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For my family

Blood is thicker than ink


Come little children

I’ll take thee away, into a land

of Enchantment.

Come little children

the time’s come to play

here in my garden

of Shadows.

Follow sweet children

I’ll show thee the way

through all the pain and

the Sorrows.

Weep not poor children

for life is this way

murdering beauty and

Passions.

Hush now dear children

it must be this way

to weary of life and

Deceptions.

Rest now my children

for soon we’ll away

into the calm and

the Quiet.

Come little children

I’ll take thee away, into a land

of Enchantment.

Come little children

the time’s come to play

here in my garden

of Shadows.

—Brock Walsh et al. (“Garden of Magic”)


On my experience, Adam, freely taste,

And fear of Death deliver to the Windes.

– Eve (John Milton, Paradise Lost)

Man,

Plac’d in a Paradise, by our exile

Made happy: him by fraud I have seduc’d

From his Creator, and the more to increase

Your wonder, with an apple.

– Satan (John Milton, Paradise Lost)
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PART I
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TOWN OF THE MIDNIGHT SUN


Prologue

The old hands worked carefully with the added confidence of having done this hundreds of times. Their maneuvers were quick and precise. Fluid. Surgical.

A scalpel touched a point between the nipples on the cadaver’s chest and drifted north, unzipping the skin exactly seven inches along the sternum. Shadows played out the rest on the concrete walls: the worker selected a heavier device and hovered over the outline of the body, flicking a switch and activating a high, screeching vibration that trailed through the air and disappeared into the silhouette’s chest.

Instantly the hum dropped an octave—ggvvrrrrr, ck-ck, ggvvrrrrr—choking and sputtering as it coughed up particles of bone dust.

Ggvvrrrrr! CK-CK! Ggvvrrrr!

The mist made a macabre Tyndall effect in the lamplight. Beyond these specks, the worker turned off the electric saw and brought up a wooden box the size of a tea chest, then withdrew something from inside.

Something small.

Something odd.

It was too dark to see what the object was, but the worker handled it nimbly and lowered it into the body’s rib cage. Finally came the wires. Long strands went to string the ribs together again, and then finer thread began suturing the seven-inch cut. The worker—the puppeteer—pulled up and down on every angle and direction, tugging at the limbs like they belonged to a limp marionette.

When the wiring and stitching were complete, the worker reached up and pulled away her surgical mask to reveal a stern woman with a weathered complexion. Her hollow cheeks and pursed lips formed a mean countenance, and a tight nest of charcoal hair pegged her somewhere in her late fifties. She examined her work on the table and nodded, satisfied, then scooped the body of the dead six-year-old boy into her arms and walked briskly out of the room.

Outside was calm. The courtyard glowed on nights like this: beautiful fountains bubbled in the moonlight—stone maidens carrying marble vases, Grecian warriors with playful cherubs gliding above their heads—while wisps of fireflies pulsed on and off in the sweet-smelling ground cover. At one end of the yard, a sprawling tree dipped its roots in the water of a deep pond, and at the opposite end the estate stood proud, protecting it all. Guarding it.

The back door swept open and out walked the woman with the boy in her arms. She hummed a soft tune to herself as she strolled to the edge of the pond, and when she reached the water, she slipped out of her heels and waded two, three steps farther. Finally she let the boy go, and then turning around without so much as a slight pause to watch the body sink through the ripples, she pulled on her heels again and walked back toward the house, still humming her mellifluous tune.

A minute passed.

The waves in the pond settled.

The work was done.
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The Men and the Mortician

Camilla Carleton cleared her throat. You can stop staring now, please. She glanced beside her, and the old man sitting at the back of the airplane looked away. He tugged the brim of his Stetson hat over his face and adjusted the crotch of his jeans, folding his arms and tilting his head down like one of those sleepy cowboy cut-outs that ranchers prop against their fences to make themselves seem mellow and rustic.

Camilla was out of place, there was no doubt about that. Twenty-six years old, pale skin, long burgundy hair. She fluffed her white ruffled blouse and smoothed out the black pinafore on top, which was draped over a pair of leggings that stretched all the way down to a pair of wedges made from Louisianan alligator scales.

“Sweet Jesus,” the old-timer had commented to the airline’s ticket-taker when they’d boarded the plane. “Some civvies. Got ourselves one of those tropical birds that flew too far south and came around the top again. Heh, heh, heh.”

Apparently the outfit attracted more attention up north than it had back home—or maybe everyone back home was just used to it by now. Either way, Camilla couldn’t care less what an old man from Whitehorse had to say about fashion. Frankly, she had bigger things to worry about.

Tap, tap, tap went the alligator wedges.

Tap.

Tap, tap.

Tap, tap, tap.

The other passengers were, by Klondike standards, run-of-the-gold-mill folk. An overweight trucker in jeans and suspenders was snoring in row three, and right behind him—slouched in 4D—an oil rigger was scratching the stubble underneath his chin, yawning as he watched the Yukon gorges dip past his little window. The other seats were empty until the very back. On the right side of row twenty was the retired old-timer, splayed out like a genuine Yukon prospector: salt-and-pepper moustache, tan jacket, authentic deer-hide work boots. He was a caricature modeled after his grandfather’s box of gold-panning photographs, down to the same Stetson hat.

Then there was Camilla. The odd girl out, 20A, misplaced in the tough northern territory with her pretty black pinafore and funeral-chic leggings. But her outfit wasn’t the only thing that pegged her as different. It was the way she sat—arms and legs tucked together, shoulders slouched—and the way she took in her surroundings with a curious, wide-eyed look that hinted her thoughts were as busy as her East Coast couture. Maybe as sharp too.

The Hawker-Siddeley 748 continued cutting its way from Whitehorse to Dawson City. It drew a long vapor trail over Miles Canyon and the Yukon River, following the milky waters from where they churned and surged through the winding chutes of volcanic rock to quieter streams that branched off and became clear as gin. As Camilla stared out of her window with pupils as wide as camera apertures, she thought: These valleys are spectacular. Absolutely spectacular.

It was so untouched—so raw, the Yukon wilderness—and even more breathtaking than she had predicted. A quote from the first chapter of a book she’d been trying to finish before she left popped into her head: “An ocean can make the largest man in the world feel small, while the Yukon makes the strongest men feel weak.” The quotation resonated from thirty thousand feet. Every river and crater below appeared to be carved out by a giant’s hand, and the hillsides, steep and cragged, were like the land’s underbite coming to swallow up anyone who wasn’t worthy of scaling its soil. Unlike neat patches of land in other parts of the country, this was wild terrain that jutted and swerved and sprawled wherever it felt like. There was only one word that could sum it up—indeed, it’s what the poets usually settled on—and that was “untamed.”

The plane dipped into a bank of clouds and the spell of the Yukon was temporarily broken. Camilla’s quick, camera-like focus returned to the cabin in search of a distraction. Why didn’t you bring a carry-on, genius? She frowned. Or at least Meyers and Thiessen. You knew you’d want to go over the Thanatos problems again. Her upper teeth raked her lower lip, and she fidgeted with the nervous twitch of an A+ student who knows she’s failed a final exam before she’s even sat down to write it.

She checked her watch: ten minutes to landing.

The plane hit a pocket of turbulence and rattled the coffeepots at the front of the cabin. She started scratching off the black nail polish on her left thumbnail—the right was stripped bare—and wiped a bead of sweat that was bubbling below her nose. It wasn’t the flight that was making her worried. No, she was much more nervous about what would happen after the plane landed. Everything had to go perfectly. It had to. She peeked outside her tiny porthole again and watched the Klondike River reappear in the glistening sun.

“No need ta’ worry, miss.”

Camilla turned to see the old-timer stretching his arms in front of him. His restlessness had apparently boiled into conversation. “Never had to use the life vests yet,” he added with a wry smile, nodding at the window.

She considered the comment for a second. “I wonder…”

“Hmm?”

Her eyes narrowed.

“Wonder what?”

“How often they replace them. I read a story once, from Nassau, where a plane went down and the jacket seams were brittle. Everyone drowned.”

The old timer’s smile went running away faster than bartender John’s from Billy Joel’s “Piano Man.” He adjusted himself uncomfortably in his seat.

“And what about defects?” she continued. “Who gets the one jacket out of a thousand—or ten thousand, or a hundred thousand—that slipped by? Of course, that assumes we have life jackets. They say they’re under our seats, but has anyone ever checked?”

Camilla laughed hesitantly and waited to see if the old-timer would laugh too. He didn’t.

She turned back to her window and stared out again. There was a flash of genuine curiosity on her face as she imagined the plane going down and crashing into the sapphire river below. Our airplane is down, the life preservers are missing. What’s next? Her eyes flitted faster, intrigued, as she thought about the potential—though unlikely—emergency scenario and ignored her real-life problems momentarily. There’s nothing but water and bodies. Four men, including the pilot. Maybe I can use the cadavers to float to shore? Like a bolt of lightning in a clear blue sky, a funny image popped into her imagination: a raft constructed entirely of corpses. Arms as masts, feet as rudders, real heads as figureheads. She giggled to herself again as the old timer cinched his seatbelt tighter around his waist.

No, Camilla reconsidered, impossible. Cadavers don’t float until their rigor dissipates. Proteasomes, I think? Yes, proteasomes oxidizing. Best case scenario, an average body won’t produce enough gas to float in forty degree water for at least ten days postmortem. Unless…

The plane started its descent, but Camilla was too caught up in her morbid daydream to notice. She looked around the cabin and began taking inventory of the other passengers: Thin elderly man, 150 pounds. Another man, muscular, 200 pounds. Hmm. Her eyes locked on the large man snoring in the third row. Obese male, 280 pounds, mostly fat. Good. Fat’s less dense than muscle and floats easily, especially in saltwater.

A grin stretched across her face.

Mystery solved. Hang on to Mr. Mars Bars.

Without warning, the airplane’s tires touched down on the runway and snapped Camilla back to reality both physically and mentally. Her fingers dug into the armrests and her teeth clamped together like Vise-Grips while the plane rattled and shook and gravity regained its control over all of them.

The men and the mortician had arrived in Dawson City.

The passengers stood on the tarmac as they waited for the pilot to bring them their bags from the airplane’s cargo hatch. It was hot—at least eighty degrees—which was a sultry surprise, especially to Camilla. She reached up and hid both of her ears behind her hair, then folded her arms to protect as many ghost-white pores as possible from burning.

“Never been to Dawson?”

It was the old-timer again. He looked less pallid after arriving on solid ground.

“What gave it away?” Camilla asked, dragging the tip of an alligator wedge sarcastically across the gravel.

“Huh. All you goths this funny?”

“I wouldn’t know.” She shrugged. “I think goths emphasize mystic and romantic motifs more than I do. I just like clothes. And shoes.”

“Oh.” He half nodded. “OK then.”

The pilot came by with an armful of duffel bags and two bloated suitcases. He handed a bag to each of the men and then, with some difficulty, nudged the bigger luggage in front of Camilla. She took a seat on one of her suitcases and began scratching her nail polish again.

The old-timer tipped his Stetson to the pilot and started off down the tarmac. After a dozen paces, he stopped—frowning—and turned around.

“You waitin’ for a ride?” he called back. “Town’s not for another fifteen clicks, y’know.”

“I know. I’m fine.”

A warm breeze swished over the landing strip and tossed Camilla’s hair about her face. In the distance, she could see specks of moose and caribou meandering a tall rump of dirt that towered over a trickling creek, and above them the Red Crossbills and Bay-breasted Warblers flapped lazily on the wind.

“You have a place to stay?” the old-timer pressed. He softened the question with his northerner’s smile. “Big tourist season. Eldorado and Aurora might be booked up.”

“That’s OK. I’m going to Nolan.”

“Nolan?” The man’s smile vanished as quickly as it came. “What’s a cute girl like you got goin’ on up in Nolan?”

She opened her mouth to reply but was quickly cut off by a series of thunk, thunk, thunks followed by a loud thud. The two of them looked over to see the pilot wheeling a cardboard box marked “Human Remains” down the steps of the airplane’s cargo hatch.

The old-timer straightened up—now on edge—and appraised Camilla again, watching her eyes light up at the sight of the casket. A grim gaze clouded his features.

“Don’t worry,” she said, catching the old-timer’s worried expression. “Most commercial flights have a body or two on board. Usually it’s just…Umm, well, it’s not well advertised.”

“Wonder why.”

Camilla shrugged. “I guess it’s a bad marketing hook.” Her hands swept the air, revealing an imaginary billboard: “‘We fly dead people.’”

The old-timer parted his lips, but the sound of something else cut him off. It was a distant crunch coming toward them.

Crunch…crunch…crunch.

The sound was continual—circular—like rubber on gravel, getting louder and louder…

The two of them moved in unison, turning around just in time to see a long, piano-black funeral coach come crawling around the far corner of the airport’s hangar building.

A bar of sunlight struck the roof of the hearse and broke into a dozen blinding fragments. As the vehicle slunk out of the shadows and onto the landing strip, more beams tried piercing the hearse’s windows but failed; the tinted glass sucked them up like bottomless black holes and returned nothing except disfigured reflections. Since no one could be seen piloting the vehicle, it gave the impression that the car was moving on its own; circumstantially, it gave the even more twisted impression that the thuds of the human remains had summoned it like a dinner bell.

The old-timer gulped as the hearse rolled by—an ornate letter V glinting in a crest on its side—and slowed to a stop beside the aircraft. Camilla’s eyes were like black balloons as she watched the pilot wheel the human remains up to the tailgate and open the back doors. He slid the tray inside with a firm push, then slammed the compartment closed again and slapped his hands against his pants like they had just gotten dirty. Finally he patted the roof of the car to signal he was done.

The hearse didn’t move.

Camilla watched the pilot rub his chin and then stroll over to the driver’s door. He leaned against the roof and mouthed, Something wrong? to a figure through the tinted glass (a window must have cracked open since a little light was shining through and outlining a vague silhouette). The coachman bobbed his head and made a few hazy gestures.

Suddenly the pilot looked up and made eye contact with Camilla. He pointed at her and said something back to the coachman. The coachman nodded impatiently, and the pilot gave Camilla another glance, then motioned her over.

“Jesus,” the old-timer whispered. “Guess you really are going to Nolan.”

She smiled and gave a little wave with her fingers. “Yes. Nice meeting you.”

The pilot met Camilla at the back of the hearse. When she was a few steps away, the tailgate clicked and released automatically, as if an invisible person was there pulling the doors open for her. To anyone else it would’ve been creepy—to Camilla, it was fantastic.

“He says you’re going to Nolan?” the pilot asked, reaching down and unceremoniously heaving her two suitcases on top of the box marked “Human Remains.”

“Yes.”

“Never heard of it,” he replied. “And I’ve been flyin’ Air North almost four years.”

Camilla glanced back at the old-timer across the tarmac. He was still watching her, frozen. Not even blinking.

The pilot closed the rear doors and waved good-bye, then took off toward his 748. Camilla approached the passenger side of the hearse—smoothing down her black pinafore, adjusting her shoulders—and pulled on the handle.

It didn’t open. She tugged again—nothing.

She cupped her hands around her eyes and squinted through the window, but she couldn’t make out anything past the impregnable glass.

Click.

The sound barely registered. She was still staring into the passenger window when something caught the edge of her vision and she turned around in time to see the rear doors of the hearse hovering open again. Puzzled, she looked from the back of the car to the front, then front to back.

It kept waiting.

She walked to the tailgate and eyed the empty space beside the box of human remains. Spectacular. Her hands led the way into the compartment, and when she was fully inside, she reached for the doors behind her and slammed them shut with a finite thud!

The old-timer, a grim expression still etched on his face, watched the funeral coach circle around and take off west down the Klondike Highway. As it vanished down the quiet road, he closed his eyes and tipped his Stetson hat in respect, both to the box of remains and to the strange girl whom he would never see again.
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Nolan

As Camilla Carleton rattled along in the back of the hearse, the first lines of an old song popped into her head: Oh never laugh as the hearse goes by, for you may be the next to die.

The rhyme brought back a sharp memory from almost a year ago. She was sitting in a pub called The Konnerkauhn on St. Patrick’s Day, chanting the song with a totally straight face, while Vickie—her lab partner—and Vickie’s roommate, Jasmine, leaned across the table and called out the most ridiculous garbage they could think of: “Mister Rogers in a thong!” “Two ostriches making love!” “Shampooing your uncle’s chest hair!” She tried blocking the hecklers—”Sneezing pandas!” “Hitler milking a cow!”—but her breathing changed and a forbidden smirk brimmed on the edge of her lips. Finally everyone burst into laughter and screamed, “Drink! Drink!” while she downed the rest of her beer and watched them cackle through the bottom of her heavy mug.

Leave it to two Funeral Services majors and a Dark Ages nerd to make a drinking game out of “The Hearse Song,” she thought. Of all folk tunes.

To be fair to Jasmine (the Dark Ages major), they were all nerds. Konner’s wasn’t their regular stomping ground—that would have been Alkaloids Anonymous, the chemistry building’s oxygen bar—but on St. Patty’s Day, it was a decent place to be. “Never mind that it’s run by a group of American franchisors who didn’t even pick a real Irish word when they named the place,” Vickie, who actually had some Celtic blood in her, had informed them. “The beer is green and the nachos are greasy, and that’s as close to Irish as anyone born after 1985 in North America cares about anyway.”

As Camilla jerked along in the back of the hearse, the dizzy memories of the Konnerkauhn’s emerald décor—and its toilet stalls toward the end of the night—wobbled in front of her eyes. Another wave of nausea swelled up, and she pulled open the curtains to try to stabilize her motion sickness.

Outside the sun was shining over the Yukon’s lush hills. Following the road was a long, lazy stream, its brackish current rippling over a bedrock of smooth creek stones that glinted like glass marbles. Farther ahead, planted in the watery shallows, was the shell of an abandoned gold-mine dredge. Its metallic exterior, which once shone like blinding-white armor, was dull and forgotten, and a hundred years of oxidation had roasted the walls to a dirty brown color that bled down the corrugated siding and into the water’s current. The empty building, along with its crumbling waterwheel and shattered windows, was an eerie fixture on the innocent green landscape.

Camilla kept massaging the car’s curtains—velvet, still plush—comfortingly between her fingers. Perking up, she looked around and began noting other subtle details in the belly of the hearse. The rollers under the air tray were brass (as opposed to steel), and the caulking around the windowpanes seemed fresh and spongy. She sniffed—no mothballs either. Impressed, she nodded and continued humming “The Hearse Song” while picturing how jealous Vickie and Jasmine would be if they knew she was cruising down the highway inside an authentic 1940s landau.

They wrap you up in a big white sheet,

From your head down to your feet.

They put you in a big black box,

And cover you up with dirt and rocks.

Her thoughts stayed with her friends. She could hear them chiming in with the tune: Vickie’s high-pitch soprano punctuated with witchlike giggles and Jasmine’s snide quips added into the rests.

She missed them badly. The three of them had agreed all the way up until convocation that they couldn’t wait to leave school for the freedoms of privacy, a paycheck, and everything else associated with “real life”, but in retrospect, mortuary school had been the first place Camilla had actually had a life. All of a sudden she wasn’t so sure she was ready to start from square one again.

Square one had always been a difficult spot for Camilla. She could trace her string of bad starts all the way back to the first grade, back to her very first run-in with death.

The memory started twenty years ago, early in September, when summer had just ended and the leaves were already changing.

She was dragging her yellow-and-white sneakers on her way to elementary school when something had snagged her heel in the gutter. Looking down, she spotted a dead robin lying on the bars of a sewage grate, its head cocked unnaturally to the side and its little body deflated like a leaky balloon. She remembered bending down, poking the bird twice and then, without any hesitation, scooping it into her pencil case and taking it up to the playground. Later that afternoon—when it got to her turn at show-and-tell—she unzipped the pencil case and pulled out the bird by the tip of its disjointed wing, holding it up so the whole classroom could get a good look. Mrs. Stinson had screamed the loudest. Her shrieks had been so shrill that years later, when the students had moved on to high school, they still joked about suffering PTSD—Post Traumatic Stinson Disorder. Camilla wondered how many of them were actually joking.

The memory skipped forward, like a disk with a scratch on it.

She was now in a dingy office. Beside her, sixty-two-year-old Wanda J. B. Stinson was telling the school’s walrus-like principal exactly what had happened, start to finish, with a textbook story arc that only Shakespeare and grade-school English teachers could appreciate. He hardly reacted. After Stinson was finished, the principal had turned to Camilla and said in a slow, raspy voice: “Don’t touch dead things. They’re bad.”

That was it from Administration’s perspective. Case closed, send in the next little shit. And had it been solely up to the principal, Camilla might have gotten off with a simple warning. But no. Oh no. Old Stinson made sure of it: no recess for three weeks and garbage duty all year long, justice served.

The truth was, Camilla couldn’t have cared less about the punishment. She didn’t have anyone to play with at recess anyway, and garbage duty didn’t take more than fifteen minutes tops at the end of every week. But something else had bothered her. It was the principal’s reaction—those six slow, raspy words that she still remembered over twenty years later.

Don’t touch dead things. They’re bad.

The idea that a dead thing could be bad was troublesome and confusing, especially to six-year-old Camilla. The bird was dead; how could it be anything? And how was it any more harmful than a Barbie or a bicycle or a hotdog?

That settled it: she would have to find out. Scientifically.

(Another skip, another scratch in her memory’s disk.)

It was the day Camilla’s recess ban was lifted. She smuggled out her safety scissors and found the dead bird still stuffed under the dumpster in the teachers’ parking lot. Clip by clip, she performed her first autopsy at age six on the wooden seat of the school yard teeter-totter (a good location, she reasoned, since there was no risk of being interrupted—everyone hates teeter-totters, children especially). The entire time of the autopsy, the bird didn’t move. Its talons and innards and eyes were just a bunch of bloody bits; no detectable evil, nothing insidious. Nothing “bad.” She smiled, satisfied, and buried everything in the gravel before rinsing off her scissors in the drinking fountain.

The dean was wrong. His warning hadn’t deterred her at all; in fact, it enlightened her. She spent the rest of her elementary recesses at her teeter-totter autopsy table, dissecting all manner of dead things, including insects, mice, and, one time, a bat. She didn’t kill the animals; she only studied the carrion that she could scavenge in the boundaries of Alice Park Elementary. Back then it was the only way to answer her budding questions, seeing as her family didn’t own a computer and—as a medical practitioner—Dr. Seuss seemed grossly unqualified.

Camilla blinked back from the memory. Her eyes hovered around the stomach of the hearse again, pausing on the box of human remains.

She snickered. It was funny how a person can think they’ve come so far since learning their ABCs and 123s, when really, she was more or less in the same boat that she’d been in since the first grade: alone with a dead thing.

The hearse curved along the Klondike Highway into Dawson City. They kept on the road closest to the shoreline, skirting around the edge of town with the long, tall hills following on the left.

The car passed an old whitewashed courthouse, then the chapel and inns on Front Street. If it weren’t for the pickup trucks that were parked in the driveways and the satellite dishes slapped on the sides of the buildings, Camilla would swear she was back in time at the turn-of-the-century gold rush.

Farther down, a row of pickups and hatchbacks were parked along a boardwalk of cotton-candy-colored buildings that housed five-and-dime souvenir shops. Klondyke Cream & Candy, Goldbottom Tours, the Downtown Hotel (home of the Sourtoe Cocktail, your choice of drink served in a glass with a real human toe). Camilla smiled, charmed, when she spotted a sign that read “Jimmy’s Place: All Kinds of Stuff.”

As the funeral coach passed the colorful shops, Camilla picked up on something strange: she hadn’t seen a single person since they drove into town. The curtains in everyone’s windows were pulled shut, and no matter how long she stared, she couldn’t tell if anyone was watching from the shadows of the porches and alleys.

Then suddenly there was a sound of another car’s tires turning off the road. Camilla pressed her cheek to the window and put her eye flush against the glass, hearing other tires turn off the gravel in tandem. She saw a string of vehicles parked along the boardwalk, and when she looked closer, she noticed there were people sitting inside them. Some had their heads bowed—eyes trained on their laps—while others gawked in their rearview mirrors as the coach swept by. They had pulled over to let the funeral car pass, but they didn’t seem in the least bit pleased to do so.

