he did. It was just buried deep, like so many of the things he didn’t want to think about.


  They all startled as a giant crow landed on the windowsill and peered inside, opening his mouth to release a peal of derisive laughter, muffled by the glass. Matthew moved to shoo the bird away, but he didn’t go, stubbornly holding his perch. God. He was huge.


  “There’s a connection between Mason, this place, what happened to Amelia,” said March. “I feel it.”


  “You’re reaching,” said Matthew.


  “And you’re willfully blind. Always have been.”


  It wasn’t March who spoke; it was Samantha. He turned from the crow to look at his wife. And Matthew realized something he had been trying to ignore. His wife had lost her faith in him, and she was slipping away fast. Maybe she was already gone.


  “Maybe it’s time to connect with all these people,” said Samantha. “Claire, Ian, and Mason. They can come here and each tell what they remember. Maybe they have a piece of the puzzle; maybe they don’t. But at least Avery can be certain she has the whole truth. And then we can all move on.”


  “That’s ridiculous,” said Matthew.


  “I don’t think it is,” said Samantha, with a stubborn squaring of her shoulders. “There’s plenty of room.”


  There was that feeling again, that vertiginous tilt he felt when things he’d tried to control spun away, took on a life of their own. He tried so hard to keep things where they belonged. But it was as if something was working against him, mocking his efforts.


  “Maybe if nothing else, it will be healing,” Samantha went on. “For Avery, for Merle House. I mean, maybe that’s why we can’t sell it. Because there’s unfinished business here that needs to be resolved.”


  She had no idea.


  

8.
  

The room was gray, and the light hanging over the table between Mason and the two detectives was unpleasantly bright. More light washed in from the opaque and gated window. The chair beneath him was metal, the edge of the seat digging painfully into his ass. Bony ass, his father used to call him. He tried to relax, shift back off the edge. But the chair was clearly designed to make a person as uncomfortable as possible.


  “Let’s go over it again, okay, Pastor Mason?”


  The tall one was Bennett; he had a boyish face and sandy curls. The slim one was Smith, a slim, elegant man with high cheekbones and a shaved head. Bennett did the talking. Smith did the hard staring.


  Mason ran down the details again, badly needing a cigarette and a cup of coffee, head pounding. How Marla stayed after group, told Mason that she thought her boyfriend was stalking her, how he’d run her home. He told them about the calls in the night, how he’d gone out to try to find her but found an empty house and left.


  Part of the truth, not the whole truth. Luckily the lump was on the back of his head, not visible.


  Why not tell the police that those little punks had hit him over the head with something, tied him up, and wanted him to tell them about the Dark Man? Because it sounded crazy. Made up. And, the way things were with Mason and his dreams and the Dark Man, who even knew if it was true? The Dark Man was always playing tricks on Mason; that was what happened when you made a deal with him and then didn’t keep up your end of the bargain.


  “When I dropped her off,” he said, “I saw someone in the trees by her property.”


  “Can you describe him?” asked Bennett. He seemed earnest.


  “It was just . . . a shadow.”


  “You didn’t go back?” Now quizzical.


  “I couldn’t be sure.”


  “You saw someone. A shadow. Or you couldn’t be sure what you saw?” Smith’s voice was flat, disbelieving.


  “Look,” said Mason, rubbing at his thighs. He leaned forward. “I was a little nervous. The kid needed a lift, but it was just a shade inappropriate. So I wanted to get out of there as fast as possible.”


  Bennett nodded, seemed to understand.


  “I texted her mother, who was held up at work. Let her know that I’d dropped Marla off.”


  “Did she respond?”


  “No.”


  “According to Marla’s father, his wife left him a couple of weeks back, left them both.”


  “Marla didn’t mention it.”


  “What did you two talk about? Group ended at four. You said you dropped Marla around six. So you were together for about two hours.”


  “Her boyfriend. She’d broken up with him but said she thought he was stalking her.”


  “Stalking.”


  “Not in a dangerous way, according to Marla. Like just texting a lot.”


  “Stalking is stalking,” said Smith. “Texting is texting. Very different.”


  “I’m using her language. Look, is she . . . okay?”


  He’d asked this several times, on the way over, since they’d been in the room, but they’d declined to answer him.


  There was a folder on the table in front of them. Bennett flipped open the cover, and there was Marla. Mason covered his eyes before he saw too much—the bluish white of her skin, the blood at her throat, the staring eyes.


  “Oh God,” he whispered, the air leaving him. “Please, no.”


  He wept right there in front of the two men, the sobs coming up from his center and racking his body. Bennett handed him a tissue. The two men sat silent until he had dried up; when he looked at them again, they were both gazing awkwardly in opposite directions.


  “What happened to her?” he managed.


  “She was attacked, tortured, and murdered,” said Bennett softly.


  “Who? Who did this?”


  Bennett blinked and Mason went deeply cold inside. Not again.


  “That’s what we’re trying to find out, Mr. Brandt. Who killed this young woman? Do you have something you want to tell us?”


  “I want my lawyer.”


  “That’s really not necessary at this stage.” Bennett again, easy, leaning back in his chair, palms coming up.