Camilla stared back, frowning. The last time she remembered seeing looks like those was at Damien Brown High School. DBHS: Home of the Brown Bears, rah-rah-rah, and the biggest assholes east of the Glenhurst Creek. Damien was best known by the outside world for its senior football team, but to anyone who actually went there, it was bullying capital of the tri-state area. The girls were the worst, she recalled. Any time she got a new outfit or changed her hair, she could guarantee a dozen eye-daggers would sail her way from both sides of the hallways. Name-calling was typically reserved for when she wasn’t around, but one time she overheard a cheerleader telling the squad that she was a “butter brain.” “Everyone thinks that Carleton chick’s pretty,” the girl explained, “but something about her brain is messed up. It’s ugly in there.” Camilla had been used to her share of trash talk, but that specific comment landed like a deathblow. She proceeded to run to the bathroom and lock herself in a stall all afternoon, turning on the waterworks and cursing the name of every cheerleader she could remember. Now, thirteen years later in the back of the hearse, she was surprised to recognize the same feeling—the eye-daggers from the high-school hallways—in the eyes of the people watching the funeral car roll by.

They didn’t like it; it didn’t belong.

They wanted it to go away.

The road curved down to a riverbank where the water lapped at the edge of the Dawson City shoreline. A six-car ferry was tethered in the froth, its gangplank already lowered and waiting, with a long steel arm holding a flickering propane lamp above its deck like a watchman on the foggy waters.

The hearse slowed down as its tires touched the loading point and boarded the vessel. Camilla still had her cheek against the window, excited to be on a ship, and noticed a rack of buoys and bright-orange jackets hanging outside the tinted glass. She smiled at the juxtaposition of a funeral car surrounded by life preservers.

The car stopped and the driver killed the engine.

Everything went quiet for a full minute. The hearse was silent, bobbing unevenly on the water, and then the ferry rumbled to life with a massive groan and drifted off the shoals. In under a minute they were making decent speed, and in another thirty seconds Dawson City disappeared behind them in the heavy mist.

The ferry glided along the glassy water in complete silence. There was no telling how long this trip would last, and without a view, Camilla was trapped alone with her nerves again.

She unzipped the front pocket on one of her suitcases and took out a hardcover book, peeling it open to a diagram of Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man alongside a modern CT scan. Her fingers traced the terminology, but it wasn’t much of a distraction. As her hand drifted over the skeleton’s abdomen, another stanza of “The Hearse Song” bobbed lazily into her head.

A big green worm with rolling eyes,

Crawls in your stomach and out your eyes.

Your stomach turns a slimy green,

And pus pours out like whipping cream.

“Darn, me without a spoon,” she mumbled the extra line out loud, even though it was usually Jasmine’s part.

Her fingers flipped through the biology textbook and revealed multicolored notes on every page. Anatomy and chemistry had been her sanctuaries since high school, and textbooks were the bibles that she studied religiously. They’re what made sense to her; there was no inane fiction or fantasy—only fact. Hearts pumped blood, brains managed information, lungs circulated air. Organs had functions, not feelings.

She flipped past chapters thirteen and fourteen to the section on chemiluminescence. There were a few formulas scrawled at the bottom, along with the words “BLOOD—PRESUM” capitalized underneath the drawing of a dead stick figure in a pool of red ink. She snickered, remembering the time her mother had found her doodling stick figures on the wall of their trailer and pulled up a chair beside her, joining in.

Mom. A pang hit Camilla’s heart.

She hadn’t told her mother that she was moving until earlier that morning. Six days. Six days I kept it a secret, and good thing too. Any more than a few hours might have given her enough time to come up with a convincing argument to stay.

But now that she’d had a chance to think about it, Camilla realized that her refusal to stay had in fact been the single biggest factor for accepting this particular position. The Vincent Funeral Home had made her a good offer out of college, yes, but why wouldn’t she have waited to see if something else came along? And why accept something in the Middle of Bloody Nowhere Yukon if she didn’t want to get away, and get away good?

The ferry let out a metallic belch.

The boat nudged against a sandbank and stopped moving. A smattering of footsteps thundered around outside, and the hearse started up again, crawling down a ramp onto solid ground.

Camilla’s heart dropped into her stomach. The clarity of her decision was suddenly overshadowed by the thought that she had made a horrible, horrible mistake. Crossing the river meant it was final: there was no going back now—no return ticket hidden at the bottom of her suitcase—and no home behind her. She was suddenly in a very strange land where she was more alone than ever before.

But this is what I want, she reassured herself. This is it.

The car pulled away, leaving the fog on the water for a long stretch of pavement ahead.

The hearse drove northwest for forty minutes along the Top of the World Highway. It was an aptly named narrow dirt road with an open view in every direction. Expansive valleys dipped below on either side and the treetops stretched on and on into raw, uncharted wilderness.

Just as Camilla flipped another page in her textbook, the vehicle took a hard right off the main highway. She was thrown onto her side, and her textbook went spinning across the floor.

Shadows flickered in the windows and the drapes danced side to side. She couldn’t tell what direction they were going, but it felt like the hearse was barrelling downhill, bucking her in every direction while the needle of her inner compass spiraled out of control. Quickly, the sunlight vanished as the forest swallowed the car in its dark, wooden teeth.

Then the hill flattened out, and the hearse returned to its even crawl. As Camilla straightened up, something caught her eye past the velvet curtains.

They were passing a sign that read: “Welcome to Nolan: Town of the Turning Sun.”

Except someone had x-ed out the word “Turning” and spray-painted “Midnight” on top.

There are strange things done in the midnight sun, Camilla thought, reciting the opening of Robert Service’s famous “Cremation of Sam McGee” to herself. Silently she wondered what strange things the sign alluded to.

Cabins and cottages began popping up between the trees. The people who were on their porches stopped talking as the hearse approached, watching it, guarded, as it rolled past. From what Camilla could see, their eyes weren’t filled with the same hate as the people in Dawson. These onlookers were much more detached. Stone-faced, even. They seemed content keeping their distance.

The road merged onto Main Street and the hearse crawled past a butcher shop, a jewelry store, and a three-story hospice, then turned down another road and headed toward a school yard.

It was getting dark, and the playground was abandoned. The equipment was old and rusted, and the grass was infested with dandelions. Camilla wondered what child would want to play there—

Suddenly something glinted to the left.

It was one of the swings, rocking by itself in the wind.

Except it couldn’t have been the wind, because only one of the two swings was moving. Someone was just there and must’ve taken off when they saw us coming.

Camilla squinted harder, but the shadows hid too much. All she could distinguish were a few paper bags caught in the playground’s fence and an empty bike rack curled up like a skeleton’s rib cage.

Her stomach gurgled.

The thoughts of the playground were immediately replaced with thoughts of food, and she wondered if dinner would be waiting when they arrived. Just in case it wasn’t, she forced herself to finish “The Hearse Song” in an attempt to lose—or at least suppress—her appetite.

“Your stomach turns a slimy green and pus pours out like whipping cream. You spread it on a slice of bread, and that’s what you eat when you are dead.” She nodded, done, and put the thought of food completely out of her head.

Next the hearse passed a tiny chapel with a cemetery situated on the side. Headstones and cenotaphs lined the tidy rows, and farther back was a chain of old family crypts. Camilla’s eyes picked apart the plot arrangement efficiently, noting the areas where the wealthier families were buried versus poorer families and immigrants. It was always intriguing, she thought, to see how social segregation continues separating humans in the afterlife, even when death reduces them to identical heaps of dirt.

But the hearse wasn’t stopping at the cemetery today. It drove to the end of Alpine Street and took another turn onto a muddier road.

Camilla could feel they were getting close. She put her textbook in her suitcase and zipped it shut, then started scratching her fingernail polish again.

This was it. This was what all her nerves had been building up to over the last seven days. What if it’s not what I expected? I’ve given up so much—more than I ever thought I would—and what if it’s too grueling or too different from school or too much at once…

As her fears ricocheted in her skull, she looked down and started humming “The Hearse Song” again to try to summon support from her faraway friends. By the last couple of lines, her thoughts were clear and her heartbeat was back to normal. Finally she took a deep breath and looked up just as the hearse rounded a bend and the Vincent Funeral Home appeared through the spruce in the darkness.

Set back from the road was an old Victorian mansion with a porch that wrapped around the right side of the house. Eight-foot-high hedges circled the yard, and a grand fountain gurgled in the very center, its water spilling off its different layers like a stone wedding cake. A wrought-iron fence enclosed the whole plot with evenly spaced V insignias curled into the metal, and the main gate stood wide open to welcome its masters home.

As the hearse pulled through the gate, Camilla was transfixed. Her humming began to fade away as they crept past the impressive fountain and through the topiary, until finally, just as they arrived at the front steps, the last two lines of the foreboding song were nothing but a distant echo in the back of her mind.

Oh never laugh as the hearse goes by,

For you may be the next to die.
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The Vincents

The rear doors of the hearse clicked and hovered open automatically. Camilla crawled out feet-first onto the driveway and turned around to grab the handles of her suitcases.

“Leave them,” a voice barked from the front of the vehicle.

Camilla peeked around the door and saw a man in his early sixties rolling out of the driver’s seat. At five three, 240 pounds, his BMI was off the charts, and from the sounds of his panting so was his blood pressure. He had on a three-piece suit, but the jacket and vest were undone (either for improved airflow or because the buttons couldn’t reach).

“Follow me,” he said.

Camilla watched him waddle up the steps of the porch and fell in close behind. The planks bent under their feet as a breeze rustled by and tossed a few leaves onto the veranda.

“Damn,” the man muttered. “Just swept that.”

He reached forward and gripped one of the double door’s handles, jostling it back and forth, and pushed into the foyer.

Camilla stepped inside and stopped to let her eyes adjust to the dimness.

She was in a short hallway with a tall entrance arch waiting six feet ahead. The man was already at the end of the hall, half gone around the corner, and as Camilla followed along she passed through the same archway into an open rotunda.

The man had vanished, but Camilla barely noticed. She had come to a full stop—spellbound with pupils as big as dinner plates—beneath the estate’s entryway.

The rotunda was beautiful. It was an octagonal room with a reception desk situated against the farthest wall. Along the edges, a series of eight columns supported the roof with incredibly ornate capitals on top, and below, the buffed marble floor looked just about clean enough to eat off of. Each of the walls had a decorative niche that displayed carefully arranged vases, and above, the sunset shone through a stained-glass cupola that fractured the red light into hundreds of kaleidoscopic shards.

Spectacular.

There were three doorways that split off toward different directions of the house, and as Camilla peeked into the room beside her, the man’s voice boomed from the opposite arch. “Keep up!”

Camilla darted through door number two and into an upholstered sitting area. The rugs and furniture smelled freshly shampooed—not an atom of dust in sight. She noticed another door labeled “Chapel”. This must be the narthex for the wake services.

“Ahem.”

Camilla spun to see the large man tapping his pocket-watch down the hall.

“It’s dinnertime, giddyap.”

“Sorry.” She doubled her pace and hid a smile behind her hand. So there is a meal.

She stayed in tandem as they wound their way through the halls toward the intensifying smell of something delicious. Still, it was hard for her not to pause every three feet. Massive portraits hung on the walls, candelabras decorated the credenzas, and stone busts watched them go past from every dark cavity. This wasn’t just any McFuneral Home—it was a cache of heirlooms steeped in history, and Camilla was barely able to contain her excitement. Her anxious nerves were completely replaced with eager ones.

The hallway opened up on a large dining room. Four people, all formally dressed, were sitting at the long dinner table with only a few scraps of food left on their plates and a splash of red in each of their wineglasses.

“Brutus.” A woman, late fifties, stood at the head of the table. Her tight charcoal hair and pursed lips made a stern impression.

The coachman nodded and crossed the room.

“I knew you’d make it back,” said another man in his sixties. His frame was almost as thin as his wiry silver hair. “The engine belt held up then, I assume?”

“Barely,” Brutus barked. “Almost broke down in Arlington again. Goddamn landau.”

“Belongs in a museum, really. It’s a piece of history.”

“I’ll tell you what it’s a piece of, it’s a piece of sh—”

“Not at dinner,” the first woman cut in.

Camilla snickered from the edge of the room. No one had acknowledged her yet—she was still hovering in the shadows—so she inched forward while folding her hands nervously into her armpits.

Suddenly the old woman called out, “Laura! Brutus is home!”

“Coming!” a voice responded from another room.

“Lucas, take your uncle’s jacket.”

“Yes, mother,” a young man replied.

There was a sudden fluster of activity at the table. A strong-looking man in his early thirties stood and took Brutus’s jacket while the others rushed to tuck a napkin into the fat man’s collar and pour him a glass of Shiraz. Out from the kitchen came a young woman, barely thirty, balancing a silver tray, a basket of buns, and a gravy boat in her arms. She set it all in front of Brutus and ladled a creamy sauce onto his potatoes, then disappeared back into the kitchen.

Camilla’s stomach growled.

The family’s conversation was quite loud now. As Brutus shoveled forkfuls of lamb into his mouth, Camilla thought to herself that business must have been going well. Lamb shanks and scallops, Shiraz and crème brûlée. God grant me the leftovers.

The kitchen door sprung open again and the woman named Laura came out carrying a smaller tray. She set it down in front of an empty chair and then ran to see how Brutus was doing.

Camilla gulped, stomach gurgling, and walked over to the empty seat. I guess I’ll help myself then. She sat down and unfolded the cloth napkin beside the tray, laid it in her lap, and picked up a polished fork.

Suddenly the room was silent.

Camilla looked down the table to see all six family members staring at her like she had just committed a crime.

“S-Sorry,” Camilla apologized. “I…uh…I thought this plate was for me.”

“Yours?” the old woman said. She got up and crossed the room, staring Camilla down as she passed over the rug. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s Prim’s and Proper’s.”

“Prim and Proper?”

Below, a couple of synchronized meows answered Camilla’s question. She looked down to see two black cats arching their spines against her chair.

“Oh, I’m—I’m sorry.” Camilla jumped out of the seat, and the two cats hopped on.

The old woman reached forward and lifted the lid off the silver tray to reveal a block of Fancy Feast. “We didn’t want Brutus eating alone.” The cats dove their noses in and Camilla turned bright red, hunching over unattractively to try and make herself seem as small as possible.

“You’re Camilla?” another voice asked.

Camilla looked down the table and made eye contact with a man about her age. He was the only one who hadn’t spoken yet, clearly the youngest, with a boyish face and the kind of sensible haircut from the fifties that sort of just fell into place, like Anthony Perkins’ in Friendly Persuasion or The Matchmaker.

Camilla nodded, and there was a moment of silence when neither of them said anything else.

“Enough pleasantries,” the old woman announced. “Dinner’s over.”

“Shouldn’t we introduce ourselves?” Laura asked.

“Why? She’ll forget our names anyway.”

“Actually,” Camilla piped up, then added timidly, “I think I’ve got them.”

No one said anything.

Camilla hated the silence, so she raised a shaky finger and began pointing out the people at the table one by one, starting with the old woman.

“You’re Moira; you interviewed me. Brutus picked me up. Jasper’s still wearing his director’s name tag. You’re Laura and you’re Lucas—married, I assume, because of the matching wedding bands. And”—she stared at the boy with the young face and Perkins haircut, narrowing her gaze—“you’re the only one I didn’t catch.”

“Peter,” said the boy.

“Peter. Nice meeting you.”

Lucas, Peter’s broad-shouldered brother, grinned across the table. “Impressive!”

“Yes, impressive,” Moira dismissed with a wave of her hand. “But dinner’s over. Back to work.”

“Work?” Camilla whispered under her breath, checking her watch.

“Yes,” Moira hissed. She perked an eyebrow to emphasize that her hearing was razor sharp. “You brought company, didn’t you?”

A door opened up to a wide corridor. Moira led Camilla inside, her high heels clacking down the hall at a brisk pace. This part of the house was different: the decor had shifted from polished-wood panels and warm rugs to bare white walls and cold tiling.

“That one.” Moira pointed to a set of swing doors with porthole windows. “I’ll bring the gurney.”

As Moira disappeared around a corner, Camilla put her hand on one of the double doors and pushed inside.

The space was dimly lit and steeped with the unique embalming room scent of bleach and formaldehyde. There were two washing stations—each equipped with a long porcelain table, a vintage Turner embalming machine, and an instrument cart—and along each of the walls was a series of handmade drawers and cabinets with the same white-on-wood finish found in Protestant kitchens and wartime medical clinics. There wasn’t a mote of color in the whole place. It actually felt desaturated, as if everything but gray had been hosed down the drain in the center of the room’s floor.

It might not have been the most modern facility Camilla had ever laid eyes on, but it was here and it was real, making the whole arrival feel real too.

And then she saw it.

In the far corner, lying across a table, was Camilla’s first body in the Vincents’ embalming room.

It was a man. His eyelids were already closed—either sealed together with eye caps or glued shut—and his arms were stiff at his sides. She walked closer, her eagerness getting the best of her, until she was hovering directly over top.

Her first impression was that he was poorly dressed for a corpse. His dress shoes weren’t polished and his white shirt was partially untucked in the front; he was young too, maybe thirty-seven or thirty-eight, and there were no signs of trauma to his head or neck, nor any visible wounds. Personal hygiene clearly hadn’t been his life’s priority, as evidenced by his half-inch fingernails and wiry nose hairs, but at least he had good skin for a desiccate corpse.

This is too cool.

She reached down to tuck the man’s dishevelled shirt into his pants, but as soon as her fingers slipped inside the crotch, the man’s eyes popped open and he let out a murderous scream.

Camilla’s eyes popped too, and she stumbled into the cart behind her. There was a loud crash as the cart smashed to the floor and metal and glass went flying across the linoleum. The man hopped off the far end of the table and lunged for a twelve-inch bone saw, holding it out in front of him.

“Molester! Help!”

“I-I’m…” Camilla coughed as she straightened up, trying to regain her bearings. “I’m not a—”

“Stay back! One step—one step, and I’ll hack that hand clean off.”

“But—”

“Molester!”

The fluorescents in the room flashed on. Moira was standing in the doorway with the box of human remains from the funeral coach on a gurney behind her.

“What in the seventh circle of hell is going on in here?”

“Moira,” the man said, his saw level with Camilla’s chest. “I’ve been violated.”

“I thought he was dead,” Camilla said.

The man’s mouth fell open. “Necrophilia? In my embalming room? Abomination!”

“Stop,” Moira said. “Maddock, this is our new assistant, Camilla Carleton. Carleton, Maddock Vincent, though I assume you already caught his name from his license or passport or some private phone call you’ve tapped—no matter. Come, there’s work.”

Camilla hugged her bony arms and tried to make herself as small as possible for the second time that night. She watched Maddock set his saw on the counter and thought he still looked quite frazzled, like a Chihuahua trembling in a thunderstorm.

Moira rolled the gurney into the middle of the embalming room and picked a scalpel off the floor, slicing through the cords that cinched the cardboard together with three fluid swipes, while Maddock rushed forward and started peeling the flaps apart to reveal a long rosewood casket resting inside. Camilla orbited, observing.

“I’m not familiar with your program,” Moira said over her shoulder, “but around here, everyone pitches in.”

Unsure if that was a cue to jump in or a segue to a job description, Camilla stepped up and started helping remove the cardboard strips.

“We each have our proclivities, of course. Maddock is our chief embalmer. Brutus and my sons do most of the removal calls; Jasper and Laura handle paperwork and bookkeeping. But we’re a busy funeral home. Everyone shares the work, so until we find the right fit for you, you’ll be used to fill the family gaps, so to speak.”

There was a loud click as Moira unclasped one of the casket’s latches.

Another click. Then another. And another.

With the four latches unlocked, Moira lifted the lid wide open.

Camilla looked inside and saw an old man in a gray cotton suit, his head tipped back a bit far on the pillow, the sleeves of his coat bunched around his lower arms. Moira adjusted the clothing carefully and repositioned the head to a more relaxed position while Maddock checked under the shoulders for signs of purging. Camilla stood by the foot of the coffin and watched the two of them comb over the body meticulously, entranced by the quiet, quick thoroughness of their fingers.

“What time is the wake?” Camilla asked, attempting to ease the tension with a harmless question.

“There isn’t one,” Moira replied. “He was flown back for a burial.”

“When’s the funeral, then? Should I set my alarm early?”

“No, no funeral. No wake. Hand me those nail clippers.”

Camilla frowned as she picked up a pair of clippers from the counter behind her and passed them over. As the old woman began trimming the nails of the corpse, Maddock went to a cupboard and came back with a spritzer bottle and a comb. He wetted what was left of the man’s hair and raked it neatly to one side. Why are they doing this?

“Stop looking surprised,” Moira said. “It’s unflattering on you.”

“Sorry,” Camilla said. “I’m just confused…”

“About?”

“The body was embalmed for the flight. If there’s no viewing, why are we doing this? The extra hassle, I mean?”

Moira finished clipping the corpse’s fingernails and gave the cadaver one final lookover, then placed a hand on the lid of the casket.

“You can’t tell now,” she said, “but this man spent the last year of his life losing most of himself to lung cancer. When he couldn’t get around in a wheelchair anymore, he was tucked into bed with a catheter and a remote control to some four-station TV set above his ratty hospital cot. No one else is any different. We cripple, we sag. And by the end, we can’t even clean ourselves. People get no dignity when they’re dying.” Moira dropped the lid of the coffin with a heavy thud. “The least we can do is give them some in death.”

The third floor of the Vincents’ house was smaller than the first and second. Camilla reached the top of the steps, coming to a narrow hallway with only two doors opposite each other.

She couldn’t remember which room Moira had said was hers—she’d been concentrating too hard on where Maddock was storing his trocars—so she ran a quick eenie-meenie-miney-mo test and chose the door on the left. When she peeked inside and saw one of her suitcases lying on the carpet, she let out an audible sigh.

Thank God I got something right.

She walked in and cranked a dimmer switch. The sconces burst to life, and instantly thirty faces were staring back at her.

Not faces, skulls.

Spaced evenly along a series of shelves that lined the walls of the room sat thirty authentic human skulls, their hollow eyes and toothy grins agog in the shadows. On top of each of them was an exquisitely decorated hat—everything from flamboyant plumes to Baroque veils to expensive beads—and each fascinator was carefully arranged to show off its best angle.

OK…And people think I’m strange.

Camilla stepped cautiously up to the shelves—admiring each headpiece—and glanced at a massive window at the far end of the room. The view was stunning: it faced Nolan’s chapel and graveyard from high above, and beyond, the street lanterns in town square could be seen glowing through breaks in the forest’s trees.

She reached up and carefully removed a large purple sun hat from the nearest skull, placing it on her head, and tried a couple of poses in the reflection of the window.

“Ow!”

Camilla spun around to see Peter stumbling through the doorway. His foot was crushed under her second suitcase.

“Sorry!” she called out, running to help him drag the suitcase inside. “I—I packed too much. I’m sorry, really—”

“No worries,” Peter said, flexing his hands. “I’ll call in a few pallbearers next time.” He ran a hand through his dishevelled hair and looked up, smirking. “Good look.”

Camilla cocked her head. “Umm, thanks?”

“I…uh, I mean the hat.”

Suddenly Camilla remembered that she was wearing the ridiculous purple hat and flushed. She reached up to take it off, but Peter stopped her arm. “Leave it. It suits you.”

She snickered, offended. “How so?”

“It’s…uh…It’s different,” he said, adding, “Goes with the shoes.”

Camilla considered the comment—nice save—and left the hat on.

“They used to be my dad’s. He enjoyed millinery in his spare time; worked on that old sewing machine in the corner.”

He pointed behind her, and Camilla turned and spotted a vintage sewing machine in the farthest corner of the room. “Neat.”

“Yeah.”

They both went silent again, despite the overwhelming wealth of topics surrounding them. Four or five questions bombarded Camilla’s brain at once—Which one’s your favorite? Can you sew? Are the skulls real? Do you have any hobbies?—but the only thing that came out of her mouth was another “Thanks,” followed by, “So I should probably get some sleep.”

“Right.” Peter nodded. He ducked for the door and gave a little wave. “Sleep tight. Don’t let the, uh, skulls bite.”

She forced a smile. “I won’t.”

“Good. And if you need anything, my room’s the one across the hall.”

“Oh. OK.”

“OK. Good night.”

“Good night.” Camilla waved back, her face half-hidden under the ridiculous purple hat.

And with that sufficiently awkward farewell, Peter left, closing the door with a small click behind him.

Camilla collapsed onto her bed and rubbed her heavy eyelids. When she opened them again, she looked around the room and allowed the whole day to sink in.

The plane ride, the hearse, the rotunda. The embalming room. The boy next door.

She couldn’t remember ever feeling so flustered and unprepared and exhausted in her entire life. But the last thing she felt before drifting off to sleep under the watchful eyes of the thirty skulls was a wave of happiness.

She had finally found a place where she belonged.
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Midnight

Camilla was startled awake by a gripping howl.

She bolted up to ninety degrees—

And a skull stared straight at her from across the room. She flinched, banging her head on the headboard, and instantly the haze of sleep was clonked away as she remembered where she was.

The house was quiet, the door was latched.

Every corner of the room was completely still.

If something’s here, it’s under the bed.

Without hesitating, she tossed her hair over her shoulder and slid to the edge of the mattress. Lowering herself upside down, she lifted the bed skirt and peeked into the blackness.

The moonlight illuminated her pair of alligator sandals sprawled across the floorboards. A few of the scales had chipped away after taking the three-foot tumble off the bed, but nothing a little glue couldn’t fix. Cheap knockoffs.

As she reached for the sandals, another growl shook the silence.

She rolled back on the bed, sighing—the growl was nothing but her own stomach, yowling because it hadn’t been fed in almost thirty-six hours.

“You’re not going to let me sleep, are you?”

Her stomach gurgled again. “No.”

She got up and moved toward a vanity table, throwing her sandals into her open suitcase in exchange for a pair of extremely practical, incredibly ugly moccasins. As she slipped into the leathery soles and straightened up, she caught a glint of something near the top of the vanity mirror.

It was a silver hairclip pinned to the rococo frame.

She reached up and retrieved it, running the tarnished ornament through her fingertips. There was a flower—an orchid—etched in the metal with the initials “B + M” carved on the back. Camilla pinned the flower in her hair and turned for the mirror, admiring the accessory like a magpie.

Her stomach snarled again.

“All right, all right.”

Camilla crept down the second floor hallway, careful not to make a squeak. Each groan from the floorboards was like the crank of a jack-in-the-box handle; a bedroom door could pop open any second and that was it, game over. Don’t wake the sleeping giants, she told herself. Moira especially. The Margaret Thatcher-like funeral director struck her as the type of Iron Lady who wouldn’t appreciate someone traipsing around her house in the middle of the night, and despite their rough start, Camilla hoped it wasn’t too late to make a positive impression.

In the northwest corner on the second floor, a pair of glass doors were propped open to a large, moonlit room. Curiosity getting the best of her, she poked her investigative head inside.

The entire back wall was a series of full-length windows, and centered before them was a dais decorated with wrought iron candle stands and real staghorn ferns. A chain of couches and coffee tables lined the other three walls, and an upright piano was pushed inconspicuously into the far corner.

Camilla had stumbled on the Vincents’ viewing room.

She walked in—approaching the platform—and silently tried to guess how many bodies had lain there over the years. Hundreds? Thousands? The carpet in front was pressed to the wood, worn down by the footsteps of all the Nolaners who had come forward to bid their loved ones a last goodbye.

Camilla loomed over the windows behind the dais and touched the glass, taking in a sharp breath.

Spectacular.

Her eyes lit up at her first glimpse of the manor’s rear courtyard. It was an Eden full of flowerbeds and babbling water fountains, all of which were enclosed by the thick iron fence and the ten-foot hedges that ran the entire way around the Vincents’ plot. Aside from a string of lamps that lit up a long, curvy walking path, the space was illuminated solely by moonlight and fireflies. Near the back of the lawn, a massive tree dipped its roots in the surface of an ink-black pond, and closer to the manor was a shed with a shingled roof and bars on its windows.

Bars? She cocked her head. Why in the world…

Suddenly there was a loud hiss.

She spun around and saw—

Nothing.

She sunk to her knees behind the dais and peeked over the ledge, trying to spot whatever was hiding in the thick darkness. Nothing appeared.

She held her breath…

And then she saw them by the doorway. A pair of eyes, staring straight at her. The pupils were gaping open and they were surrounded by a bright-yellow tinge.

Some circuit in her brain tripped, and she saw Moira crouched in the shadows, eyes piercing her with a dark, unblinking bloodlust.

She shook her head—the vision disappeared, but the eyes didn’t. They continued stalking her across the room, floating midair, and she suddenly realized that she was being watched by one of the Vincents’ cats.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath; when she opened them again, the cat was right in front of her, perched on the dais. It let out a low growl and arched its back.

Camilla stiffened and sidestepped slowly off the platform (animals didn’t usually bother her, but this one was in an owly mood and she didn’t feel like testing it). When she got to the doorway, she turned and looked back at the dais one more time.

The cat hadn’t moved. It was frozen, looking out of the windows with its ears back and tail bushed up like a saxophone brush.

Are you always this strange? Growling and prowling around at night?

Camilla smirked, realizing the cat was probably thinking the same thing about her.

As she turned and walked away from the room, the cat didn’t move a muscle. It wasn’t until her footsteps were faint taps pattering down the second floor staircase that the feline’s eyes twitched almost imperceptibly, and when a dimple of water rippled in the pond outside, it let out another low growl.

A refrigerator bulb blinked on in the darkness. Camilla pilfered a jug of milk and poured a tall glass for herself. Tipping it back, she eyed the rest of the fridge’s contents.

Apparently the family was precise with their portioning—there wasn’t a crumb of leftovers from dinner. Hmm. She looked over her shoulder at the rack of pots and pans hanging above the island in the middle of the room, but decided she would rather starve to death than risk waking the family.

Camilla poured another glass of milk and put the jug back on the shelf. She took her drink and followed a wall of cupboards.

Spices behind door number one.

Mugs behind door two.

Bowls behind door three.

The cupboards led all the way to the kitchen sink, where she paused to finish her last swig of milk. As she lowered the glass under the faucet and tested the water on her fingertips, she looked up at the dark window in front of her.

The moon was behind a bank of clouds and it was pitch black outside—so black that it was impossible to see anything beyond the veranda.

Camilla grabbed a tea towel and dried her cup, randomly remembering how tea towels had made excellent capes when she was little.

Something moved in the darkness outside.

Camilla stopped drying. Jesus. Not the other cat?

She leaned forward, squinting through the window—

Nothing. Only black.

She leaned closer…

Closer…

Just as her nose touched the glass, there was a knock at the back door.

Camilla dropped her glass and it exploded on the tile. The crash echoed through the house like a hydrogen bomb, and she tripped against the counter, half falling, half crouching behind the granite island.

Aside from the ringing in her ears, everything was quiet again. She put her hands on the counter and pulled herself high enough to peek at the back door.

There was a figure standing outside, its silhouette distorted behind the door’s curtains.

The stranger knocked again.

A shiver rushed up the back of Camilla’s neck. Her eyes went straight to a set of knives on the counter in front of her—

No. Don’t be ridiculous.

Another knock tolled out.

Maybe it’s not an intruder? Maybe it’s another family member? Christ, in either case, why are they knocking?

Knock. Knock. Knock.

Screw it.

She reached up and grasped one of the meat cleavers in her shaky hand. Vickie had always teased her for being too jumpy, saying things like “how can you work with dead people when you can’t even take the bus at night?”, but to Camilla it was obvious. Dealing with dead people is easy: they’re dead. It’s dealing with the living that’s dangerous.

Camilla stood, the knife gripped behind her back, and crept to the door, hoping to God it was just another uncle or cousin or nephew who had forgotten his key. She eyed the disfigured silhouette and reached out, clenching the dead bolt.

“Hello?” she asked, her voice cracking.

There was no answer.

“Can I help you?”

Still nothing.

She gripped the dead bolt and gave it a turn, pulling the door open on its old, rusty hinges.

Instantly a breeze rode through the kitchen, carrying in a damp stench of wet hair and mud.

Standing in the doorway was a young boy who couldn’t have been more than six-years-old. He was soaking wet from head to toe, pale skin and dark freckles, wearing nothing but a pair of black boxer shorts that matched the black hair sticking to his skull in sopping wet strands. His eyes were blue, but distant, like a bright sky blocked by clouds or factory smog.

“Oh!” Camilla said, stunned. “Oh God, uh…Come—come here.”

The boy didn’t move.

She looked around, completely at a loss for what to do, when suddenly the kitchen lights flashed on.

“What in God’s name is happening down here? Something break, or—”

Camilla turned to see Moira billowing into the room, her black nightgown swirling like thunderclouds around her. The woman’s face cycled from confusion to frustration, and then to concern when she spotted the wet boy.

“Move,” Moira barked, rushing forward and pushing Camilla aside.

The old woman opened a cabinet near the back door and took a towel from a stack inside—wrapping it around the immobile child—and escorted him into the house. As they passed under the lights, Camilla went paler than she already was.

There was mud sandwiched between the boy’s toes and fingernails. His skin looked shrivelled, as if he had taken a bath for too long, and his lips were the faintest shade of indigo.

But that wasn’t all.

No, the most jarring aspect of the six-year-old’s appearance was the long scar that stretched from his sternum down to the bottom of his rib cage. It looked raw—so raw that it couldn’t have been more than a day or two old.

Camilla backed against the counter as Moira came by, kicking the broken glass out of the boy’s barefooted path. She stopped directly in front of her. Anything was possible, from a firing to a face slap.

The room went silent.

“Be up by six thirty,” Moira said, pursing her lips. “Downstairs at seven.”

Moira raised her hand—here it comes, the slap—and whipped it forward, snatching the silver hair clip right out of Camilla’s hair.

And that was it. The old woman kicked another chunk of glass across the kitchen and walked out of the room with the wet boy pressed to her side.


5

Stag Crescent

At six twenty-five a.m. the next morning, Camilla tiptoed up to the second floor of the Vincents’ house on the balls of her toes. She was dripping wet, clinging to a towel that felt like a ream of sandpaper.

Her legs slid together to lock in every degree of body heat. As her hips rocked back and forth—not that she had “hips” so much as just hip bones—she pictured herself modeling something from one of her favorite fashion houses, maybe Valentino or Givenchy. She had tried modeling in college and was pretty decent at hitting her marks, but after a month of nothing but first and second round callbacks, her tetchy Tim-Gunn-knockoff agent had given her the old, cold boot. “You’ve got the tools, hon,” his lisp was memorably condescending, “but you’re missing the ‘tude.”

He was right, of course. Doesn’t mean he couldn’t be less pretentious about it. Asshole.

And then it hit her: the smell of eggs and sausage links rising up from the kitchen. Oil was popping on Teflon as a spatula scraped the burned rims of bacon off a frying pan two floors below. She closed her eyes, breathing deeper, and allowed visions of greasy breakfast foods in all their glory to chase away her inner model.

The smells summoned another image, this time a full-bodied memory.

She was suddenly in the kitchen of her parents’ old trailer home—a drab den of corroded appliances, permanently stained countertops, and linoleum that curled up from the walls like untrimmed toenails. This “dining room” barely qualified as a kitchenette, yet that embarrassing little nook had fed more mouths with fewer resources than Jesus Christ. Five loaves of bread and a couple of fish would have been a feast in those days; usually Camilla and her mother would split two or three scrambled eggs and a glass of milk as they sat in the trailer’s dining booth and watched the smoke curl off a limp cigarette. The only sound would be their FM radio crackling out the morning show: weather, advertisements, five minutes of banter, more advertisements, Tom Petty, more advertisements. Sometimes they could get through their milk and eggs with enough time to catch the first half of the Hot Talk segment with Bert Blightly, but more often than not, the third Petty tune would get cut short by the sudden banging on the side of their trailer. Camilla swore, even now, that she could smell the odor of booze and urine seep through the screen door and murder every pleasant molecule in the room.

A drop of water rolled down Camilla’s thigh and shot a shiver back up between her legs.

The dripping sensation triggered another memory—a newer memory—which flashed over the old one, causing Camilla to see her childhood trailer’s door crash open and, instead of her father, reveal the soaking wet six-year-old boy from the Vincents’ backyard.

He was white as a ghost.

White skin. White eyes. White teeth in a gaping black mouth.

The apparition burned out like a light bulb, and she was suddenly back on the second floor of the funeral home, alone, hugging her sandpaper towel.

Camilla’s legs carried her up the rest of the stairs as she replayed the previous night in her head for the hundredth time—everything from the silhouette, to Moira’s reaction, to the scar running down the boy’s chest. That last one disturbed her the most.

Who was he? Why was he soaking wet? Why were there towels by the back door? The more she tried to connect the dots, the more it felt like a paint-by-number Picasso. Why was he in the backyard in the first place, and why was Moira…nervous? Yes, nervous…

When she reached the top of the staircase, she spotted a blazer hanging from her bedroom door and a breakfast tray on the ground below it. Instantly she rushed for the food, shelving her thoughts of the mysterious boy for later.

She grinned as her hand shot down and pulled the lid off the tray.

There were no sausage links.

Or eggs.

Or bacon strips.

Instead there were two small bowls: one filled with milky chunks that looked like prechewed oatmeal, and the other with four or five spoonfuls of something gray and clumpy. Technically it might have been yogurt.

Her whole body sagged. I deserved that. She crouched down and picked up the bowl of yogurt, noticing a piece of paper stuck to the bottom.

Carleton: Only mediums. Wear anyway.

Camilla looked at the blazer hanging from the doorknob and frowned. It was a men’s coat with the Vincent crest stitched on the left breast. She glanced back at the note.

P.S. A call came in early. Be outside by six thirty. —M

She reread the last sentence, a spoonful of yogurt paused at the edge of her lips.

“Psst.”

Camilla turned around—still crouched in her towel with the gray goo dripping in front of her mouth—and saw Peter coming out of his room across the hall. He was fully done up in dress pants and a well-tailored blazer.

“I wouldn’t eat that,” he said. “It’s been at the back of the fridge for a year.”

Camilla lowered the spoon, not saying a word.

Peter turned and took off down the staircase. As soon as he was out of earshot, Camilla dropped the food and grabbed her coat, rocketing into her bedroom.

An unmarked van was waiting in front of the funeral home. It was white from bumper to bumper, including the windows that had been painted over to block the interior view from kids and nosy pedestrians. Peter and Lucas were standing by the taillights, arguing with their uncle Brutus.

“There aren’t enough,” Brutus insisted.

“Yes, there are,” Lucas shot back.

“You need three. No exceptions. Three.”

“One…two…” Lucas pointed to himself and Peter, and then at the house as Camilla came stepping out the front door. “Three.”

Camilla looked back at the men and adjusted her blazer, which, as Moira had predicted, was too big. Her hair was pulled back and she hadn’t had time to put on any makeup. At best, she looked frazzled; at worst, manly.

“No,” Brutus said outright. “I don’t care what your mother says, she’s too green.”

“I’m sure she’s seen a thing or two.”

“Stop arguing and get in.” Brutus pushed Peter’s flimsy frame aside and moved for the driver’s seat. But Lucas, being much taller and bulkier, blocked his uncle’s way like a human wall.

“Move, boy. I’m busier than a chimp in a shit-flinging contest.”

“There aren’t enough seats and Camilla needs the experience,” Lucas said. “Either you stay or I do.”

Brutus surveyed his nephew and seemed to weigh the threat. He had tossed Peter aside like a ragdoll but appeared more reluctant to do so with Lucas. His eyes hovered over all of them again, and Camilla could almost hear his thought process: One, two, three. Rule’s a rule.

“Fine,” he conceded. “But watch yourselves. And you”—he turned to Camilla—“I don’t know you yet, but do what they say and don’t get squeamish. A squirmer can ruin the whole goddamn thing.”

Lucas cleared his throat and Brutus gave one last grunt, dropping a set of keys into his nephew’s bear-size paw.

The white van rolled past the steel gates of the Vincents’ manor. Lucas was driving and Peter rode shotgun; Camilla was in the back, perched sideways on a bench that faced a bare gurney, and increasingly excited, despite the rough start to the day.

It was her first removal call, and she knew exactly what that meant. A corpse was ready for pickup. Spectacular.

“That wasn’t easy, you know,” Lucas said, glancing in the rearview mirror. “Uncle B has his rules, and he’s stubborn.”

“He didn’t want me along?”

“He doesn’t think you’re ready yet. There should always be three people on removals in case something comes up. It’s usually him and the two of us, but we thought you could use the experience.”

“And a break from the house,” Peter added. He caught her eye in his side mirror. “How was breakfast, by the way?”

“I don’t know,” Camilla said. “Ask the toilet.”

Peter laughed, which helped ease the mood.

“What’s funny?” Lucas asked.

“Mom gave her the yogurt this morning.”

“The yogurt? My God, what did you do?”

“Nothing,” Camilla said, not entirely honest.

Peter and Lucas stared in their mirrors. They could smell the lie like a skunk on the road.

“Fine. She caught me sneaking around your kitchen last night.”

“That’s it?”

“Well…Maybe I broke something. But that’s no reason to poison me!” Although that wasn’t technically a lie, it wasn’t exactly the truth either. Still, the situation sounded bad enough without her bringing up the fact that she had almost attacked a six-year-old kid with a meat cleaver.

“Nice. Pete and I used to sneak down all the time.”

Peter grinned. “But there was never anything good. That’s why we started Robin-Hooding.”

“Robin-Hooding?”

“Taking food from removal calls.”

“Wait,” Camilla said, “you stole food from removals? From dead people’s houses?”

“It was Pete’s idea.”

“We put it in Ziplocs and slipped it out in the body bags. Forgot about that.”

“That’s absolutely deplorable,” Camilla said, trying to keep a straight face. “And clearly illegal.”

“It’s awesome,” Peter corrected. He turned around in his seat and handed Camilla a clipboard. “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t do it too?”

“I don’t think so. Honestly, I don’t need anything but a piece of fruit right now. If we pass an apple tree, pull over. We can’t get in trouble for that.”

“Finally,” Lucas said, “someone with a head on her shoulders. Take notes, Pete.”

Camilla looked at the clipboard that Peter had given her. The word “INTAKE” was stamped in large font across the header with a series of boxes underneath it. Some of the fields were filled in, some were blank.

“A house call like this is pretty standard,” Lucas continued. “People pass away in strange places, and it usually takes two attendants to remove the body. The third person does the paperwork and deals with any difficult family members.”

“Difficult?”

“Sometimes it’s OK, sometimes it’s riot control. There’s nothing easy about seeing a relative get dragged out the front door, right? A lot of sore emotions make people act out.”

Camilla skimmed the details on the intake form. “The family shouldn’t be an issue today, should they?”

“What makes you say that?”

“This claims the neighbor in the basement suite phoned the police. An eighty-four-year-old woman living alone—assumedly widowed or never married—who’s been dead long enough for a neighbor to notice probably doesn’t have family checking in on a regular basis.”

“Good instinct.” Peter gave a quick closed-mouth smile in the van’s mirror.

“Just an insight,” she shrugged.

Peter looked away. Lucas started explaining something else, but Camilla wasn’t paying attention anymore. She was still watching Peter in the side mirror, noticing the way his hair bounced on his head as the van chugged along the gravel road. His cheekbones and jawline were prominent in the sunlight, and his chin was smooth and round, not cleft like his brother’s. For a second she imagined his skin and muscles melting away and admired his textbook skull.

“And behind the form there’s an anklet…” Lucas’s voice faded in and out. “We tag the bodies with our own numbers, even the ones from the hospital…”

Camilla’s eyes wandered down, curious about Peter’s other body parts. She took time to notice his narrow arms and spidery fingers, then his hips, then his legs…

She glanced up, and Peter was peeking back at her in the mirror. Their gazes darted away, and Lucas’s voice returned to full volume.

“Camilla? Hey?”

“Sorry?”

“What’s the house number?”

“Oh.” She looked down at the intake form. “Eighteen.”

The white van took a corner onto Stag Crescent and the numbers on the cottages counted down to their destination: forty, thirty-eight, thirty-six, thirty-four…

The streetlights on either side of the block died off as the sun peeked over the trees and triggered the automatic timers. Up ahead, however, there were two lights that did not go out with the others.

“Oh goddamn it,” Lucas said. “Not today.”

Camilla saw that the two lamps were actually the headlights of a police cruiser angled at house eighteen. A pair of rangers in tan uniforms were leaning against the hood, arms crossed, knees locked. Neither was saying a word to the other.

“Don’t start something,” Peter said.

“I won’t,” Lucas replied, pulling up to the curb and jamming the van into park. “But tell that to them.”

Peter, Lucas, and Camilla got out of the unmarked van and walked to the driveway.

“And here comes the parade.”

The officer who spoke was a tall chunk of gristle. His handlebar mustache alone must have weighed ten pounds. “Where’s Uncle Buck?”

“Uncle Brutus is busy,” Lucas lied. He took the clipboard out of Camilla’s hands and held it in front of the ranger. The ranger grabbed it in his beefy fingers and flipped lazily through the sheets.

“Sign it. Please.”

“Mick’s got the pen.” The gristly ranger passed the clipboard to his partner, a weaselly man with pencil whiskers as bad as the average teen-stache. Mick read the papers just as slowly, dragging out the process to give the Vincents a hard time.

“Sign,” Lucas grunted.

Mick looked up, snickered, then lazily scrawled his signature on the intake form and held it out to Camilla. Camilla grabbed the board, but Mick didn’t let go.

“You just start with these loony tunes?”

Lucas yanked the clipboard from both of them and stood in Mick’s face. “Crawl into your car and get out of here.”

The first officer, a juggernaut compared to even Lucas, straightened up and puffed out his chest. “What was that, Vincent?”

“You heard me.”

Peter put a hand on Lucas’s shoulder, and Lucas shook it off. The bulky officer stared him down, both of their fists clenching and unclenching at their sides.

Mick snickered and popped open his car door. “Come on,” he called. “Their dinner’s getting cold.”

The larger cop sneered, continuing to stare Lucas down, and backed up to the police car. As he opened the passenger door, his partner turned to Camilla and said, “Watch yourself around these freaks.”

Lucas fidgeted. The cops slid inside the car and revved out of the driveway, taking off down Stag Crescent.

“Two minutes,” Lucas said, his hands still clenched. He walked to the house and ducked through the front door.

“Where’s he going?”

“He likes being the first one into the house,” Peter replied, kicking a few loose rocks off the sidewalk.

“Oh,” Camilla said. Silence filled the air, broken only by the distant taps of the morning woodpeckers. Finally her curiosity got the better of her. “Why?”

“He says you never know what you’re walking into. Aggressive pets, aggressive people. This time it’s probably just to blow off some steam.”

Camilla looked at the exterior walls of the house, wishing she could X-ray them to see what Lucas was up to inside.

“He’s protective,” she said. Although it came out sounding like a statement, she had meant it more as a question. The unspoken “why?” hung in the air between them like a nagging mosquito.

“Luke’s always been like that. At least since dad’s been gone, I guess.”

“How did he die?”

Peter narrowed his eyelids, seemingly trying to remember if he had told Camilla that his father had passed away. Camilla sensed the quick detachment and second-guessed how tactless the question had been.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Your family’s so close, I just assumed it wasn’t divorce.”

“No, you’re right,” Peter replied. “He died when I was six. Luke was ten. Car accident.”

Without warning, Camilla reached forward and took Peter’s right hand in her own. He twitched and his mouth slid open for a second, but then he closed it when she started feeling the curves and the lengths of his fingertips.

“Do you remember crying a lot?”

“What?”

“When your dad died. Did you or your brother cry?”

Peter eyed up Camilla as she examined his fingers. The look on his face said: God, she’s bizarre.

“Yeah. I did. He didn’t, at least not that I saw. But I think he just wanted to be ‘the man’ for mom and the rest of us.”