  Mason had been down this road before. He was an easy mark for these guys, with his history, his access to Marla, all the texts from her phone to his, the fact that he answered her in the night. They’d hang him because they could. Because it was just too easy.


  “My attorney’s name is Benjamin Ward,” said Mason. “Please contact him immediately. I won’t speak to you again unless he’s present.”


  Benjamin Ward. He hadn’t talked to the Merle family attorney in years. Then, a couple of months ago, Ward had called to say that Old Man Merle had passed, and the monthly payouts would stop because the estate was in probate and there was a mountain of debt.


  “What about the house?” Mason had asked.


  “The oldest grandson, Matthew, was the one to inherit. He’ll be moving his family in until it’s ready to sell.”


  “Really?”


  He couldn’t imagine Matthew coming back to Merle House; things must be pretty bad if he’d decided to do that. Had he read something in social media—lost his job, accusations of misconduct, wife ill? He couldn’t remember. He tried not to think about Matthew and Merle House.


  He heard the Dark Man’s words again: The bill is due.

  
  


  It was a couple of hours before Benjamin Ward arrived, wizened and bent, in a suit that clearly cost more than Mason made in a month. The old man carried a twisted and highly polished wooden cane that had the head of a dragon. Small in stature but with an undeniably commanding aura, he changed the tenor and pitch of the situation with Bennett and Smith. After another round of questioning that yielded nothing, they reluctantly let Mason go and asked him to be easy to find; Mason left the station in the back of Ward’s chauffeur-driven town car with the lawyer beside him.


  “What have you gotten yourself into this time, son?” Ward asked in the quiet of the luxury vehicle.


  “Nothing. I never touched her.”


  Mr. Ward had been present for another similar declaration, and it echoed on the air between them. Everyone thought that sixteen-year-old Mason had done something to Amelia. His father had been a monster; Mason had hurt people before, acting out in uncontrollable rages since early childhood. He’d been seen following Amelia home at night.


  “Mr. Merle always believed in you, Mason. He’d be sorry to see you in trouble again.”


  “I know,” said Mason miserably. “I’m sorry too.”


  “I was thinking that this might be a good time to come home.”


  “Home?” Mason did not have a home. He was an orphan. His parents were dead. The town where he grew up rejected and feared him. He was homeless in the truest sense, within.


  “The house,” said Ward. “It needs repair, and the Merle family—I’m not sure they’re quite up to the task. The tradesmen in the area, they won’t set foot near the place. So many rumors about the place, all the times Justice didn’t pay his bills. You know that.”


  Mason shook his head, though he always felt a tug to Merle House. His family, in fact, was tied to that land, that property. Men from both sides of the family had been the groundskeeper there for generations. His grandfather on his mother’s side, her brother Mason’s uncle, his father’s cousin. Even now Peter Grann, a second cousin on his father’s side, held the post, last Mason had heard.


  “What about Peter?”


  “Peter is proving unreliable,” Ward said vaguely.


  Mason sometimes dreamed of its long, thickly carpeted hallways, the rambling grounds, the neglected and overgrown walled garden, the warmth of Old Man Merle’s study with the crackling fire, the shelves and shelves of books. His time there had been the only peaceful period of his life. Old Man Merle was mentor and friend, as well as employer, when Mason, too, had helped with the house in the strange years before he’d gone to seminary school.


  “Matthew won’t want me there,” said Mason. “And I have a job here.”


  “Do you?” asked Ward gently. “After this gets out? That poor girl.”


  His words landed like a gut punch. Marla. I’m so sorry. Her smile, her little-girl-lost energy bottled up inside the too-knowing, too-old-for-her-years facade. Her plait of shining blonde hair, her pink-painted nails. Her almond-shaped blue eyes.


  Everything ahead of her. Gone. Snuffed out. Why?


  He hadn’t hurt Marla. But he might as well have; he hadn’t been there for her, let her down like he did Amelia. He should have raised up the alarm when she’d told him about Drew; he should have known she’d been scared, hanging out because she’d wanted his help. She wouldn’t have brought it up otherwise. He shouldn’t have dropped her off and driven away. Tears came up fast and powerful. He didn’t even care if he cried in front of the old lawyer. Benjamin handed him a box of tissues from the center console.


  As they pulled up to the church, Head Pastor James Vernon was standing at the entrance to the building. Mason emerged from the vehicle, and he saw that Vernon wore a particular look that Mason had seen before. A mingling of pity and worry, a guarded kind of tension.


  “Mason,” said Vernon as he approached, digging his hands into his tweed jacket. “I think we need to talk.”


  “Shall I wait?” called Ward from the car. “I’m heading back that way.”


  Mason gave Ward a tight nod and followed Vernon inside.


  It wouldn’t take him long to pack. He owned almost nothing. True, the police had told him not to leave. But he was going to anyway; let them come after him. Let them follow him back to Merle House.


  There was a kind of relief beneath the knife’s edge of his sadness and despair.


  Hadn’t he always known that one day they’d all have to go back and face the Dark Man?


    

The story continues in part four of Lisa Unger’s HOUSE OF CROWS, Love the Way You Lie.
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