“Perhaps.” Camilla frowned. She held Peter’s fingers up to his eye level and added, “But see how your index finger is longer than your ring finger? Short ring fingers in men are linked to lower prenatal levels of testosterone. Men with less testosterone grieve with tears; men with more testosterone—presumably your brother—mourn in more discreet ways.”

“You’re saying I cried when my dad died because I have a short ring finger?”

“No. I’m saying your brother didn’t cry because he probably has a long ring finger. The emotions of men with high testosterone move like—like tectonic plates. The aftershocks go on for years afterward, so in their minds they try to find ways to honor the memories rather than mourn them. They’ll take over their dad’s roles. Build something with his tools, fix up the old car.”

“I don’t know. Luke is a terrible mechanic.”

“Maybe.” Camilla shrugged. “But what about removal calls? Was your dad usually the first person to enter the house too?”

Peter looked at her with a blank expression. His pupils moved up and down, attempting to size her up. “I think I’ll have to start calling you Dr. Lecter.”

“OK, Clarice.”

They held eye contact for another second and then burst in laughter.

Suddenly there were three loud thwacks behind them, and they turned to see Lucas rapping on the front room window. Bring boots! he mouthed, pointing down at his feet.

Peter’s hand recoiled and Camilla’s fell to her dress pants. He went back to the van and pulled a few supplies from a plastic box, then slapped them on the gurney and unlocked its wheels to roll it out. As Camilla watched him maneuver the table up the driveway, her joke still a funny memory instead of a lame line that she would overthink later that night, a random footnote from one of her psychology textbooks popped into her head.

Freud believed that the most poignant loss of a man’s life was the loss of his father.

She couldn’t empathize, but she did feel sympathy for the two brothers. They weren’t like the other Vincents. They were caring and protective, and their father had almost certainly been a blend of both to cancel out the callousness of their relatives.

The house had belonged to a chain smoker. Beyond the obvious stench fuming from the chairs and couches, the windows were coated in cloudy layers of smog and there were more ashtrays lying around than drink coasters. It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to deduce that (1) the person was old—no one under sixty-five uses drink coasters—and (2) if this homeowner hadn’t died of smoking, she was likely nearing the end of the tracks on the old cancer train anyway.

Camilla stepped off the welcome mat and sunk half an inch. The carpet was soggy.

“Put these on.” Peter handed over a set of plastic booties. They were similar to the ones used in hospitals, except the material was thicker and they were a lot taller around the ankles.

Camilla fanned out the booties and slid them over her shoes, pulling them up to her shins. This is attractive.

She stood up straight again. Baggy men’s blazer, no makeup, plastic Peter Pan booties. She couldn’t remember if she had ever felt uglier.

“Did you think it would be more glamorous?” Peter asked, stifling a laugh.

“One more word, I swear, and I’ll slip these booties over your head—”

“Little help here!” Lucas shouted from deeper in the house.

Peter and Camilla tromped over the living room carpet, following a trail of ashtrays like carcinogenic breadcrumbs through a dining area and around the table into the smoker’s kitchen. The water sloshed to an inch and a half around their soles, then two.

Finally they turned a corner and met Ms. Beaudry.

She was facedown in the water at an awkward angle. Her wrists were bent underneath her bathrobe, no doubt in an attempt to break her fall, and her white hair floated around her head like strands of ghostly seaweed.

Lucas was standing in the doorway to a bathroom.

“She started running a bath and came out for something. Collapsed here and never got up.”

Camilla examined the way the woman’s hands were twisted underneath her body. They were close to her chest, probably having clawed at it during a heart attack.

“This is a lot of water,” she said. “Why didn’t the people in the basement suite know sooner?”

“Gone for the weekend,” Lucas replied. “Came home this morning to find the place flooded. Doubt the Beaudrys know yet, but at least they live here in Nolan. I’ll get Laura to phone when we’re back.”

“And how do we get her back?”

“That’s the hard part.” He frowned. “See her hands? How they’re purple, and the veins are popping out? That’s where the blood’s built up. All that water and pressure probably broke down the skin pretty bad.”

“She’s as fragile as a water balloon,” Peter said. “If we’re not careful, her hands can snap and we’ll be caught in Niagara Falls.”

The image of blood gushing out of the old woman’s wrists was a little graphic, even for Camilla. She gulped and crossed her arms, tucking her own wrists into her armpits.

“Peter, go lay the body bag on the kitchen table,” Lucas directed. “We’ll have to carry her down the hall and lift her up, hopefully without too much of a mess.”

Peter disappeared around the corner and came back a minute later, nodding that they were ready to go. The three of them slipped off their blazers and slung them over a closet door.

As the men started unbuttoning their cuffs and rolling up their sleeves, Camilla noticed the skin on Peter’s arms: there was black lettering inked from both of his wrists up to the base of his elbows. The tattoos were thick and vivid, but the florid calligraphy and Peter’s quick movements made it too hard for her to read what they said.

Peel back a layer, and there’s something else.

“Gloves.”

Camilla turned to see Lucas holding out a pair of rubber gloves. She took them and pulled them halfway to her shoulders.

Peter laughed. “You look like a mad scientist.”

“My concern for style died with the slip-on booties.”

The three of them formed a triangle around Ms. Beaudry’s body—Camilla at the right shoulder, Peter at the left, and Lucas at her feet. Together they crouched down, maintaining eye contact, and dipped their hands into the bathwater.

The water was immediately cold and unpleasant. The rubber gloves were a good guard against germs but a shitty one for grossness; it felt like old dishwater with bits of food floating between their fingers.

“OK,” Lucas coached, “we’ll hoist her straight into the kitchen. Remember, keep her hands against her chest. Ready? On the count of three: one…”

They each slid their gloves under the body and Camilla felt one of the old woman’s soggy arms. She wiggled her fingers in tighter for a better grip.

“Two…”

A swollen hand was next. She cradled it gently and braced herself for the final countdown.

“Three!”

Water ran off the corpse and crashed to the floor as the three of them struggled to lift the body evenly. Over the roar of the flood, there was a clear, crisp snap. Camilla felt the break happen in her left palm and cringed as a liquid thicker than water started pouring down her hands.

Another crack.

“Damn,” Peter grunted, “my wrist broke.”

“This side too.”

“Get her to the kitchen!” Lucas hollered.

More blood flooded out as they galloped down the hallway. Camilla shot a quick glance behind her and cringed again; the water on the floor was turning red, and she swore she could feel it rising up higher on her shoes. The comparison to Niagara Falls hadn’t been an exaggeration.

They took a hard corner into the kitchen and knocked over a telephone stand. As they shuffled toward the table with the body bag, Camilla felt her side of the old woman sink lower; she tried pulling up, but the chicken skin on Ms. Beaudry’s arm sunk in like wet dough and her hands were suddenly stuck in a soup of muscle and fat. When they lifted the body onto the table, her fingertips brushed the old woman’s ulna.

“Turn her over!”

They spun the woman face-up and laid her inside the lips of the body bag. Her ancient eyes were distant and her mouth was peeled back in a look of sad desperation, as if in her final moments she had pleaded with Death for a couple more days, or at least one more cigarette.

When they were finished nestling Ms. Beaudry into the bag, Lucas tugged the zipper closed and planted his blood-covered gloves on the kitchen table. Camilla noticed Peter glancing at his brother’s hands—the ring fingers were indeed longer than the index fingers.

“So,” Lucas grunted, wiping his forehead, “a little different from school?”

“A little,” Camilla said.

Below them, the floor was bright red. Blood was dripping off the edges of the kitchen table like a sacrificial slab, and the body bag was filling up past its opaque lining.

“Jesus,” Peter sniffed. “Looks like helter-skelter in here.”

Camilla snickered.

“It’s not funny,” Lucas shot back. “If the family sees this, they’ll need therapy. Let’s scrub down the table and get back to the house to call in a cleanup crew.”

Peter and Camilla wiped the grins off their faces while Lucas picked up the body bag and waded out of the room.

Camilla went to the kitchen and grabbed a tea towel, running it under the tap. As she rang out the water, she noticed a bowl of fruit sitting on the nearby counter. Her stomach let out one of its signature gurgles.

“Doesn’t anything ruin your appetite?” Peter asked, walking up behind her.

“Apparently not.”

“Then for the love of God, take one.” Peter grabbed a nectarine and held it in front of her face.

“Take wh—no! That’s exactly what I said I wouldn’t do.”

“Suit yourself.”

Peter walked away with the nectarine and disappeared back through the hallway. Camilla bit her lip. She couldn’t help but imagine him sinking his teeth into the delicious fruit and savoring the firm texture, the ambrosial juices, the perfectly sweet and sugary aftertaste...

She looked at the bowl again, tempted.

No! No, that’s why we’re in this mess in the first place—stupid Eve couldn’t control her stupid food cravings. Don’t take one.

Camilla pulled herself away from the sink and mopped up the blood on the table. She chucked the towel in a garbage can, sighing, just as Peter came walking back in with their coats.

“Ready?”

She nodded, taking her blazer, and they left the kitchen together.

Outside, Lucas was already waiting in the van’s driver’s seat. Dotted between the house and the vehicle was a trail of blood that glistened like rubies on the cool autumn sidewalk.

As Peter and Camilla followed the trail, Camilla was suddenly aware that the two of them were being watched. She couldn’t make out any faces in the windows of the neighboring houses, but there was the overwhelming tingle of eyes on their backs as they stepped down the driveway in their blood-spattered clothes toward the idling vehicle. A shiver went up her spine that put the tips of her neck hairs on end, and she forced her arms into the sleeves of her blazer to try and block out the unwelcoming sensation.

It didn’t help.

The blazer did, however, feel slightly different as it grazed past her hips. A small lump was bumping against her leg, and when she reached in the left pocket and felt the soft, glossy skin of a nectarine, the corners of her mouth peaked into a tiny smile.
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Autopsy

The Turner was filled to the brim with hot-pink liquid, its dial set to ten as it waited patiently to force the formaldehyde through a thick rubber tube into Ms. Beaudry’s neck. Maddock wiggled the tube around with his mousy little fingers while the old woman lay there like a Madame Tussauds exhibit, shiny and inanimate, deader than a wax Elvis Presley.

Camilla was at the second cleaning station, examining a different corpse—a man—who was ten years younger and a hundred pounds heavier than Ms. Beaudry.

“Jackets are the most difficult,” Moira said, holding out an overcoat. “Try this.”

Camilla took the coat and gripped the cadaver’s shoulders. His torso was bulky but manageable; she hoisted him up and wrangled his left arm into the appropriate sleeve, forcing it through the cotton fabric until it jammed around his elbow.

“Lift the arms up,” Moira directed. “Parallel. No, no. Up.”

Camilla huffed, tugging the fabric over the joints like a mother dressing an uncooperative child. The man’s limbs were now sticking straight above his head, a Frankenstein monster with tall, stiff arms and limp wrists.

“Lord. Have you never put on a coat? Straighten the arms there.”

Shut up! Camilla thought, biting her tongue and continuing to fight the sleeves. Unfortunately, the more she wrestled, the more they constricted.

“I give up,” Moira announced, flicking her fingers in the air as if to absolve herself of the embarrassing situation, and stormed out of the room.

“Good,” Camilla muttered. “Go bother someone else.”

On the bright side, if there was such a thing, Moira’s melodramatic temperament was back with a vengeance. Her quiet terseness from the night before was in many ways more terrifying than her flamboyant insults and fly-swatting hands. She was different last night, Camilla thought, remembering the way Moira had hurried off with the wet child clutched to her side. Something in her eyes…What was that? Shock? Hesitation? Whatever it was, she certainly pulled that poor boy out of the kitchen fast.

Thankfully, as proof that the incident hadn’t been a figment of Camilla’s imagination, she had caught one more glimpse of the mysterious six-year-old since having let him into the house the night before. It was on the way back from the Beaudry call; there was a Jeep parked at the Vincents’ veranda, and Moira was outside speaking to a woman with gaunt, ghostly features and bloodshot eyes.

The six-year-old had been standing in between the two women, completely fine, bored if anything. He kept fidgeting with the buttons on his Toronto Blue Jays jersey, but drained as his mother looked, she kept her arms locked around his neck so tightly that the two of them may as well have been attached by umbilical cord again.

“Neither of you like baseball, do you?” Camilla had asked Peter and Lucas out of nowhere. Both said no, just as she’d predicted. The boy’s jersey was too new, the jeans fit too well. His mother must have brought them with her.

It was feasible. No, it was better than feasible—it was likely—and it was an important piece of the puzzle that she could use to fit the previous night together in a way that made perfect sense. The boy had been dared by a group of friends to go for a swim in the Vincents’ pond, simple as that. His gang of accomplices had hoisted him over the iron fence, giggling most likely, as he stripped down to his underwear and went tearing across the yard to the edge of the water. But when he came back, soaked, his partners in crime had made off with his clothes and left him trapped in the yard by himself.

Little twats, leaving a poor kid hung out to dry like that.

It was so obvious it hurt. Kids would be kids, and when little boys were too old to be guarded every second of the day and too young to be chasing around short skirts and ponytails, impish stunts like trespassing on haunted houses and graveyards and funeral homes was just in their nature. No wonder he didn’t say anything when I opened the back door. I’d be scared shitless too if I had to knock on anyone’s door—let alone Moira Vincent’s—in my soaking wet undies.

Camilla bit her lip and picked at her last streaks of nail polish.

Logically, that scenario made sense. It covered the main points perfectly: the missing clothes, the boy’s reason for being in the backyard, his all-around bashfulness. But something about it still didn’t sit right. It was too tidy, almost. Too clean for something that had seemed so viscerally amiss. After all, she hadn’t actually seen or heard any other children that night. There was the subject of the towels too, which were already stacked in the cupboard. Like someone was expecting him. And what about Moira’s reaction? Not surprised, but…worried. Worried, perhaps, that someone had seen something they weren’t supposed to see…

No! Camilla shot a gust of breath through her nostrils. Don’t be an idiot; they’re not hiding anything. The funeral home had nothing to do with it.

She shook her head and forced the recrimination away. Mystery or no mystery—prankster kids or…or whatever—there’s one thing I’m absolutely positive about: this goddamn corpse’s goddamn coat is not going on.

Camilla’s arm was still wrapped around the cadaver’s waist, keeping it upright, while their faces were so close that their noses were almost touching. The smell was pungent—a whiff of flesh and Clorox masked by a faint puff of cinnamon-scented fabric freshener. Craning her head away, she let out a sudden giggle. The tableau looked and felt surprisingly like a scene from the only high school dance that she had ever went to: there was clumsy Mike Ferris again, his ogre limbs swaying to the wrong beat of the music as he tried to lean in and lip-rape her with his worming tongue, his breath drenched with the cinnamon Scope that the hockey team had chugged to get their cheap Walmart buzz.

Maddock looked up from a bowl of plaster and shot Camilla the stink eye. She cleared her throat and wiped her smile away.

Eva Braun could be back any second, I need to get this coat on.

Her eyes scanned the room and spotted a pair of shears hanging on the far wall.

Perfect.

She lowered Frankenstein’s monster onto the gurney again and waited until Maddock went back to whisking his bowl of plaster before making her way across the room. Just as she reached up and grabbed the shears off their peg, Maddock called out, “Bring that jar, will you?”

Camilla glanced back and saw the chief embalmer aiming his spatula at a glass jar of tongue depressors. They reminded her of oversized popsicle sticks, like the ones she used to get from Dandy’s Corner Store when her mom would take her for Fudgsicles in the summer. She picked up the jar and carried it over to Maddock’s work station, setting it down beside Ms. Beaudry’s right hand.

Except Ms. Beaudry’s hand wasn’t attached to Ms. Beaudry’s body anymore. Neither of her hands were. They were lying like hunks of butcher’s meat a few inches from each of her severed wrists.

Maddock opened the jar and picked out two depressors. He lifted Ms. Beaudry’s arm—gently guiding the old woman’s corpse up as he did so—and then with one violent stab, he drove a popsicle stick directly into the stump where her left wrist used to be. Next he picked up the corresponding hand and popped it on the other end of the depressor, then seized his spatula and started slathering plaster around the gaps in the skin. His eyes were electric, like a kid on Christmas morning with a new Play-Doh playset.

Camilla smirked. Tongue depressors for limb attachments. Genius.

As Maddock continued reconstructing Ms. Beaudry, Camilla went back to her gurney, shears in hand. Time for a shortcut. She stuck the fabric in between the open blades and clamped down. Just as the shears made a loud snip! up the back of the coat, the embalming room doors burst open and Lucas came barreling in with another gurney.

“Make way!”

The smell that accompanied Lucas was much sharper than Ms. Beaudry’s watered-down flesh or Mike Ferris’s cinnamon breath. It was rancid death, a sack of curdled organs that made Camilla gag as soon as it hit her nostrils. Maddock didn’t flinch; his olfactory bulb must have burned out long ago.

“Sorry,” Lucas grunted as he heaved the body bag onto a table. “No coffee breaks today.”

“Or lunch,” Moira’s voice filled the room as she strode inside. “The Beaudrys just pulled in. We’ll need a table empty in five and Mr. Yule dressed by half past.”

“What happened here?” Maddock motioned at the new arrival.

“Suicide.”

“Pills?”

“Rat poison.” Moira set down the autopsy report. She dipped a hand into her blouse and withdrew a tin of Vicks VapoRub. “From his cellblock.”

She spun the lid off the tin and dabbed a finger in the jelly, then smeared a streak above her upper lip and tossed the rub to Lucas, who did the same. Lucas tossed it to Camilla—who hurriedly copycatted—and as soon as the cream touched her skin, her sinus passages flew open with the sharp rush of cold, mentholated air.

“Lucas,” Moira said, “start stripping Mr. Gall. Carleton, when was the last time you did a six-point injection? Never mind. Take a trocar, and we’ll go from there.”

Camilla gave a sharp nod, eager to earn some approval, and turned to the wall of instruments.

Trocar cabinet, trocar cabinet, trocar cabinet. Damn.

She knew she knew where it was, but the sudden jolt of pressure had scared the memory away. Her eyes flew back and forth over the cabinets as panic welled up.

There it is—to the right!

She yanked open a cabinet and took out a long needle attached to the end of a light, dentist-like drill. As she jogged back to the embalming station, Lucas was already pulling the body bag away.

Camilla froze at the sight of the remains.

Dear. God.

The man—what was left of him, at least—was in his late forties. There was a modesty cloth draped over his genitalia and two ID tags latched around his right ankle, one from the hospital morgue and one from the Vincents’ funeral home. But it wasn’t the nudity or putrefaction that made her shrink back.

It was the scar.

A large Y was carved into his torso, the arms of the letter beginning on either shoulder, then meeting below his sternum and running all the way down to his pelvis. The autopsy cut had been sewn closed with thick, heavy stitches, similar to the seams on a baseball, but Camilla thought the threading looked embarrassingly loose.

The coroner could learn a thing or two from the craftsman who stitched together the six-year-old boy.

Instantly the little boy’s scar seared to the front of her thoughts again, staring at her like the slit of a bloody, baleful eye. That sewing was tight and professional. Continuous threads, clean ends. What’s behind those seams…What’s hiding?!

“Any time,” a voice scowled.

Camilla blinked away from the flashback to see that Moira and Lucas were already working contrapuntally, going about their own tasks while managing to stay out of each other’s way. She didn’t know where to jump in—two was company around the slim station, three seemed a crowd.

Lucas gave a tap on the porcelain. “I’ll unlace the torso,” he said, “if you set the features.”

Thanks, Camilla mouthed, and Lucas nodded back.

She moved to the top of the table and examined the man’s head, noting again a lack of effort in the autopsy stitching. Trading her trocar for a scalpel, she sliced her way through the poorly laced incisions and suctioned out the excess fluid, then padded it with fresh cotton before resetting the skullcap and sewing it back together. Next was the mouth. Forgoing an air gun, she found a needle and a roll of wax thread and began weaving it expertly through Mr. Gall’s gum lines just like she’d done a hundred times in school.

She breathed a little easier.

It was a relief to be doing something that she was actually good at. It took her mind off everything else and reassured her that, contrary to a certain funeral director’s opinion, she wasn’t a total idiot. As her hands piloted the thread, she even caught Moira giving a small nod of approval. Hell hath frozen over.

“Here we go,” Lucas warned. “Hold your breath.”

He dug his fingers into the man’s stomach and gave a forceful tug, pulling back the skin to reveal Mr. Gall’s rib cage and abdomen all at once.

But the organs weren’t where they should have been. The body was hollow with the exception of a clear, plastic sack—the viscera bag—lumped in the pelvic area. All the entrails were pooled into this one sack, stewing in their own fluids like bowel casserole.

Moira barely looked. She was flipping through the man’s chart, checking the list of personal items that the hospital had sent over.

“Any idea why he did it?” Camilla asked.

“Take his life, you mean?” Moira said. “That’s not our concern.”

“Of course not. I’m just—just curious.” Camilla’s eyebrows furrowed as she ran a hand over the corpse’s head. His hair was extremely healthy and still carried the pleasant scent of a strong citrus conditioner, which she assumed wasn’t widely available in prison. There were no signs of self-harm anywhere on his body.

“Depression doesn’t always leave footprints,” Moira said, ostensibly reading Camilla’s thoughts. The old woman paused, finishing her checklist, and held up a clipping from the autopsy folder. “Last Friday police responded to a call south of Road 16. They found a child in the ditch near a hatchback and Gall asleep at the wheel, seats soaked with pilsner and another case open in the box. It doesn’t take a two-hour autopsy to see what caught up to him.”

Lucas and Camilla looked at each other, perplexed. Moira sniffed and spelled it out for them: “Guilt.”

She stowed the autopsy report back in its folder before Camilla could lean in and get a peek.

What if—Camilla’s mind raced, spiraling out of control again—what if that picture’s the missing piece? The little boy had scrapes. Bad ones. Not hit-by-a-hatchback bad…but maybe…maybe they’re worse than I remember?

“That’s insane,” Lucas said, still registering the blow. “I used to bike past their house every day. Mrs. Gall was the nicest woman on the block.”

“Maybe one of her sordid affairs finally caught up with her,” Moira said, jingling the baggie of Leonard Gall’s personal effects. “His wedding band is missing. Wouldn’t be surprised if it’s linked to his BAC.” She snagged Lucas’s eye. “Just promise me your ring won’t disappear in the next three weeks. Carleton, catch.”

The baggie sailed through the air, and Camilla caught it awkwardly at the last second. She blinked back from her trance to see Lucas staring at her, concerned.

“Everything all right?”

“Uh-huh.” She nodded, then diverted the conversation. “Wait, did…uh—did you say three weeks? Your wedding’s that soon?”

Lucas opened his mouth—

“If we get the minister,” Moira cut in. “And the music and the chrysanthemums.”

“Yes,” Lucas said, rolling his eyes. “Three weeks.”

He reached his hand into the corpse’s stomach, clearly wanting to avoid wedding talk, and grabbed the viscera bag. As he lifted it out, the guts sunk to the bottom of the sack and tore through the plastic, dumping out rancid bile like a busted sewage tank.

“Christ!” Lucas swore. “Goddamn it, Sven. Goddamn!”

“He’s done it before,” Maddock piped up from the other washing station. “Thinks slashing the bag is hilarious.”

“The pathologist?” Camilla asked.

“Yeah,” Lucas cringed, trying to scoop up organs as bits of them fell through his fingers and plopped onto the ground.

“Good Lord, don’t drip!” Moira shouted.

“Well what am I supposed to do?”

“Carleton, get him a bag.”

“A bag? From where—?”

But it was too late; Moira was already rushing off for a mop bucket.

Fine. Camilla hopped over the pool of entrails and ran to the sink. She threw open the cupboards and began rooting through a veritable horde of antiseptic supplies, first-aid kits, and half-empty cleaning agents in search of new viscera bags.

“Hotter…no, colder…colder…” Maddock mumbled as he spied Camilla hunting through the storage space. He turned on a spigot and started hosing down Ms. Beaudry. “Colder…”

“Maybe a little help?” Camilla shot back.

“I am helping,” he sneered. “Colder…”

Camilla dodged left instead of right and found a stack of bright-yellow bags behind door number three. Seizing half of the pile, she ran back to the embalming table where Moira immediately grabbed the top sack and tried tearing it open.

“They’re the new ones,” Maddock called over. “You have to cut them.”

“Fine,” Moira said, stomping away again.

Camilla looked around the room like a soldier without directive. Lucas was plucking entrails off the floor, Maddock was still washing down Ms. Beaudry, and Moira was off at the wall of instruments.

Then she spied it: Leonard Gall’s autopsy folder lying unguarded on the back counter.

The decision came like a bolt of lightning.

Tiptoeing carefully over the bloody floor, Camilla stepped backwards through the room until her hands bumped the countertop behind her. She felt around for the manila folder, and when it grazed her fingertips, she slowly peeled the flap open and touched the papers inside. Her heart pounded as her eyes flashed around the room, making sure the others weren’t watching, and when she was absolutely certain they were all preoccupied, she spun around and looked straight down at the police blotter.

From the nanosecond it took Camilla to turn around and lower her gaze, she was fully convinced that the six-year-old boy would be standing in the picture, staring back at her with the same set of hollow eyes that she’d seen the night before.

But the boy wasn’t in the photo. No one was.

It was a splotchy snapshot of Leonard Gall’s dented pickup angled beside a small tricycle. The trike’s bars were twisted like pipe cleaners, and the seat was snapped clean in half.

She flipped the page, and her breath skipped at the glint of a glossy picture that was stapled to the back. But when she registered the photo, her heart sunk with a heavy, solo thump.

The picture showed a little girl—eight or nine years old—smiling for her third grade head shot. She was cute as a dimple. Blonde pigtails, chubby cheeks, a lilac dress. The fact that she was missing a front tooth made her smile even more darling.

“Where. Are. My. Shears?”

Camilla slapped the autopsy folder shut, and her eyes shot immediately to the far cleaning station. Moira caught the sudden eye-movement and pick-whipped her line of vision to the body that the two of them had been trying to dress earlier.

There, stuck halfway up Mr. Yule’s overcoat, were the shears that Moira was looking for.

“What have you done?!”

Moira ran to the gurney and pulled out the scissors, examining the jacket.

“I’m sorry…” Camilla sputtered. “I…I know other funeral homes—”

“We never cut the coats!” Moira fumed. She spun around and marched ahead with the shears pointed straight at Camilla’s chest. “Ever. If you’re too lazy to put on a jacket without a destructive shortcut—”

Whoosh!

In the blink of an eye, Moira slipped on a hunk of intestine and lost her balance. She fell against the porcelain table, grabbing desperately for the aspirating hose, but the tube jerked and the whole embalming machine sailed off the counter. The Turner shattered on the floor and gushed its bright-pink fluid all over the tile.

Lucas rushed to his mother’s side and helped her up. Her entire outfit was dripping with pink formaldehyde—her hair and face were covered too—and her eyes blazed with so much hatred that it looked like she was literally melting.

“Out,” Moira seethed, eyes limned with a murderous red.

“I’m so sorry—”

“Out!”

The members of the Beaudry family were all stewing in the narthex outside of the Vincents’ chapel. There were ten of them in total, the youngest no younger than fifty and the oldest no younger than eighty.

Camilla rounded the corner on her way to her room—

And froze. She was completely blocked by the gang of seemingly agitated seniors.

Immediately her anxiety spiked to an eleven on the Richter scale of stress. The last thing she wanted to deal with on her way to her embarrassing time-out was a throng of emotionally charged relatives; her eyes mapped an escape plan—the stained glass window by the south wall was situated above a patch of daffodils, which, all things considered, wasn’t the worst way to break a fall if she needed to catapult through—when all of a sudden a man in red suspenders stepped forward and derailed her train of thought.

“Finally. There you are.”

“No,” said an older woman. “She’s different. Much sicklier-looking.”

“It doesn’t matter, she might have answers. Lord knows no one else around here does.”

The crowd formed a semicircle around Camilla, pushing her up against the wall. She shot a last look at the south window with its tempting daffodil patch, but it was too late—she was cornered.

“Speak, girl. Why haven’t we seen our mother yet?”

“We’re going our fastest,” Camilla said, “but there are a lot of—”

“Your fastest? You better not be!” shouted another crone, her sagging, overstretched earlobes flopping around her head as she shook with anger and Parkinson’s. “Take time with the poor woman.”

“Poor?” scoffed another relative. “Hogwash. Just ask Maggy, or maybe she hasn’t told you about the envelope poor auntie gave to her?”

“Maggy? Wendy’s the one who’s been draining her savings the last six months.”

“Shut your pie hole, Phyllis. You have no idea—”

“Oh yes I do! One cousin raises three children on her own and never sees a cent, then the old bat sticks a thousand dollars in an envelope and mails it to you.”

“I told you, you idiot, I don’t know anything about a thousand dollars.”

One of the younger men pushed the women apart, hollering, “Will you three stop it?”

“No. No, no, no. We’re just getting started!”

So many people were talking at the same time that Camilla couldn’t keep track of who was on whose side. The entire family seemed to be against Camilla though, and the closer they pushed, the tighter she hugged her arms.

“I want to speak to a director,” insisted the woman with the elephant earlobes. “Jasper or Moira. Now.”

“They’re busy.”

“Busy trying to make mother look rosy again? Hard, I imagine, since you people really banged her up good? Oh yes, Phyllis and I saw the house and we’re appalled. You’re sick people, sick. Slammed an old woman around, knocking furniture over—and the…the blood. You’re sick, sick, sick…”

The old woman pushed right into Camilla’s personal bubble. She spat the word sick over and over again until she was red in the face, and now the rest of the family was shouting along too.

“Tossed her around like burlap—”

“Looks like a goddamn slaughterhouse—”

“Should never let you Vincents get involved—”

The voices crashed, waves in a cove against Camilla’s thin shale of self-defense, and she could feel the veins in her forehead pulsing with blood. She had been top of her graduating class at Mount Royal, but nothing in college could have prepared her for this.

“I’m sorry,” Camilla said, more bluntly than she meant to. “There’s nothing I can do. Does anyone need a…a Kleenex or something?”

“A Kleenex? Do we look like we need Kleenex?”

Camilla put her fingers on her temples and started massaging in small circles. She had a sudden realization—a sinking feeling—that she had no idea what to do.

“I’m sorry. I’ll say it again, there’s nothing I can do.”

“Good, you’ve done enough,” said the woman who was apparently Phyllis. “You were one of the ones who dragged her out anyway, weren’t you? It’s your fault she’s so battered that she’ll never rest in peace, hmm? Yes, I’d say you’ve done enough.”

The insult stung like a wasp bite. And that sting, combined with the insults from the embalming room and the weight of the last twenty-four sleepless, starving hours made Camilla open her mouth and let out an unexpected holler of her own.

“You have no idea—no idea—what we went through! We did everything we could to get her out carefully, and it’s not our fault when she’s been lying in water for three days because none of her family stops in to see her. It’s my job, I know, but at the end of the day, if she breaks in half and leaks all over her own house, it’s not my mother, so it’s not my problem.”

“CARLETON!”

Camilla, still panting from the sudden rush of anger, spun around and saw Moira and Laura—white as ghosts—standing in the hallway.

They faced each other, equally shocked.

It was Camilla who moved first. She dropped her chin to her chest and marched ahead, pushing past the Beaudrys and through the doorway, resigning wordlessly before granting anyone the satisfaction of saying “you’re fired.”
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The Directors

Camilla stormed down the hall, past the kitchen and the manor’s gilded elevator, for the winding staircase to the second floor. She ignored the relics and antiques that only the day before had held her wide-eyed attention, and the dining room where she had made a fool of herself at dinner.

“Camilla,” came a voice behind her. “Camilla, stop.”

She put a hand on the stairwell banister and paused, turning to see Laura following down the hall.

“The directors want to see you in the north parlor.”

“About what?”

“I don’t know.” Laura forced a smile, but it didn’t do much for the mood.

“My pink slip is probably hot off the printer.”

“Don’t say that. The Beaudrys were being unreasonable.”

“This family is unreasonable.”

“They take some warming up to. Trust me, I know.”

Camilla surveyed Laura again—the only Vincent who wasn’t technically a Vincent yet—and her eyes landed on her engagement ring. The family couldn’t be completely crazy if someone was considering marrying in.

“Moira looked ready to kill.” Camilla shook her head. “If she doesn’t decapitate me for her collection of skulls in the spare room, she’ll at least boot me without my bags. Worst case, I get a head start packing.”

“You don’t know that. Please, just go to the parlor. She said they’ll be there soon.”

The north parlor was a spacious room with a full view of the front yard. No one else was there when Camilla stepped in, thankfully. She needed time to get her bearings.

The mahogany wall panels came in from the rotunda and wrapped around the study. There was a large portrait of presumably long-gone ancestors hung above a fireplace, and eleven urns positioned neatly along the mantel—an eminent family shrine.

Camilla crossed the room to a baby grand piano in the corner. She sat on the bench and dusted off a few of the top keys, noting that this was the third piano she had come across in the house. Undeniably there would be one in the chapel too, which made for four pianos. Dining room, viewing room, north parlor, chapel. Really? Four pianos?

She sat at the keyboard for just under an hour, barely moving. The only sound was the constant tick of the gold clock on top of the fireplace.

Finally, at four o’clock, a voice broke the silence: “Beautiful Steinway, no? 1892 rosewood. Mint form.”

Jasper strode into the parlor, adjusting the wiry glasses on his large beak.

“It’s the fourth one I’ve seen since I got here,” Camilla replied.

“Yes, well, a house can never have too many pianos,” he said matter-of-factly. “This one’s my favorite though,” he added with a whisper, as if he didn’t want the other pianos hearing.

“If you ask me”—a voice came grunting from the hallway—“they take up too much room.” Brutus entered and slumped into one of the leatherback chairs, his fat hips bulging through the gaps in the armrests.

“And if you ask me,” Jasper said, dusting the mantel with a spidery finger, “you take up too much room.”

Brutus opened his mouth to argue, but the clack, clack, clack of heels on hardwood cut him off. Moira appeared in the doorway, her cold countenance and stiff posture back in place. She stepped inside and slid the doors closed behind her, sealing all four of them in the same room with no exit.

“I want to underline,” Moira began, avoiding eye contact with everyone, “that if it were up to me, this conversation wouldn’t be happening.”

“However,” Jasper took over, “as it does happen, democracy works on majority.”

“Am I being fired?” Camilla asked in a simple, even tone. She sounded considerably calmer than the hour before. Maybe that was their strategy—cool my heels for an hour first, then talk.

“How much do you know about our family history?” Jasper asked, avoiding her question.

Camilla shook her head, and the older man motioned at the portrait above the mantelpiece. “These were Nolan’s first settlers. Among them, the four Vincent men who came from Britain to build this house on this very plot. If you look closely at great-grandfather’s hand, you’ll see he’s holding the original deed. No doubt why he’s smiling so widely.” Jasper tapped the frame and smiled. “This moment marks the proudest point in Vincent history, as the family were finally landowners. Gold rushes came and went, as did generations of the family”—he motioned at the line of urns on the mantel—”but there has always been, and will always be, that same sense of togetherness as when the home was tilled and built over a hundred and fifty years ago by Vincent hands.”

“If we’re starting a hundred and fifty years back,” Brutus said, wiggling out of his chair, “I’m getting a Guinness. Call me when you catch up.”

“Sit, Brutus,” Moira said. She turned all of her attention on Camilla. “The truth is, our family and our work are paramount. Blood is thicker than water, which is thicker than the ink your contract is signed in. So when you go around hacking up garments and verbally abusing our clients, you’re worth less than the worms in our garden. Understand?”

“Our crest is our honor.” Jasper nodded. “Others have tried desecrating it over the years, oh yes, but that’s all the reason we must stay united. Do you have anything to say?”

Camilla was bad at keeping eye contact, and this scenario was no exception. She looked at the floor and tried summoning the right words.

“I’m sorry,” she said childishly. “I guess, uh, I guess I’d say that I know this home means a lot to you. But I hope you understand this job means a lot to me too. I want to stay. I just need to adjust to the nontextbook stuff. I’ll work harder, I promise.”

“Cutting the dress coat I understand,” Jasper said, “it’s a common shortcut. What I’m more concerned about is the way you reacted to the Beaudrys. Laura and Moira say you were particularly austere. Why?”

“They were in my face. They insulted our job when we did the best we could.”

“And that was a good reason to lash out?”

“It was the truth.”

“Mm.”

“I think we’ve heard enough,” Moira said. “It’s time to vote.”

“Vote?” Camilla asked. “On what?”

“On whether or not we’re kicking you out,” Brutus snorted.

“Like I said,” Moira continued, “if it were up to me, you’d already be gone. But there are three votes. All in favor of dismissing Ms. Carleton?”

Moira raised her hand instantly. Jasper was still appraising Camilla through his spectacles.

“Have you ever lost someone?” he asked pointedly.

“Yes,” she answered, thinking of the last conversation with her mother.

“How did you grieve?”

Camilla looked out of the parlor window at the tall, gurgling fountain. She thought about it for a good ten seconds while watching the water sparkle and glitter in the August sun. “I don’t know,” she finally said. “I guess the person is gone, but there wasn’t a lot left to lose.”

Jasper nodded as if he suddenly understood something.

“All right,” Brutus piped up. “Let’s get this over with. I vote she stays. More hands on deck, the less crazy it is for the rest of us.”

“Fine.” Moira pursed her lips. “All in favor of keeping Camilla Carleton on staff?”

Brutus raised a fatty arm. Jasper raised his hand too.

“Done,” Brutus said. “The girl stays.”

“So she does.” Moira nodded. “For now.” She turned to the parlor doors and slid them open again, clacking off into the vestibule. Brutus bounced up and waddled away behind her, most likely going straight for his afternoon Guinness.

Jasper was still looking up at the family portrait above the mantelpiece, examining every brushstroke.

“Thank you,” Camilla said.

The old director didn’t respond immediately. Finally he turned around and glided toward the exit.

“A funeral worker who hasn’t grieved,” he said, hovering in the doorway, “is like a priest who hasn’t prayed. Confession and atonement are two of the minister’s main tools; empathy and sympathy are ours. Hopefully this place helps you find them.”

And with that Jasper walked out, leaving Camilla alone at the silent Steinway.
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Top of the World

Camilla climbed the estate’s twisting staircase, her feet as heavy as her spirits. The banisters seemed to stretch on and on, inch after inch, as if the house itself was dragging her out, wearing her down one iron-weighted step at a time.

At the top of the flight was the hallway that led straight to the viewing room. As she made her way through it, she passed a string of closed doors behind which were nothing but offices and records rooms. So far she had learned that this part of the house was still “front stage”—an area accessible to clients—and the chances of someone entering the wrong door while looking for a bathroom or an exit were fairly likely, hence contents had to be kept appropriate and unalarming.

If they’re hiding something, it won’t be here. In the hall by the embalming room, maybe, or in the shed with the barred windows, but not here.

She stopped walking.

Quit it, Camilla. They’re not hiding anything. Quit it, quit it, quit it. Focus on your job and make sure there aren’t any more slip-ups.

She took another step forward when something caught her eye. The mahogany paneling along the right wall ended a few feet ahead of her, transitioning to a long pane of glass that stretched from the baseboards to the ceiling. It was a frosted window that peered in on the funeral home’s showroom.

She pressed her nose against the glass and instantly backed away, cursing herself for making a smudge. She grabbed the edge of her sleeve and attacked the mark in circles, but it multiplied into two, three, four more streaks. “You just survived Armageddon,” she grunted, “don’t get fired for smudging a window.”

“Sorry,” a voice called behind her. “That’s it. You’re fired.”

Camilla pressed firmly on the window and wiped all the smudges away, revealing Peter’s face in the reflection.

“It was that bad?” he asked.

“Your mother’s a dreadnought.”

Peter reached forward and put a hand on Camilla’s shoulder. “I know.”

The two of them looked at each other in the reflection, and Peter broke into laughter. Camilla swatted lazily in the air. “Stop it. It’s not funny.”

“Me? You’re the one hanging by a thread. If pissing my family off was a sport, you’d have placed bronze, silver, and gold by now.”

“That’s the first time someone’s called me athletic.”

Peter kept laughing and walked into the showroom. Camilla paused to watch his silhouette move behind the frosted glass, a ghostly outline coming in and out of focus, floating like an ethereal shadow puppet.

“I can see you too,” he called. “Come in.”

Camilla dragged her feet to the doorway and poked her head inside.

The room was long and narrow. Organized. Pristine. Rows of shelving stretched along the walls, displaying urns with little tags posted neatly underneath. Six-inch brass urn, $250. Solid Rosewood with 12-karat trim, $539. Pearl-white enamel body with nickel finish and threaded lid, $675. There were coffins as well: long, sturdy caskets in various styles and price brackets, their lids propped open to present the opulent fabrics blooming inside.

Peter was standing by a table in the middle of the room. “What do you think?”

“It’s beautiful,” Camilla said, still sounding flat. “Best showroom I’ve seen.” Technically, it was the only showroom she had seen.

“Really?” Peter’s eyes lit up. “Be honest. Take a better look and tell me what you think.”

“All right.” Camilla crossed to the right-hand wall and surveyed a row of urns. The styles changed on every shelf, from glass vases to marble jars to wooden boxes. She paused at a set of walnut chests and felt along the sides. There were intricate vignettes carved into the wood depicting a scene of miniature animals boarding a boat.

“Noah’s ark?”

“Yeah. The one beside it’s Bethlehem, then Mount Calvary. They’re not all biblical, though. The next one’s got castles.”

“The detail is remarkable,” Camilla said, perking up a little. She moved to a casket that was carved to look like the canopy of a rainforest. The one below it had men in top hats spinning women in long, elegant ball gowns. “Where do you get these?”

“I make them.”

Camilla turned and surveyed Peter anew. Never in a million years would she have guessed that he was a gifted woodworker. “They’re beautiful. And that’s what I actually think.”

“Thanks. Pick one.”

“What?”

“Pick a box.”

Camilla cocked an eyebrow, and Peter cocked one back.

She turned to the wall again and perused the selections like a shopper hunting for the right pair of shoes. She reached up with two hands and took down a chest with carvings of female aristocrats laced in corsets and carrying parasols.

“Good,” Peter said. He picked up an urn that was resting beside him. “Now follow me.”

“What? Where? I’m—I’m not…”

“What?”

“I’m exhausted. I need sleep.”

“It’s eight o’clock.”

“I’m not feeling fantastic right now.”

“I know. Now stop making excuses and follow me.”

The Vincents’ crematorium was a small antechamber attached to their embalming room. As Camilla stepped inside, a cold draft blew through and sent goose bumps rippling up her arms. She looked around at the cement walls and noticed there wasn’t a single window.

“Your oven vent is open,” she said when Peter entered the room.

“Maddock’s airing it out.”

Fair enough, she thought. “How’s he related to you again?”

“That’s a good question,” Peter said, placing his urn on a workbench and moving to the giant brick oven. “Our family adopted him before Luke and I were born. It’s a sad story, actually. His mother was in a car accident when she was still pregnant, but the paramedics arrived in time to save the baby. Uncle Jasper had known her quite well, I think, so he stepped in before the orphanage did. Everybody at home agreed to the adoption, but I’m pretty sure my uncle signed the papers, so technically that makes Maddy my cousin. Only cousin, actually.”

Peter reached through the retort door and pulled out the sliding hopper, a retractable plank used to charge caskets into the shaft at the right time and temperature, and picked up a small cardboard box that was resting on top. “Hello, Ms. Beaudry.”

“As happy as cremains usually make me,” Camilla said, “I can’t say this is helping.”

“It’ll take two seconds,” Peter replied as he carried the ashes to the workbench.

While he emptied the human soot into the urn, Camilla sauntered over to the oven and examined the blood-red bricks in the edifice.

“You know,” she said, “if I crawled in, you could flip the switch and it would solve a lot of problems. Your mom would approve.”

“Funny,” Peter said, tapping the last of Ms. Beaudry—the chronic chain smoker—into her eternal ashtray. “I used to crawl in there when me and Luke played hide-and-seek. God that was, like, fifteen, almost twenty years ago.”

“Really?”

“Really. And the doofus never caught me. I tied a rope to the roof and hung it down the chimney so when I heard him coming I’d be able to crawl away.”

Camilla stuck her head in the smoke shaft and stared up at the tall, dizzying darkness of the crematorium. “That’s at least fifty feet to the ceiling.”

“Yeah, and the rope got greasy after a few months. I doubt it’s even there anymore.”

“If your mom knew—”

“She would have murdered me. But dad would’ve thought it was genius.”

A little different from my own dad, Camilla snickered. He used to call her a genius too, but only facetiously. Hey, genius, grab me a beer. Go wash the trailer, genius. Yeah, genius, change your clothes, you look like a fucking Christmas elf.

From the crematorium, Peter led them back to the outer hallway, then down another stark corridor until they reached a heavy steel door.

“The freezer,” Peter said, pointing. “Holds close to thirty on the racks.”

He opened a closet beside the freezer room and set Ms. Beaudry’s urn inside. Camilla heard the closet jimmy shut again, but she wasn’t paying attention to Peter anymore; she was busy examining another door, a plain, splintered surface with an old iron keyhole.

“Where does that go?” she asked.

“The basement. It’s gutted.”

Camilla’s hand hovered over the doorknob. She wanted to open it—wanted to keep exploring every corner of the house—but she couldn’t think of a good enough excuse, so her hand dropped away.

“One more stop,” Peter said, taking off again. “Keep bringing that chest.”

He led them back through the hallway—past the freezer, past the garage’s loading zone and the embalming room—to a door that swung open on the kitchen.

Camilla wasn’t expecting the kitchen to be on the other side of that wall. Before she could even blink, her eyes plunged to the back exit, expecting to see the wet six-year-old boy standing in the doorframe…

But the room was empty.

“Carrots or no carrots?”

“What?” Camilla turned to see Peter pulling open the fridge.

“Carrots it is. Bring the box.”

Camilla carried her chest to the kitchen island and set it down. Peter took off the lid and started loading it up with food from the refrigerator: a bag of carrots, half a baguette, a bowl of cucumber salad, a few prewrapped sandwiches, and a couple of butter tarts.

“Where’d all this come from?” Camilla asked incredulously, remembering the bare refrigerator from the night before.

“I had a hunch mom would be too busy to make dinner tonight, so I put something together.”

“A salad and two sandwiches are going to feed everyone?”

“No,” he said, avoiding eye contact. “I was thinking it, uh, it could just be us.”

Right, Camilla thought, there it is. The moment a guy says something about what he’s thinking without actually saying it. Now I feel stupid.

“Sure.” She felt herself blush as bright as her hair color.

“I also thought you could use another break from the house.” Peter picked up the chest of food and moved past the oak cabinet—the one that Camilla knew kept the mysterious stack of towels—toward the back exit. “Even if it’s only a stone’s throw away.”

He gripped the latch on the patio door and twisted the handle at the same time, swinging it open to reveal the beautiful back courtyard.

As Peter and Camilla stepped off the veranda, the ugly porch light went out and they were immersed in full, velveteen darkness. Camilla’s eyes dilated and took in a much softer glow: the moonlight washed down from above, complemented by beads of fireflies burning in and out on the breeze. Tiny lawn lights stitched their way along a stony path through the length of the enclosure, and had she not known that there were bars on the shed’s windows, she wouldn’t have noticed it now; the beautiful lighting illuminated a lot, but it obscured a lot too.

Fountains played as Peter and Camilla passed them by, the water dappling off the stonework, and then the walking path curled along the edge of the pond and led them deeper into the night. It wasn’t until now that Camilla got a sense of how big the pond actually was. It was easily the size of a public swimming pool—not Olympic dimensions by any means, but still a very large, slightly oblong basin that was dark enough to be a lot deeper than anyone would think.

Here the soil rolled up with the roots of the tree that towered near the outer edge of the Vincents’ plot. It was massive up close. Its branches hung over the pond, ancient arms reaching out to snare something in the darkness, and the leaves were fully flushed like an emerald mink.

They reached the base of the tree, and Peter set their picnic box on the ground. He put a hand against the black trunk and took a step up.

Camilla squinted and noticed a series of planks nailed into the bark: it was a ladder that snaked up to a tree house camouflaged in the cover of the leaves. In the blink of an eye, Peter was up the steps and inside the house.

“Incoming!” A wicker basket with a rope tied to the handle launched out of the window, soaring through the air, and flopped to the ground. “Load the food and come on up!”

Camilla placed their picnic inside the basket and gave the rope a tug, then braced her body against the tree and hoisted herself up the first two planks.

The higher she got, the more of a rush she felt. The stress of the crummy day stayed grounded while she clambered up and up alongside the floating basket, lost in the allure of the adventure.

Peter poked his head out of the tree house and offered his hand. She took it, noticing the tail end of the tattoo on the inside of his wrist again, and was pulled up through the entrance.

The tree house was totally bare, not even a bird’s roost or squirrel’s nest packed into the corner.

“Welcome to the palace,” Peter flourished.

“Very impressive. And what’s on the royal menu?”

“A sublime cucumber salad,” he said, pulling items out of the basket as he listed them, “and the lady’s choice of chicken or tuna on brown.”

“Exquisite.”

Peter took a tablecloth from the bottom of the chest and rolled it out on the floor. As he spread around the food, Camilla reached over and touched the ornately carved box again.

“These really are beautiful, you know. How long does it take you?”

“Depends. An urn? Maybe three or four weeks. I can etch portraits too, but that takes longer.”

“A portrait? Could you etch me?”

“Why, do you plan on dying soon?”

“People rarely plan on dying. It’s good to be prepared.”

Peter laughed. He ripped off a chunk of baguette and passed it over. “Take and eat.”

Camilla stuck the bread in her mouth and bit down, closing her eyes. It was bliss. When she opened her eyelids again, she looked out of the tree house window and leaned back, savoring the view as much as the bread.

The scattered lights of Nolan were twinkling in the trees like the night’s freshest stars, and under the open black sky—which seemed deeper and spookier than it ever had before—the Vincent manor sat like a sleeping giant. Camilla and Peter were on top of the world, literally, and the whole planet was spinning around them.

“Dad built this tree house under mom’s nose,” Peter said. “Claimed it as our hiding spot. We kept it secret for almost a year too, which…well, you know my mom, wasn’t easy.” He watched the backyard with a smile on his face, almost as if he could see the memories playing out below. “In the winter, he’d set up tombstones on the ice and teach us how to skate around them. Crazy how small things like that stick out.”

Camilla imagined her own father stumbling around their trailer yard, attempting to build her a tree house, but it was like watching a toothless beaver trying to build the Hoover Dam—it would never, ever, ever work. Pump up your own bike tires. Hang that hammock. Pitch your own tent. Grab me another beer, genius.

Flashes of the trailer park came back so fast that she couldn’t block them out. Fields of flat, dead grass and the constant slam of screen doors; brown glass shattered on the roadsides; smells of the septic pipes as they burped up a rank sludge when it rained in the spring. Out! Your mom’s busy! Camilla was heaved out of her own trailer, down…down…into the sludge. Then she looked up and saw her mother’s face in the kitchen window, looking back, looking sorry. She was still aware then, or at least aware enough to show regret, but gone enough to just let it all happen. And suddenly the face was pulled away from the window. Then her mother was really gone. Physically. The rest would go too, and almost as fast.

Camilla pushed the images out of her head, her heart beating but her breath still under control. It had been a long time since that big of a flash had gone off. Even longer since the images were that vivid.

“Think fast.” Peter tossed Camilla a sandwich—she caught it at the last second.

As she unwrapped the plastic, Camilla heard Moira’s voice echoing the quote that “blood was thicker than water.” She looked down at the funeral home and recalled the way Jasper had marveled at the family portrait in the north parlor, and the way the relatives’ urns were lined up precisely on the mantelpiece. Even though she hadn’t shed a single tear when her father was finally tried and convicted of domestic abuse (among a panoply of other minor summary offenses), it suddenly struck her how profound the loss of Peter’s dad must have been. To lose such a kind person—moreover, the fulcrum of the family—would have been devastating.

Then another image popped into her head: Moira marching down an aisle in a wedding dress, scowling, on her way to marry whomever this man had been. “Happiest day of my life” was the invisible tagline floating underneath, and Camilla couldn’t help but snicker.

Peter shook his head. “You’re always smirking, and I never know why.”

“Me neither.” She tapped her forehead. “It’s weird up here.”

They sunk their teeth into the sandwiches, enjoying the taste, and ate in silence. After the sandwiches were gone, they moved on to the carrots.

“I’ve been wondering, how did Laura and Lucas meet?”

“They’re the same age,” Peter replied, “but since we were homeschooled, it wasn’t till we hired her to help with admin work.”

“And the wedding’s in a month?”

“Yeah,” he smirked. “Weird. Ever since Luke turned sixteen, the whole family’s been on him to find a girl. Now I suppose all that attention’ll turn to me. They’re relentless, you know. Sometimes I think mom hired Laura just to set him up—I mean, how many people are qualified to do that job, yet she chooses the youngest, prettiest one…”

Camilla quickly brought a carrot to her mouth as Peter’s sentence trailed off, both of them seeming to realize that the situation they were in was possibly premeditated.

“Oh God no,” Peter scoffed. “I didn’t mean—no, don’t give her that much credit, please.”

Blushing, Camilla curled her hair around her ears and looked out of the tree house again.

Wind shook the branches and shivered the leaves. Something glinted in the moonlight outside of the window that made Camilla tilt her head and squint closer.

“I didn’t know this was a fruit tree,” she said.

“Huh?” Peter said, still fumbling over his previous sentence.

Camilla shimmied closer to the window and reached out to pluck something off the closest branch. When she brought her hand back in, it was cradling a dark-red apple.

Peter’s eyes pulled back into focus. He sat up a little straighter. “Let’s see.”

Camilla reached across the space and handed Peter the apple. He took it, and she caught a glimpse of the tattoo on the inside of his wrist again.

Peter felt the waxy skin of the apple for a second and then set it on the floor. “We load this thing with insecticides every year,” he dismissed. “Big bug problems. Don’t eat these.”

“M-hmm.” Camilla wasn’t paying attention to the apple anymore; she was still eying the tattoo. “What’s that?”

“This?” Peter rolled up his sleeve as far as it could go, revealing the full calligraphy inked into his skin.

“Memento vivre,” Camilla read.

“The sister of this one.” Peter rolled up his other sleeve, unveiling another tattoo in the same style and font that read “Memento mori.”

“Remember you must live,” she mumbled. “Remember you must die.”

“You know Latin?”

“Phrases. I like them.”

“Thanks. They remind me that on one hand”—he shook his right arm—“I should have a life worth living, and on the other hand”—he shook his left—“I’m only human. So basically, don’t be stupid.”

“Who did them?”

“Me. My own ink and needles.”

Camilla admired the tattoos in a whole new way, imagining Peter’s steady hands guiding the delicate needle tip along his own skin. She felt a tingle up her spine.

“These are nothing,” Peter said, more excited. “Look at this.”

He pulled the collar of his shirt down and turned so Camilla could see a green-and-gray Celtic symbol colored into the bottom of his nape. She moved closer and touched the intricate marking.

“It’s the triquetra. Father and son linked together. Had to do it with a small hand mirror; I was stiff for a month.”

“What’s this?” Camilla touched a point where another tattoo dipped below his shirt collar.

“Oh yeah.” Peter rolled his eyes. “One sec.”

He unbuttoned his shirt and took it off, then slid his undershirt over his head to reveal a large bird covering the right side of his chest and shoulder.

“The raven on the bust of Pallas.”

“I swear,” Peter said, “every teen with an emo phase hits a Poe stage. Got bored and took it to the next level, I guess.”

“At least this one’s important.” Camilla pointed to Peter’s last tattoo: the Vincent family’s V inked over his left breast, right above his heart.

“Yeah,” he nodded. “Guess you’re getting to know us pretty well.”

Camilla studied Peter’s body: his torso resting on top of his knees with the moonlight bathing his bare skin in a milky glow. The air in the tree house had changed. It was tender and quiet.

Peter reached down and took her hand, guiding it to his chest. Wind rustled through the yard and another shiver zipped up Camilla’s spine, though this time it wasn’t from the breeze.

And then, as the whole world spun around them, Peter and Camilla leaned in and kissed.
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The Hospice

A quiet swish of water woke Camilla up in the middle of the night. The sound blended naturally with the peaceful Yukon soundscape—the chirps of the chorus frogs, the hoots from the great gray owls in their bulky nests—but to Camilla’s subconscious, something was very, very wrong.

The picnic blanket slid off her bare shoulder as she sat up and massaged her eyes in the dark. Running a hand through her hair, she looked back and saw Peter still asleep, curled up like a baby in the fetal position on the floor of the tree house. He looked content—possibly dreaming—and Camilla felt a little bit like she was floating in a dream herself. But it wasn’t a dream; it was real, and everything that had happened between them was real too.

The water swished again.

Camilla crawled to the window and peeked over the ledge. The pond was churning long, lethargic waves. It could have been the frogs, she thought. Or maybe the wind tossed something inside.

She watched the water settle down to its glassy surface and slumped into the tree house again, massaging her forehead. There’s nothing there. Nothing at all.

Another swish.

Frowning, Camilla lifted herself up again and stuck her head over the ledge.

She could see the water stirring, but it was too dark to tell where the ripples were coming from. She squinted harder, leaning halfway out of the window, and threw her gaze around the courtyard.

Then she spotted them, right near the bank of the pond: a pair of eyes bobbing in the water. They were looking straight at her, the whites of them cutting through the darkness amid a net of black hair that floated like dead seaweed on the surface.

Camilla was paralyzed. She gripped the wall of the tree house with shaking white knuckles as the head began to rise. Every step the body took, the water level sunk to expose more of the person’s face. A tiny nose broke the surface, then round cheeks with pudgy dimples. When the rest of the jaw slid out, Camilla sucked in a cold draft of breath and clenched it in her paralyzed lungs.

The person was a little girl—the same eight-year-old girl whose third grade picture had been stapled to Leonard Gall’s autopsy papers.

Camilla tumbled back, a hundred images reeling through her head: flashes of the dripping-wet boy, the gory autopsy scars, the cupboard of towels in the kitchen, the police officer telling her to “Watch yourself around these freaks”, and, most of all, the constant feeling of being scrutinized from Nolan’s dark neighborhood windows. Then one thought came galloping through the rest—a command that was loud and clear as it charged from her instincts and galvanized every muscle in her body. Catch her! Catch that girl!

Camilla seized her shirt off the floor and pulled it over her breasts in one tug, then rammed on her flats and went scrambling for the ladder. Peter barely stirred behind her.

Her awkward legs spindled out of the tree house and fumbled for the invisible steps; when she looked below she could see the outline of the eight-year-old’s body at the edge of the pond. The girl was naked except for underwear and a training bra.

Camilla stepped down the tree with her heart whomping like a bass drum. Her nails dug into the trunk and she heard the fabric of her pants rip, exposing her kneecaps to the bite of the freezing wind, but she kept on, kept sliding her shins down the jagged bark like cheese on a cheese grater while the cuts and gashes were anesthetized by sheer adrenaline.

The little girl continued toward the manor.

“Stop!” Camilla hissed.

The girl didn’t listen. She kept going with her back to the tree.

Camilla looked down and weighed the danger of a ten-foot jump. A split second later, she sprung off the ladder and landed with a buckling thud; a rod of pain shot through her right leg, but she was up in a heartbeat and limping across the yard.

“Wait!” she hissed again. “Come back!”

The little girl stopped and looked over her shoulder. Camilla hobbled forward; the sting in her leg was so bad that she was half keeled over.

Suddenly, the little girl giggled.

Camilla took another step forward and the girl skipped two away.

“No, please. Stay there.”

She stumbled closer, but the girl giggled again and hopped an equal distance ahead. Great, she thinks it’s a game.

“All right, you win, you win.” Camilla grimaced. Maybe I can talk to her from here. “M-My name’s Camilla. What’s yours?”

No response.

“It’s a little cold for swimming. If you wait here a sec, I can bring you a towel.”

The girl was losing interest fast. She began turning away...

“Wait, how about a different game? I—I’ve got a suitcase of clothes upstairs and a whole room of crazy hats. How does that sound? We can play dress-up as late as you want, pinky swear.”

The girl eyed Camilla’s outstretched pinky and took the bait. Slowly she turned around, and as she pivoted, her scar became visible for the first time, stretching from the top of her sternum to the bottom of her rib cage.

Camilla gaped at the scar, her outstretched pinky curling back into a loose fist. The two of them stood there, staring at each other for a frozen moment, until the girl pivoted again and continued toward the veranda.

“No! Come back!” Camilla took another step, but a stabbing pain ripped into her lower body.

The girl continued bobbing through the yard, fading farther and farther away.

Camilla locked her eyes on the child’s back. Now or never. She took a deep breath in…and sprinted across the yard.

The little girl checked behind her and squealed with laughter, taking off faster for the house.

As they ran across the lawn, Camilla’s long legs began gaining ground. The dew on the grass was cold and slippery, but she dug in and tore through it, determined like a wounded lion pursuing a vital prey.

Then it happened—an enormous spike of pain plunged into her stomach.

Camilla crippled onto the lawn, her vision blurring as a massive charge surged through every circuit in her brain. Suddenly the world’s supply of oxygen wasn’t enough. She couldn’t cry out because something in her gut had clenched together and sealed off her body’s air supply, and as a cold darkness pressed in, she was left alone to writhe across the grass like an animal caught in an electrical fence. As she passed out, all she could do was watch the spinning, unfocused image of the giggling girl skip farther and farther away until everything went cloudy, then black.

This time it wasn’t the sound of water that woke Camilla up—it was the melody of a Baroque minuet.

A bar of sunlight cut through a gap in the curtains and turned the insides of her eyelids hot red. She stirred under the padding of stale hospital sheets and let out a low groan, attempting to release the pressure that was built up behind her skull. It didn’t help.

“Camilla?” a voice asked from somewhere in the room.

“Ughhhh,” she groaned again, inching herself up the elevated mattress. Finally she peeked an eyelid open.

The room was bland and sanitized. Someone from a local parish had tried sprucing it up with pink Mary Mother of Jesus curtains and an entire ark of macramé animals, but, despite their best Christian efforts, the room still had the overwhelming feeling of a sterile hospital. An entire cloister of nuns knitting ten hours a day for ten years straight couldn’t bring enough cheer to a sick ward.

The minuet was dancing out of an old cassette player in the corner. A hand reached down and dimmed the knob; it was Laura, Lucas’s fiancé.

“Wild guess. Jasper sent the music?”

“‘A place can never have too many pianos,’” Laura quoted, adding, “even if they’re prerecorded.”

Camilla lolled her head against the pillow. She tried remembering how she had gotten there, but the smallest amount of concentration returned a walloping headache.

“Don’t worry, you’re still in Nolan,” Laura said. “They did the surgery here.”

“Surgery?” Camilla’s eyes popped. “What surgery?” She immediately started patting her arms and legs to make sure her main appendages were still attached.

Laura moved closer and rested her hands gently on the bed-frame. “You look fine,” she said, as if it was supposed to help.

“Fine? What was it?”

“We don’t know. They won’t say a word since we’re not family.”

If the problem’s not on the outside, it’s on the inside. She ran her hands over her skin, trying to hunt for physical clues, and when she touched the plastic tube that was trailing out the back of her wrist, her eyes followed it to the cart that was stationed beside her bed.

She reached over and pulled the IV closer, grabbing an empty 2mL bottle labelled DYLOJECT. Unfamiliar with the brand name, she spun the bottle around and spotted diclofenac in the fine print.

“How long have I been out?” Camilla asked, still on edge but measurably more composed. She returned the innocuous painkiller to the cart and leaned back again.

“Almost twelve hours. Peter will be happy he can get some sleep now.”

“Peter?” she frowned. A memory was tapping earnestly on her forehead. “Where is he?”

“A removal call came in, and Moira insisted he take it.” Laura paused, then added, “He didn’t want to leave, but I said I’d stay until he came back.”

Camilla pictured Peter in the chair by the cassette player, watching her sleep for twelve hours straight. He must have tried a few gentle nudges. Maybe a kiss too.

A dull pain tapped the middle of her stomach. She breathed in and the pain pinched back like a spider bite.

Frowning, she lifted the blankets and peeled away her gown to reveal a tiny incision beside her belly button. Ah, there you are. The stitching wasn’t much longer than a paper clip, but it was red and raw.

“So no one knows anything?”

“No. Peter found you passed out in the courtyard this morning and used the van to rush you here. That’s it.”

The courtyard? What in the world was I doing in the—

Suddenly the memories burst through her headache like a ten thousand pound wrecking ball.

Steps snaking up to a hidden tree house.

A cremation box full of picnic food.

Peter’s bare skin sliding against hers.

Tree bark tearing her kneecaps.

The eyes in the water.

The giggling.

The scar.

“What happened to the girl?” Camilla blurted.

“Girl?”

“The one from the backyard. The one who was in the pond, just like the boy the night before.” She had bolted up without realizing it and felt a wave of dizziness suddenly wash over her. She blinked out of focus as Laura guided her against the mattress again.

“It’s OK. There’s no girl. It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine,” Camilla snapped. She looked Laura dead in the eye. “What is going on at that house?”

“Going on?”

“Stop pretending! She told you to deny it, didn’t she?”

“Please, you’re still weak. Try to lean back.”

Camilla batted Laura away and turned onto her side. They’re liars, they’re all liars.

The room’s window was at an even level with the mattress. As she looked outside, her blood boiling, she could tell that they were on the second floor of the hospital, facing west.

The sun was beaming from its evening position, illuminating the town square with a glow that cast long shadows off the circumscribing trees. In front of the building she could make out a tall obelisk—some sort of memorial with little plaques circling the stone base. She was too far away to see what the plaques said, but at the moment she didn’t care. As she looked out at Nolan, continuing to ignore Laura, her attention turned to the small clusters of people going about their evening walks. They were like ants meandering up and down the burrowed streets, some of them out for exercise, others dipping into the gas station or Duke’s Saloon or the ice cream shack attached to a run-down miniature golf course—“Closed For Renovations since ’97.”

If the Vincents won’t give me the answers I’m looking for, maybe someone down there will.

“Hey.” She felt a warm hand on her shoulder. “If there’s anything I can do…”

Camilla let out a long breath and rolled over to see Laura looking down at her, genuinely concerned. In that brief moment, her conviction wavered. She doesn’t know what’s going on at all. The wedding isn’t for another month, maybe they keep their secrets in the immediate family. Then the devil’s advocate piped up: Or maybe she’s just a good actress.

“I’m sorry,” she replied. “You’ve done nothing but help.”

“Don’t apologize. I had a little breakdown when I started too. Accidentally used the wrong shampoo on the chaise lounge in the north parlor and completely wrecked it.”

“What chaise lounge?”

“Exactly. They threw it out the same day.”

Camilla sniggered. She pictured Laura trying desperately to scrub out a brown spot from a piece of white furniture as the clack, clack, clack of Moira’s heels approached menacingly down the hall.

“And you’d think I was a terrorist,” Laura said. “The only reason I survived the vote was because Jasper needed my help closing out the books and Brutus thought the chaise was, quote, ‘ugly as a puckered asshole anyway.’”

“Well, it’s good to know I’m not the only girl to get put before the grand jury her first week in.”

“See? Don’t let it get to you. That said”—Laura motioned around the room—“I didn’t spend my third day in the hospital, so way to one-up me. Oh and fair warning: they’ll probably count this as time off.”

“Time off?” Camilla snickered. “What a luxury. I’m surprised I get some.”

“You don’t. They’ll take it off your paycheck, along with your blazer deposit, the charge for repairing Mr. Yule’s coat, and maybe even the gas Peter used to drive you here.”

Camilla sunk lower on the bed. Great, I’ll be in deeper debt than when I started.

“Speaking of paychecks,” Laura continued, “I’m thinking of asking for a raise as a wedding gift. What do you think—better odds hitting the lottery?”

“I think anything more than a place in the family crypt is icing on the cake.”

Laura laughed, and Camilla broke a smile, which, at that particular moment, was the equivalent of a colossal knee-slap.

“Actually,” Laura said as her laughter cooled off, “I’ve been meaning to ask you something. About the wedding.” Her voice wavered all of a sudden, as if she had a sensitive question that hadn’t been properly rehearsed yet. “I was wondering if you’d be willing—and I know it’s the worst time to ask, so you don’t have to say anything right away—but I was wondering if you would be willing to participate in the ceremony?”

“The ceremony? You mean...like an usher or something?”

Laura twirled a ringlet of hair. “Think farther down the aisle.”

“Umm. Candle lighter?”

“Bridesmaid,” Laura said sheepishly. “The, uh, the only bridesmaid.”

Camilla was flabbergasted. A day ago she would have been shocked to receive an invitation, and now she was being asked to join the bridal party of a person whom she was having her first serious conversation with.

“My family can’t make it,” Laura started to ramble, “and I thought since you’re, well, since you’re with us now, you wouldn’t mind. Of course, like I said, there’s no need to give me an answer right away or anything but—”

“What should I wear?”

Laura stopped twirling her hair. A smile stretched across her face and she leaned over and gave Camilla a hug, who winced when another jolt of pain jabbed into her stomach. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Laura was right about one thing: it was the worst time to pose the question, like asking a recent burn victim if he’s got a light, or requesting a glass of water while the Titanic’s still sinking. But in the five seconds she’d had to think it over, a couple of Camilla’s own lonely milestones had popped into mind; first, going to high school prom alone, and second, having no one show up at her college convocation. She didn’t know what it was like to be alone at the altar, but she imagined it felt worse than both those experiences combined.

There was a knock on the door. Camilla and Laura turned to see a doctor hovering in the frame.

“Morning, Ms. Carleton,” he said, despite that it was five p.m. He looked at Laura. “Would you mind, please.”

Laura nodded. As she picked up her coat by the cassette player, she turned and said, “Peter should be back by six. If he’s not, feel free to call.”

“Tell him there’s no need,” the doctor said. “She’ll be out in half an hour. Now, some privacy.” As he checked Camilla’s IV and made notes on her chart, Laura mouthed another thank you and left.

“All right.” The doctor smiled. “How are you feeling?”

“Spectacular,” Camilla said, completely straight-faced, and watched him handle his clipboard. The answers to her questions were on those papers, if only she could see them.

“Any pain?”

“A little. Something to do with these stitches?”

The doctor motioned for her to move the sheets away. She pushed her gown aside and he felt gently around the wound, pressing in different places on her abdomen. “Good.”

He took out a pharmaceutical box from his breast pocket and set it on the bedside table. She squinted but couldn’t make out the label.

“Have you ever had similar episodes of pain? Abdominally?”

“No.”

“That’s not surprising. Endometriosis is touch and go—it happens when cells from the endometrium grow outside of the uterine cavity. Some women get recurring aches, while others, like you, might experience random bursts.

“The laparoscopy let me remove the excess tissue that was building up on your ovaries and causing the pain. You’re fine now. And if you take these as an extra precaution”—he pointed at the box on the table—“you’ll be good for a long time.”

Camilla took another deep breath and laid her head on her pillow. Good. Nothing chronic.

The doctor hovered by the IV cart for a few seconds longer than he had to. If Camilla wasn’t distracted, she might have suspected that he was stalling.

“Can I ask you a question, Ms. Carleton?”

“If I can ask one first.”

“Please.”

“How many heart surgeries have you done this week?”

The doctor shrugged. “None.”

“What about other physicians in Nolan?”

“I’m afraid I’m the only surgeon outside Whitehorse.”

“Really.” Camilla frowned, drumming her fingers on her chest. “I heard about the car accident with the little girl. I’m wondering if she’s all right.”

“Accident?” He scratched his head. “Do you mean the Gall DUI? No one was hurt at the scene as far as I know. Least of all a little girl.”

Camilla scratched off the last flakes of her nail polish. Impossible. She remembered the police blotter: “ACCIDENT ON RAYNER RD.” and a blurry shot of the pickup truck crumpled in the ditch with a tricycle’s handlebars poking over the fender. Didn’t it mention anything about the girl? It had to!

“If that’s your only question,” the doctor started, “you won’t mind…?”

Camilla shook her head. She was only giving him half of her attention. Maybe less.

“Have you had X-rays before? Ms. Carleton?”

“Not that I remember.” That was a lie, of course. She’d had an arm X-rayed after her father twisted it once for flushing his cigarettes down the toilet, but she didn’t see how that was relevant.

“So,” the doctor said, choosing his words carefully, “you aren’t aware of any preexisting conditions?”

“Preexisting?”

“Endometriosis is fairly harmless when it’s kept in check, but sometimes it signals other disorders.”

“Disorders?” Camilla’s attention was focused on the doctor again like a laser beam. “What?…Wait—” Her hand shot across the bed and snatched the box that the surgeon had set down earlier, bringing it closer into focus. The carton read “Micronor” in friendly blue letters, and below it in tiny italics was norethisterone.

She laughed, tapping the box. “Funny. Moira’s idea, right? This has Moira all over it.” She held it out for the doctor. “Thanks but no thanks.”

The doctor didn’t take the box back. “The progestins will minimize regrowth of the cells that I removed.”

“Birth control? That’s going to keep the pain away?”

“It should help.”

Camilla laughed again and placed the carton in her lap. “Fine. A few birds with one stone. Why not?”

“One bird, actually,” the doctor said, noticeably not laughing. “The pill counteracts the endometrium. It seems—and this is why I asked about the X-rays—your body has its own objections to pregnancy.”

The doctor put down his clipboard and the room suddenly seemed very quiet. The sounds from the hallway and outside the window were distant, and they faded even further when the doctor opened his mouth and said what he had been hesitating to say the entire time.

“Endometriosis can be related to uterine malformations.” He held up a scan and Camilla saw her own skinless reflection in the glossy photo paper. She shrunk back, noticing a twisted difference from her anatomy textbooks.

“The earlier,” the doctor continued, “can cause pain.”

“And the latter?” Camilla forced the question, still eying the scan.

“Infertility.”

All sounds of the outside world vanished. It was like the two of them were on a distant planet in the cold, pressured silence of deep space. Her mind was firing on all cylinders to keep up with the sudden shot of information.

Only two more words echoed in the void of silence: “I’m sorry.”

The doctor stood up and left, leaving Camilla completely alone, numb, trapped in her own broken body.


10

The Wedding

The sun wasn’t up and Camilla was already penciling in her final touches of eyeliner. Her bedroom softened with the pullulating colors of dawn—from purples to reds to auburns—as the stars turned off and the full moon hid behind its orangey niqab. Even the birds weren’t awake yet, minus one clumsy magpie that was fumbling around outside of the window, cawing like it had a throat tumor the size of a tennis ball.

She blinked a few times and set her eyeliner on the vanity table. Beside it, the cardboard box of Micronor was bent back, revealing the last pill in the entire sheet of pop-out capsules. A full month had passed since her surgery, and the empty carton of birth control was empirical proof of the slow weeks gone by.

Camilla squeezed out the pill and slipped it past her lips. She closed her mouth, forcing herself to swallow, and felt the tablet leave a lump in her throat.

She hated the birth control. Examining herself in the mirror, she noted the places where she had already lost precious pockets of weight: almost twelve pounds in twenty-eight days, gone. Even the corset that she had on couldn’t string up as tight as it used to, which was actually a relief since her stomach was a bit cramped and her breasts were as tender as two overripe melons. And those were just the physical symptoms. Mentally things weren’t so wonderful either.

In the last three weeks she was increasingly checked out. Her brain, which usually hummed like an electric generator, felt as if someone had sneaked in and sabotaged the fuses. She would catch herself staring into space for minutes—sometimes hours if it was before bed—without a single thought running through her head, and the emptiness, the darkness, was scary. She worried that one day she wouldn’t be able to find her own “on” switch again.

The parlor was getting busier and everyone’s stress levels were spiking. Pickups were coming in steadily, but more and more of the wedding arrangements were derailing only days before the big event. On Tuesday, the florist phoned and said the chrysanthemums might not arrive on time; on Wednesday, a weekend storm warning was issued for the Nolan area, forcing them to organize an indoor backup plan; and on Thursday, their lawn mower went “tits up”—Brutus’s words—meaning they had to rent a Kubota at the minimum three hour rate for just twenty minutes of “bushwhacking our own backyard bullshit”—again, Brutus’s phrase.

Camilla caught her blank expression in the mirror and blinked it away. She took a tube of lipstick and puckered up, painting on a wet, maraschino-cherry coat like Georgia O’Keeffe.

This was more primping time than she’d had in the last three weeks combined. Lately she was used to rolling out of bed and stumbling downstairs to the embalming room, lifeless as the corpses she was working with, and on the really low days, she’d pretend to be sick so she wouldn’t have to leave her room at all. Deep down she wanted Peter to catch on so she wouldn’t have to spell out the symptoms of depression for him—Saying it makes it real—but deeper down she knew it was better to keep it hidden. She’d seen how mental demons destroyed relationships before, and if she could just keep it at bay it might disappear. It just might.

The Yukon’s weather had turned with Camilla’s mood. The yards were drying out faster than the wood’s scrubland, and all around insects were going about sealing themselves in their dirt sarcophagi. Something about Mother Nature’s exodus this year was incredibly bleak. Camilla tried coping by reminding herself that nothing had changed; she hadn’t come down with a crippling disease or any kind of terminal sentence. The only difference was the awareness of something that she hadn’t known before. She was the same person, yes, but at the same time she had never felt less like herself her entire life.

Thank God I still have some style, she thought as she slid on her black-and-white Lolita dress. She adjusted the bows and fluffed the bell sleeves.

Laura had told her she could wear whatever she wanted to the wedding, and this outfit had been a front-runner for two solid weeks. Camilla stepped back from the vanity and gave herself the once-over, from her freshly curled hair down to her black-and-carmine stilettos.

“What do you guys think?” She averted her eyes in the mirror to the shelf of skulls behind her.

The skulls grinned, as always.

She looked back at herself and grinned too. Forget antidepressants—mood disorders are no match for a good dress and a pair of heels. Silently she wondered what Peter would think. The last time he saw me in a dress was the night I arrived.

Her eyes wandered to her four-poster bed and studied the outline of two bodies in the sheets. She hadn’t noticed him take off this morning, but that wasn’t uncommon; the family knew they were together, yet he always made sure to be back in his own room before the rest of them were awake, lest Moira clamp them with chastity belts.

They’d spent every night together since she’d returned from the hospital. The sex was good—even if it was getting less and less frequent—but their pillow talk could use work. They avoided serious topics like tap water in Mexico, and if anything heavy came up, like where they saw themselves in ten years or what would happen to the funeral home when the three directors were gone, Camilla would feel a knife in her gut and turn right off.

The topics always hovered around family. Vincent this, Vincent that. When Peter had asked about hers, she’d given him the straight facts: her father was in a corrections facility in Alberta, and her mother lived in a psychiatric care center. That was all there was to talk about. He wouldn’t understand her volatile past any more than she understood the white-picket-fence future he kept mentioning: fixing up the funeral home, taking more vacations, getting a dog for the family. There it was, the full circle back to family. Is that all they ever think about?

It was straining. Until she knew that she couldn’t have children, the thought never crossed her mind. But since she’d learned about her “preexisting conditions,” the idea seemed to manifest itself almost every day.

The first week back had been the worst.

One morning on their way to a pickup, they had passed a group of girls playing hopscotch, followed closely by a couple pushing a stroller and a little boy at a lemonade stand. The next afternoon, she went for a walk and wound up at the school’s playground, stopping at the fence and watching the ten-year-olds monkey around the gym equipment for only three minutes before brushing her eyes and having to leave.

No longer did the sight of children spark an unsolved mystery having to do with scars carved into chests or missing clothes or soaking-wet skin. Instead, they piqued profound emptiness. Sometimes she still woke up with the hope that everything had been a dream—that she might open her eyes and see Peter on the floor of the tree house, a picnic box parked beside them and a thin blanket over their shoulders—but then a sharp feeling would hook her stomach when she felt her mattress and realized it had all been real.

There was a knock on the door.

Camilla snapped out of her trance. She grabbed the bedsheets and gave them a quick fluff. It’s not Peter. He never knocks.

“Come in,” she called.

No response.

She walked to the door and cracked it open. No one was there. She pulled the door wider and stuck her head into the hallway—still no one.

Frowning, she started to back away when something caught the bottom of her vision.

It was a slip of paper lying on the rug. She bent over and picked it up, mouthing the five words written across the front.

Meet me at the window.

She reread the note. ‘Meet me at the window’? Which window?

She flipped the paper over, and there were two more words across the back—that way—with an arrow pointing left. Her eyes followed the arrow to the window at the end of the hall, and without hesitating she started toward it.

Camilla hated surprises, and this was no exception (especially since she was supposed to be downstairs helping unload chrysanthemums in less than five minutes). But it was Peter’s careful calligraphy—the same font that his tattoos were scrawled with—and if there was one thing that she hated more than a surprise, it was a cliff-hanger.

When she got to the window, she spotted a piece of paper on the ledge. Peeling it open revealed two more words: look up.

Her eyes shot up before she could guess what was hovering above her.

At first all she saw was the ceiling, then her eyes calibrated and a thin strand of rope came into focus, hanging from the roof with a third slip of paper tied to the end. Camilla reached up and snagged the note with the tips of her fingers.

Pull hard.

She boosted herself onto the balls of her toes and gripped the end of rope. Coming down, the roof caved in above her. A staircase unfolded from the ceiling like an upside down cave of wonders, its steps its teeth leading into a dark jaw with a gust of old, mothy breath.

The attic of the Vincent manor had a dry aroma that was more than wood and dust bunnies. It was a marinade of forgotten chattels, like the mustiness of a nostalgia shop or the staleness of a secondhand bookstore. From racks of dresses in plastic sheets to shoeboxes packed with projector slides, tattered carpetbags, and bins of retired stuffed animals, the trove was squirreled away and stockpiled as high as any roadside consignment barn.

Every step Camilla took left a footprint in the dust behind her. She passed crate after crate of someone’s old vinyl collection, then an instrument section where a few flute and trumpet cases concealed a cluster of mouse traps (how mice were resourceful enough to climb into attics, she didn’t know—she pictured their little white bodies squirming up the brick walls, then, more fantastically, shooting miniature grapple hooks and using ropes and ladders like mousey musketeers). Unsurprisingly, there was also an upright piano pushed into a corner. What is that, number five?

“You look gorgeous.”

Camilla turned, her dress swirling around her body.

Peter was coming out from behind a stack of boxes. He was done up in full black-and-white too: a fitted tuxedo, a pair of polished cap-toe shoes, and a skinny black tie. Even his hair was combed back with what Camilla was surprised to note was a dollop of product.

“You look…groomed.”

“Groomed?”

“You know what I mean,” she backpedaled. “You look good.”

“Have you looked outside yet? It’s looking pretty groomed too.”

Peter nodded toward the window on the far wall. Its view revealed the rear courtyard, which had been transformed into an elegant outdoor wedding chapel. There were rows of white wooden chairs facing the towering tree, along with a gazebo set up in front of the pond. Brutus, Jasper, Maddock, and Moira could be seen carrying in large bouquets of flowers, and every time Brutus tried setting one down somewhere, Moira would start shouting at him and nod somewhere else.

“Oh no.” Camilla frowned. “The chyrsanthe—”

“They’re fine. I asked Laura if I could talk to you first.”

“Well talk fast, because I think your uncle’s about to be strangled.” She cringed, watching Moira slap the back of Brutus’s head when he tried to stuff too many flowers into one vase.

The silence hummed while Camilla kept watching the preparations. Another few seconds went by before she turned around to see Peter still standing there, just looking at her.

“Do you remember,” he started, “the drive that first night you arrived?”

“The ride in the landau?”

“Right. What were you thinking before it got here?”

Camilla tipped her eyes up. “I think I was humming a song about eating corpse guts.”

Peter snickered. “And, uh, guts aside, what were you expecting?”

“Less pressure, more food.”

Peter full-out laughed. He stepped forward and kissed her. Camilla kissed back, still uncertain where this was going.

Their lips drifted apart. “Do you know what I was doing that day?”

She shook her head, looking away. Eye contact had never been one of her strong suits, especially when conversations veered toward anything serious.

“I was over there”—he nodded across the room—“cleaning that.” There was a lone rifle perched inside an oak gun cabinet. The glass in the cabinet’s doors was missing, but jagged bits were still poking out of the edges, as if someone had smashed the windows and only swept up the fallen pieces.

“You hunt?”

“Not really. Dad took us when we were little, but I was too small to hold the gun. I’ve gotten used to just cleaning it.”

Peter paused. He glanced around the attic, examining the artifacts that were stacked halfway to the joists. “Actually,” he said, “I found this place the day dad was buried. I was in my room when mom called up saying it was time to go. And I remember thinking—knowing—I couldn’t leave. So I ran out, but her footsteps were already coming up the stairs. Then I saw the rope and before I knew it I was up here. She called and called, but I didn’t answer, so they left for the service without me.”

Peter squeezed Camilla’s hands. She felt the gnawing in her stomach getting worse.

“I still come up when I need to be alone. Every time I look through his vinyl, or start up a slide deck, or work on his gun, it feels like it’s just me and him again. So this is where I saw you pull in. From the front window over there.”

“Aw, my little stalker.”

“Well, actually”—Peter blushed—“it’s pretty high up. You were too far away and, y’know, I wanted a closer look. So…”

“So?”

“So maybe I used the gun scope to get a better peek.”

“Wait. Wait, wait, wait. That’s how I walked into this job? With a rifle aimed at my head?”

Peter flashed his little-boy grin. “I didn’t even notice till later the safety was off.”

“You might have saved me some embarrassment if you’d just taken the shot.”

“Yeah.” He snickered. “Well, everything was fine until you did something I wasn’t expecting. Remember what?”

“No, creep, what did I do?”

“You looked up,” he said, shaking his head. “You looked straight at me, and I tripped backward and smashed through the gun cabinet. There was glass and powder everywhere. Took a week and a half to clean up.”

“Excellent.”

“But you know what, that’s fine. Totally fine. Because you were about to make my incredibly clumsy ass look smooth by comparison.”

Ugh, Camilla thought, don’t remind me. Day one was definitely not my best day.

“So…you’re glad you didn’t shoot me? That’s good. That’s a relief.”

“What I’m saying,” Peter leveled, “is that since you’ve been here, from the moment you walked in—from when you almost ate cat food and stuck your hand down Maddock’s pants—to right now, you haven’t been anything I’ve expected.”

“Oh really? And what unexpected thing have I done today?”

“Well,” Peter said, “why don’t we find out?”

His voice trembled a little at the end of the question. He reached inside his pocket and produced a plain, wooden box as Camilla’s hands went to cover her mouth.

“I was going to carve something, but I couldn’t think of anything good enough,” he said. “And honestly, now that we’re standing here, I can’t think of anything good enough to say either. You’re the only perfect thing I’ve got. Nothing can say it better than this.”

Peter got down on one knee and opened the lid, revealing a single diamond ring resting inside.

“I love you, Camilla. Will you marry me?”

“That,” Camilla said, her eyes swelling to the size of tenpin bowling balls, “is an engagement ring.”

“Yes…?”

“Like a real engagement ring. OK. Wow.”

“OK? Is that an answer, or…?”

“Peter…” She hunched over, crossing her arms, and coughed into one of her fists. “Could you…could you stand up?”

Peter got up and put a hand on Camilla’s arm, bringing her closer.

“Listen,” he said, his words all of a sudden rushing back to him. “I know you’re wondering how the hell I propose after a month—a month. But trust me, I have a lot of doubts about a lot of things, and not a single one about this.”

The clawing in Camilla’s stomach dug in deeper than ever, lurching like the nails of a violent backhoe.

“If,” she started, completely avoiding eye contact now. “If you think you’re ready, then I’m sure you are. But I-I’m not in a good place right now.”

Peter didn’t respond. He kept massaging her arms, letting the silence draw out the words.

“It’s this thing. This…this…” Marriage! she felt like screaming. Marriage! Family! Pregnancy! “This Carleton thing,” she settled on. “We don’t have the best track record with marriages.”

“That’s your family, not you.”

“What about yours? They’re not exactly my cheerleading squad.”

“I’ve already asked them for their blessing.”

“And they said yes?” she sputtered, unable to hide her shock.

“It was a two-to-one vote.” He grinned nervously. “Majority wins.”

“Unbelievable.”

“Camilla…” Peter clasped his hands around her neck, trying to regain eye contact. “You’re worked up over what everyone else thinks. Just think about us. Do you love me?”

She met Peter’s gaze again. The sounds from outside were muted, leaving nothing but total silence.

“I’m happy with you,” she said. “Happier than I’ve been my whole life. I don’t see why anything has to change.”

“So it’s the marriage part?”

“It’s…it’s weddings,” she covered, breaking away from his grip and turning toward the window. “They’re so showy. What do all these crowds and cakes and chrysanthemums mean anyway, right?”

“Camilla—”

“And suddenly your life isn’t just you anymore, and all the problems and the…the pressure are literally twice as much. And then love is what’s supposed to make it work, but it doesn’t always work because it’s not like it’s electricity or gravity or anything. It’s…it’s…I don’t know…” Fairy dust, she wanted to say, but held the words back.

“Camilla. I want to be with you.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“If you felt the way I do—”

“What? Then I’d understand? Maybe that’s it. Maybe I don’t understand. If love is intimacy and commitment, then sure, I suppose I’m in love.”

“You suppose you’re in love?”

“I didn’t mean—”

“Look,” Peter cut her off. He took the ring out of its box and dropped it in Camilla’s front dress pocket. “Keep this for now. If you decide to say yes, put it on and I’ll know when you’re ready.”

“What if I don’t?”

“It’s the only ring I plan on giving.”

Peter kissed her on the cheek and walked away. He went to the staircase and, halfway down, turned and gave one more closed-mouth smile before disappearing.

Camilla looked down at the wedding spread in the backyard, torn and enervated like one of the attic’s many tired assets.

There was too much Peter didn’t know about her. Her preexisting conditions; infertility being the big shebang, of course, but far from the only tick on the list. Abandoned foster homes, five years of student loans, her mother—oh yes, she hadn’t even begun to explicate the saga of Diana Carleton’s many dissociative faces.

Camilla didn’t want to leave the attic but she didn’t want to stay either, so she just stared out the window and rocked back and forth between her choices like a yo-yo on a tangled thread. When the backyard was finally dressed for the wedding and the guests were filtering in, she blinked a few more times and made her way downstairs.

The wedding’s seating arrangement was extremely unbalanced. A string of guests had filed their way through the house and taken chairs on whichever of the bride or groom’s side they were there to support.

The groom’s side—the right—had twenty people scattered around. The bride’s side was completely empty.

Camilla heard the piano playing outside. She took her hand off the doorknob and turned around to see Laura entering the kitchen with her frilly wedding dress bunched around her ankles.

“So...I guess I’m the only outsider left after this. Unless you’re not taking his name?”

“You’re joking.” Laura laughed. “They’d cremate me alive.”

She joined Camilla at the door, and together they peeked through the window like two Pink Ladies waiting for Greased Lightning to roll up. Outside, the preceremony music was still playing as the crowd fanned themselves in the blistering midday heat with whatever paper they could scrounge up from the bottoms of their pockets and purses.

Suddenly, Laura leaned over and gave Camilla a hug.

“Thank you. So much. Even if you don’t say yes to Peter, I’m still here, all right?”

“Ugh,” she grunted. “Who else knows?”

“No one. When he asked if he could steal you this morning, I said not until he told me why. Since I don’t see a ring, I assume it’s not because it didn’t go with the outfit.”

“I haven’t decided yet. It came out of nowhere.”

“I know. A month in?” Laura shrugged. “Luke at least gave me two.”

“What is it with these Vincents?” Camilla let out a full-body sigh. “Aren’t men supposed to be commitment scaredy-cats? I mean, I’m glad he’s not a chauvinistic pig, but a romantic? I don’t know what’s worse.”

“If you think the proposal’s sudden, wait until they start talking kids. I swear, the day after the engagement the whole family was already asking names.”

Camilla forced a snicker. “You’re not pregnant?”

“Not yet, touch wood.”

“Or don’t.”

Laura started laughing and couldn’t stop. It was infectious, and Camilla—who hadn’t laughed in over a week—cracked a smile and started laughing too.

Outside, another piano tune was beginning. The guests rose to their feet.

“For what it’s worth,” Laura said, reining in her laughter as they looked out and watched Lucas and Peter take their places under the gazebo, “they’re good men. Any girl would be lucky to have them.”

Camilla watched Peter plant himself on his mark. He was squinting at the house, blinded by the sunlight that was hitting the altar at a direct angle from in front of the estate. From where he was positioned, it meant that she could see him but he couldn’t see her. Still, he stared patiently into the painful rays, waiting for her to come to him.

“Well then,” she said, turning the handle, “let’s not keep them waiting.”

Outside was blistering hot, and as she stepped into the sunlight, Camilla thought she could actually hear her skin sizzling. She hoped she wouldn’t be a sweaty tomato by the time they reached the altar, but the rays were harsh and the minister seemed like a marathon away.

One step ahead of another, she did her best to find the beat of Jasper’s piano march while at the same time trying to remember to smile and hold her shoulders back and balance on the balls of her toes—in other words, walk like a lady—but it was surprisingly hard and made her hate the fact that models who couldn’t scrape two hundred on their SATs could do this a thousand times better than she could. True, she had once done a stint of modeling, but this was one of the numerous reasons she was told to stop: her legs never seemed to cooperate when they needed to most. It didn’t help that the seating arrangement made everything feel unbalanced, either; with absolutely no one on the left side of the congregation, she had to fight from veering to the right.

The closer she led the processional, the heavier the engagement ring felt in her pocket. She looked at Peter. He was watching her with a grin stuck on his face, and immediately she looked away and went back to focusing on guiding her stork legs down the aisle.

Left, right…left, right…left, right…

When they reached the gazebo, Camilla climbed the stairs and stood to the side while the minister brought Laura and Lucas together. As he began his “Dearly beloved” introduction, Camilla tried scanning the audience, but it was no use. The sun was like a stage light that blocked out the people past the front row; unfortunately, the front row consisted only of Moira, Maddock, Brutus, and the Vincents’ cats, Prim and Proper, who were all sitting in freshly lacquered chairs with plush cushions padding their asses.

Moira was perfectly still, perched under a decorative sun hat as the matchmaker of all this, the one who had been pulling her sons’ strings. Had she actually wanted Peter and Camilla together, like Lucas and Laura? Or had Camilla angered her enough in the short time they’d known each other that the old woman no longer wanted anything to do with her?

Again she looked over at Peter, who was watching his brother take Laura’s hand. Then he looked up and their eyes met; he gave a smile and she forced one back.

Her doubts about marriage were clashing violently with not wanting to lose Peter. She felt sick to her stomach—the extreme temperature wasn’t helping—and she looked down for balance, peeking over the rail of the structure at the sparkling pond below. If you have a heat stroke, faint into the water. You’ll ruin the ceremony anyway, so may as well go for the gusto.

A shadow crossed Camilla’s beet-red face as the sun rose over the gazebo and blessed them with shade. She regained some of her posture. Lucas and Laura were starting their vows already, which either meant that the ceremony was zipping along at record speed or she must have zoned out again. Snap out of it! You’re on stage, for Christ’s sake.

She turned her attention back to the congregation, which was now visible without the harsh glare in her eyes.

There was an older couple sitting in the third row. She exchanged a smile with the elderly man, wanting to seem engaged, and looked past him at a small family on the opposite end. Behind them was a younger couple—the same ones she’d seen pushing a stroller three weeks ago—and a man with his teenage son.

Her eyes kept scanning the seats.

Another pair of couples, an old widow in a white slip, a single mom with a little boy—

Camilla’s knees buckled halfway to the floor. Her eyes bugged open, fixed on the sight of the little boy from her first night in Nolan. He was sitting with his mother near the edge of the yard, flanked by empty chairs.

She looked one row back and received another shockwave: there was the girl who went skipping away on the night of the hospital. The eight-year-old from Leonard Gall’s autopsy file.

Girl, boy. Boy, girl. Girl, boy.

They were right there, both of them sitting with their families in the back half of the congregation.

Laura and Lucas were now exchanging rings. The ceremony was almost over, and Camilla wished she could freeze everything in order to give herself more time to scan the situation with a new set of eyes.

Something’s not right. What’s. Not. Right.

The seating arrangement was an obvious red flag—Why is everyone so far back? They’re not family, but they’re here for the Vincents—then she looked over and studied the empty section. And what about Laura’s half? Why didn’t they come?

She stared at the children, unblinking, as her eyes flitted between them like a metronome bar at top speed. The boy looked bored out of his skull. He was kicking the white chair in front of him, dazed, while the little girl chewed on a wad of gum and combed her fingers through her hair, caught up in a fantasy of her own future wedding, no doubt.

“And now, by the power vested in me, I present to you Mr. and Mrs. Lucas and Laura Vincent.”

Camilla looked back just in time to see Lucas and Laura kiss.

Suddenly there was a bright flash of light and someone in the congregation shouted, “Stop! Stop ‘im, quick! He’s running!”

It took less than a second for Camilla to recognize that it was Brutus who was shouting. He had hopped out of his chair and barreled down the center aisle after a figure who was scrambling toward the house.

She had never seen an obese man move that fast, and in a couple of seconds the fat funeral director pounced through the air and tackled his prey to the ground. Dust and gravel stirred up by the gift table, and suddenly someone’s leg lashed out and kicked the whole station over, sending all the presents crashing down on top of them.

The congregation went rushing to see if Brutus was OK, but Camilla’s head whipped in the opposite direction. The mysterious figure had torn for the flowerbed and slipped over the iron fence.

She had no idea who this stranger was. She didn’t know why Brutus had tried tackling him either, or whether or not it had anything to do with the mysterious children who were back in the Vincents’ courtyard. But she did know that someone—a trespasser—had taken a picture just moments before the chaos erupted, and that was a cliff-hanger she simply couldn’t ignore.

So while everyone else was busy helping Brutus to his feet, Camilla skirted around the white lacquer chairs and slipped back into the funeral home. Barely ten seconds later, the front door of the house flew open and then banged shut behind her.


11

The Midnight Sun

Camilla burst through the front door and saw—

Nothing.

Nothing was moving except the water trickling down the fountain in the center of the yard.

Suddenly a swish in the bushes. She spun and saw a shoe disappear through a thicket of hedges and out to the street.

Still in her stilettos, Camilla half sprinted, half hobbled down the driveway to the bars of the entrance gate. When she got there, she stuck her head through the iron rungs and saw the back of a man bolting down the middle of the road. There were no buildings on the long stretch of gravel, and no vehicles either. It was a wide-open footrace.

Camilla bit down and flew off like prairie fire.

Her heels tossed up rocks and chunks of mud as she raced through the heat waves that rippled in the air. The flashes of light spearing the tree branches were disorienting, and the sounds of the man’s shoes were getting more and more distant. He’s too damn fast.

Looking up, she saw the figure pulling away, curving to the left as the road bent south toward the tip of town square. She pictured Nolan from the view of her bedroom window, envisioning the road hugging the town’s perimeter before side-winding onto Alpine Street and then Main. There’s no chance of heading him off. Unless…

Without so much as a second thought, Camilla hung an abrupt left and ran straight through the ditch, plunging between a gap in the tangled wall of trees ahead.

The smell of spruce and resin hollowed out her nasal passages in seconds. She could see a row of cottages in the distance and, again without thinking, dug her chin to her chest and charged headfirst through the crowded woods.

The roots on the forest floor popped up like video game obstacles; Camilla hopped and crunched and dodged every single one of them, hot blood burning down the backs of her heels as she forced her mind away from the pain and focused on the string of yards ahead. I have to know what’s going on. I have to know what the Vincents are hiding.

She came up behind the cottages and stopped. There was a long stretch of fencing that connected the backyards for a mile in either direction—no way around.

Hiking up the frills and bows of her dress, she lodged her heel on the lowest strand of barbwire and started climbing. Thankfully the fence was only five feet tall and took less than thirty seconds to scale, otherwise she may have lost her time advantage. She plopped down on the other side of the posts and buckled at the knees.

Her head whipped up and she scanned the yard, unfazed by the fact that she’d landed in a row of soggy cabbages that were molding this late in the season. Something about the place seemed vaguely familiar. Don’t stop. Move it! She heaved her stiletto spikes out of the mud and bolted for the front gate, grabbing its rusty hasp.

Something caught her eye.

It was an old tandem bicycle leaning against the fence: rusted chains, tufts of dead grass stuffed into the spokes, plastic handlebars melting from years of being kept too close to the barbeque. The frame looked about as stable as a shithouse in a hurricane, but Camilla squeezed the brakes and felt it respond with a decent stop. Good enough.

The side gate swung open and Camilla sailed through on her new road warrior: a broken-down double-seated bicycle, built for two but captained by one.

“Hey! Where d’ya think you’re takin’ that?”

The bike’s steering was so stiff and off-kilter that Camilla didn’t dare look back to see who was hollering at her. She kept her eyes on the road ahead and yelled a garbled apology into the wind: “Sorry!”

Nolan’s cemetery loomed across the street, and Camilla jetted straight for it. As she whipped through the graveyard’s gates, her dress billowed back in the wind and her hair tossed itself out of its pins. The rush of the airstream muffled the squeals of the bike chains and brought a coolness to her burned cheeks, and the raw speed sent volts of energy up her spine, awakening her from her depressive coma.

The wheels bumped over tiny clumps of grass and patches of grave markers; despite being disrespectful, a straight line was the quickest path. Seconds later, the bike barreled out the other side of the graveyard and into town square.

Two senior citizens were coming out of the General Store and stopped dead in their tracks. Another pair of elders paused their outdoor game of chess midmove, and a group of joggers all turned their heads in unison as they ran by.

Camilla looked certifiable.

Her hair was everywhere. There were mud and grass stains plastered all over the front of her dress, and her feet were covered with a heavy layer of caked-on blood. Her eyes, bugged out as usual, flitted rapidly around the space as she wobbled into the scene on a bicycle built for two, by herself.

One of the seniors stood up from their chess match. “Need help there? Miss?”

The other chimed in, “Lose someone off the back?”

Camilla ignored them, eyes racing for her target. Just as the first elderly man limped within arm’s length, she spotted a figure dash onto the far end of the street and vanish through an alley between two buildings.

“Sorry,” she said, pushing her way through the crowd. “I have a—a date.” The seniors’ mouths hung open as she gripped the bike’s handlebars and heaved it away.

The alley was crammed with bundles of outdated newspapers, broken down cardboard boxes, and bags of garbage piled halfway up the first flight of the building’s fire escape.

Camilla dismounted and put her ear to a heavy gunmetal door. There was the sound of something mechanical running inside, but nothing resembling voices or footsteps.

She pushed on the handle and the door swung open obediently.

No light leaked out of the dark room—just the greasy smell of paper and ink, which dazed Camilla’s neural receptors like a potent whiff of paint thinner or gasoline. She took her last breath of clean air and slipped silently into the cavernous room. Inside, the halogen lamps hanging from the two-story ceiling were all turned off. Tiny square windows existed above the catwalks that networked overhead, and the shafts of light that shone through them were just enough to outline a cluster of jumbo conveyor belts and plate processors with a fine, silvery glow. None of the massive offset machines were running, though a steady hum of fans droned evenly in the background.

The door slammed shut and darkened the room even more. Camilla took a moment to adjust, feeling in front of her, and tiptoed deeper inside. As shapes started coming into focus, she spotted a bundle of newspapers that were corded together and piled into three-foot stacks; when she squinted, she could just make out the headline: 25th CANDLELIGHT VIGIL BRINGS MOURNERS BACK TO NOLAN.

Understanding dawned.

Camilla was inside the Midnight Sun’s printing plant. The papers in front of her were dated the previous week, and their covers showed people with candles kneeling around the stone memorial that she recognized from the Nolan hospital.

A quiet plunk echoed in the room.

She straightened, looked left, right, up, down—it was no use. The room was too resonant, and she couldn’t tell where the sound had come from.

“Hello?”

No answer.

“I’m not chasing you,” she said louder. “I just have a question.” Or two, or ten.

Still nothing. She walked deeper inside, trying her best to stay away from the edges of the room where heavy girders draped long shadows over the cement floor. She didn’t know if the photographer was hiding because he was scared or because he was the Phantom of the Newspaper, ready to pounce from any dark crevice or closet or balcony.

On the right side of the warehouse was the editor’s workstation. The area was part of a crude garrison, like some sort of homeless bivouac complete with ratty pull-out couch and the dirtiest microwave Camilla had ever seen. Clippings of past news stories were wheat-pasted to the walls alongside some of the editor’s personal photographs, including several Polaroid pictures of a teenage rockabilly band on road trips through Nashville and Memphis and Graceland. Every inch of table surface was cluttered with strips of rejected headlines and scrap Post-it notes, and the mess had built up so high that it was hard to imagine anyone actually working there.

As she scanned the bench, something caught Camilla’s attention. It was the only thing on the table that was relatively organized: a large sheet of glass covered with carefully placed clippings and local advertisements. On top was a sticky note that read: Todd, Meet @ 12 so press can start @ 1.

She looked up at an Elvis clock on the wall—the King’s pompadour showed 11:44 a.m.—then looked at the note again.

Noon. He’s meeting someone here at noon. He can’t go far.

She took in the rest of the glass board and suddenly it dawned on her that she was staring at the mock-up of the next day’s newspaper, lain out column by column, ad by ad, block by block. Her fingers reached down and peeled away the sticky note that was covering the front page, slowly revealing tomorrow’s headline.

VINCENT WEDDING INSIDER! PICTURES FROM THE PAGAN MARRIAGE

Her pupils lit up like searchlights. She scanned the proof, but her eyes moved too fast to process full sentences. All she caught were quick flashes of words: courtyard ceremony, flowers arrive late, first since ’89, no guests for bride, mysterious bridesmaid.

Something flashed in the reflection of the glass board.

She held her breath. It had come from somewhere high up on the catwalk.

Pull it together. Pull it together. Pull it together.

Camilla calmly backed away from the workbench and walked to the edge of the room, into the shadows that she had previously been avoiding. Once under the girders, she trained her eyes on the catwalk and took a deep breath in. He was there. The weasel was definitely up there.

She felt for the cold wall and crossed one foot over the other, then repeated the step again and again, slowly at first and then faster as she followed the bricks to a staircase and paused at the bottom step.

Trembling, Camilla reached down and undid her stiletto straps. Slipping them off with a tiny wince, she hooked the shoes in her fingers and tiptoed up the metal steps on the spongy pads of her feet. Stealth and subtlety had never been her strong suits, but if there was ever a time…

She reached the second level, eyes trained on the place where she’d seen the glint of movement. It was higher up yet. Her heart beat harder as she felt behind her back for the ladder to the catwalk.

Clang! Her stilettos hit one of the rungs. She froze.

The catwalk was still.

When nothing else happened, she broke her gaze and turned around to face the narrow ladder that tracked all the way up to the ceiling.

The iron rungs were cold on her bare skin and dug uncomfortably into her feet, but she had already come this far and she wasn’t about to turn around now—or look down either. The cement floor was forty feet below.

The railing stretched up and up until it leveled off with the steel catwalk. Camilla pulled herself onto the platform as quietly as she could and crouched over to gain her bearings. Thankfully, the spot she was bent on was much easier to get to: just a dozen steps straight ahead and then one turn to the left.

She set down her heels and started forward. The safety railing was no more than a thin bar as high as her waist, and she clung to it for dear life with both sweaty palms.

The turn was coming up in ten steps, then seven, then three.

She paused, taking a deep breath to summon enough strength to keep moving.

Two steps…

One step…

Finally she edged around the corner—

And there was Todd, the Midnight Sun’s photographer, crouched ten feet away against the dead end of the catwalk.

Except Todd was about half as young as Camilla had expected. He was only sixteen—maybe a baby-face seventeen—and about as scrawny as they come.

Todd jumped to his feet, his camera joggling on the strap around his neck, and backed up the only inch he had left.

“Y-You?” He coughed. His voice was like a shotgun going off in a library. “You’re from the wedding. The bridesmaid.”

“Yes.” Camilla nodded, then appended, “But I’m not a Vincent. I just work there.”

“Uh-huh,” he said. “Sooo... you’re chasing me why?”

“I’m not. I’m just—I’m chasing an answer. Please, can I ask you something?”

“Does it look like I’m going anywhere?”

Camilla snickered. She hadn’t anticipated a smart-ass.

“Why were you at their house?”

“My job. Trust me, I didn’t go for the kicks.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because I’d lose my SLR if the headline was ‘Vincent Wedding Insider’ and there wasn’t a shot to prove it.”

“No.” She shook her head, indicating that wasn’t what she had meant. “Why is it front page news? What is it about the family that everyone knows but me?”

Todd perked an eyebrow. “Knows? Nobody knows anything.”

“Then why don’t you want to go near them!” Camilla blurted. Her patience was wearing thin.

The newspaper factory fell quiet again with the whirring of the fans. Caged like a skittish animal, Todd looked down, tracing the wire mesh of the catwalk with his black-and-white skate shoes.

“You don’t have any clue?” he asked. “Living there. They don’t do anything fucked up?”

“Not them. But…”

“But?”

“There have been incidents.”

“With kids?”

Camilla’s heart fell into her stomach. She pictured the little boy in the kitchen doorway, then the girl’s eyes in the pond. Scars on their chests. Water rippling down their skin. Staring, staring at her on the gazebo as tiny hands shot out of the pond and grabbed her ankles, pulling her into the water as she kicked and screamed for help while the Vincents stood back, grinning, as she sunk below the bubbling surface…

Finally she nodded.

“If I tell you what I know, will you let me leave?”

“What do you know?” The tone in her voice said neither of them was going anywhere at the moment.

Todd took a deep breath and rubbed the back of his head. “I guess if you never grew up here,” he started, “you wouldn’t get the little stuff.”

“Little stuff ?”

“Like, uh…like, you know…playground stuff…like skipping rhymes and dares and shit.”

“You’re saying no one’s told you anything either?”

“Not like that, no. I guess they warned us in Sunday school not to walk by the place. Said going there opens you up to something dangerous.”

Well? Has anything dangerous happened?

Todd’s foot stopped tracing the catwalk. Camilla could feel the mystery close to unraveling, like a spool of thread about to fly off a sewing machine.

“Why do you want to know so bad?”

“Because I need an explanation.”

“What if it’s something you can’t explain?”

Camilla’s heart thumped faster. “Tell me anyway.”

Todd gave her another once-over, as if he was judging whether or not she was pulling his leg. Finally he shoved his hands in his pockets and slid farther onto the floor, surrendering to the idea that he wasn’t going anywhere until she was satisfied.

“I think I was seven or eight,” he said. “My dad’s a ranger, so I guess I probably hear stuff other kids don’t. I mean, mom’s pretty good at giving the under-the-table kick when we’re eating or whatever, but the rest of the time he never really…censors himself, I guess?

“So yeah, I was, uh, I don’t know, in second grade. He picked me up from school and took me to grab a new Spider-Man comic from Jeb’s corner station, but then a call radioed in and told us to stop at this address on the way home. There was already a cruiser parked outside when we pulled up. And dad told me to stay there and read my comic till he got back, so I did. Cover to cover. Five times. But, shit, they were gone forever, and it was like a hundred fucking degrees, so I got out of the car and went up to the house.

“And, uh, and when I walked inside, there was a—a smell. Like the worst smell ever. Then I heard voices down the hall, so I followed them around the corner into a bedroom.”

Todd paused. Camilla didn’t say anything, noticing the teenager’s hands clenching and unclenching as he seemed to grapple with what to say next.

“There were two people hanging from the ceiling,” Todd said coldly. “A mom and her daughter. Little girl my age. Jessica Powell. She used to sit in front of me in class. And there she was, swaying from a boat rope, staring dead ahead with her little black eyes.”

Camilla shivered at the image.

“My dad picked me up and took me out of the room while the bodies kept staring…That’s it, that’s what they do, isn’t it? Staring over his shoulder. He put me in the car just as the white van was pulling up—the same van the kids at school told stories about. But that was bullshit, wasn’t it? Well that’s what I told myself anyway. Told myself all night, then all the way to school the next morning. And by the time math class started, I pretty well bought it. Yeah, I bought it for five seconds until little Jessica Powell walked in and sat down right in front of me.”

A metal slam echoed below the catwalk.

Camilla and Todd jumped.

“Hello?” a familiar voice floated up. “Camilla?”

Camilla looked over the edge of the catwalk and saw Peter staggering into the dark room, his eyes not fully adjusted yet.

“Liar!” Todd hissed. “You are after me!”

“No, I’m not. I swear”—

“Bullshit. You’ve been stalling the whole time.”

“I didn’t know he was—”

“Get out of my way!”

“Please—”

“Fuck off!”

Todd jumped to his feet and tried pushing past Camilla. She fell back at an awkward angle, and her right leg dropped perilously over the edge of the catwalk. Grasping desperately, she yanked Todd’s shirt for balance. He came tripping forward, smacking his gut on the guardrail, and in one fluid motion the teenager’s body tumbled over the edge of the grid. His chilling holler filled the rafters, cut short when his bones hit the cement floor a second later with a crushing, finite thud.

Camilla watched, paralyzed from head to toe, as Peter stumbled away from the terrifying mass in the center of the room.

“Camilla! What the hell was that? What’s going on? Camilla!”

She was screaming inside, but nothing escaped her mouth. The shockwaves had atrophied every muscle in her entire body as a nightmarish terror came flooding in.

There was no way Todd was still alive.

None.

She reeled again, knowing that she could never take back the sickening, abhorrent act that had just occurred. Everything felt scary; even her most trusted sanctuaries of science and medicine were suddenly of no help, having slammed their doors with the cement thud of death. No one knows anything, Todd’s voice echoed in her memory. No! One! Knows! Anything!

And suddenly she saw him fall again, this time in painstaking slow motion. As he plummeted through the air, his fingers stretching toward the catwalk, eyes gaped in horror, she saw on his face the sudden realization of what was a split second away.

“Camilla!” Peter’s voice snapped her out of her trance. “For Christ’s sake, where are you!”

Camilla was trembling. She took hold of the safety railing and slowly leaned over, spying Peter as he kept stumbling for a light switch.

The thought came quick and frantic—yet at the same time it was almost neat and tidy.

Whatever had been good or normal about her life was now dead with Todd. And in the face of that petrifying realization, her only hope for survival was to buy in to something desperate, something—according to the late photographer—that no one was able to explain. No one except the Vincents.

Camilla watched Peter’s hands fumble over a panel of switches. He flipped them all at once, and the dusty lights flickered to life and illuminated the entire warehouse.

“Damn,” Peter said, “there you are. You had me scared for a second…”

His voice cut short as his eyes sunk down to notice the growing pool of blood that Camilla was sitting in. Below her, sprawled at an awkward angle, was the photographer’s breathless body.

“Jesus Christ. What in God’s name…?”

“He fell,” Camilla said in her straightest tone, battling to keep every fiber of terror from erupting like Mt. Vesuvius. “He fell, Peter. We have to help him.”

“H-Honey,” Peter stuttered as he approached her, face pale. “He—he’s…”

Camilla raised her arm as if she needed help getting up. Peter gulped and then reached down, his fingers clamping around the diamond engagement ring that was now glimmering from her left ring finger.

He cleared his throat again, not mentioning the ring, or perhaps not even registering it. “He’s dead.”

Camilla took a deep breath. She summoned just enough courage to stand up and make eye contact, and then—half insisting, half pleading—gambled everything she had left by saying the only thought that was still holding her sanity together: “Then bring him back.”

She hadn’t known if the ring would be enough to seal his trust, nor did she know what she was suggesting or what he would have thought of her for saying it, but she had to try. There’s no other option. This is it, this is the only way to undo it. Please, please undo it.

They stood there, eyes locked, as Peter massaged the engagement ring for the longest moment of their relationship. Finally he reached in his pocket and pulled out a set of keys. “Bring the van to the back.”
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The Photographer

The unmarked van pulled away from the alley behind the printing press. Outside, the air was hotter and muggier than it had been twenty minutes before. Every Nolaner had disappeared from town square, sensing full well what nature was brewing and not wanting to get caught in the open when it hit.

The atmosphere in the van was unsettled too. Peter kept checking his mirrors as they took off from the warehouse, riding down the vacant street with the speedometer straddling the forty-miles-per-hour tick. His foot was shaking on the pedal.

“How’d you find me?” Camilla broke the silence.

“Phyllis Beaudry. She phoned up mad as hell saying she saw the redhead who pissed off her family ride away on her mom’s bike.”

Suddenly it came full circle. That’s where she recognized the cottage that she’d taken the bicycle from; it was the Beaudrys’ house on Stag Crescent—the same place she went to on her first removal call.

“After that,” he said, “it wasn’t hard. Especially when the hijacker leaves the evidence parked outside their next crime scene.”

“Peter,” she trembled, still on the edge of hysterics, “you know it was an acci—”

“I know.”

She glanced around her headrest and peeked nervously into the back of the van.

Todd’s body had been thrown on a gurney and shoved inside like a crash-test dummy. His waist was barely strapped down to the bloody stretcher, both arms dangling limp off the metal edges, and as the van hit a bump in the road, the gurney went rattling into the wall like a loose shopping cart. The towels they’d used to mop up the blood were everywhere—smearing the van’s floor a sinister red—and the tandem bike had been chucked in last.

It sure doesn’t look like a fucking accident.

Peter reached over and turned her chin forward. He rested a palm on her thigh and laced their fingers together, squeezing tightly, and the engagement ring dug into their hands as his foot pressed harder on the gas pedal.

The white van tore past the Vincents’ gates and shot up the driveway toward the garage.

The garage was double-ended, acting as a passageway to the backyard for when the van had to access the rear loading bay. Luckily both ends were standing wide open and the vehicle was able to plunge in one side and out the other in less than three seconds flat.

The wedding decorations were still up, but the celebration had ended a while ago. All of the guests were gone, and the sky had churned from blue to gray to charcoal as the wind lashed at the altar cloths and a row of chairs went scattering across the yard like tumbleweed. Moira, Brutus, Jasper, and Maddock were dashing around trying to save the decorations from the imminent downpour, and just as the van came speeding in, the first branch of lightning cracked across the troposphere.

The van lurched to a stop near the back loading bay. Peter and Camilla’s doors batwinged opened and both of them launched outside.

“Mom!” Peter shouted. The wind howled over his voice. “Mother!” He waved his arms and caught Moira’s attention. “Come here!”

“Can’t you see I’m busy!” Moira shouted.

“It’s an emergency!”

“These chrysanthemums are an emergency!”

“Mom, please—”

“No, Peter. Now grab those chairs.”

“MOM!”

The desperation in Peter’s voice cut through the wind and finally sunk in. Moira lifted the bottom of her dress and came rushing toward them.

“There’s been an accident,” he hollered as she approached the back of the van. He pulled the lock-bar up and jerked the handle, swinging the door open to reveal the bloody vignette in the back of the unmarked vehicle.

Camilla watched Moira’s hands go to her mouth. “Good Lord. Peter.”

“No one saw us,” he interjected. “This can be easy.”

“Hold your tongue,” she snarled, shooting a side sneer at Camilla.

“She knows. She knew on her own.”

Moira looked between the two of them, seemingly trying to decide whom she should slap first. “You,” she said to Camilla. “Leave.”

“Let her stay.”

“Absolutely not.”

“We’re engaged!” Peter shouted over the wind. “She’ll know sooner or later.”

“That ring,” Moira said, skipping over her warm congratulations, “doesn’t make her part of this family yet.”

“Laura knew before—”

“I don’t care what Laura knew.”

“Well I care about Camilla!” Peter hollered even louder. “And if you care about me, you’ll treat her like part of this family. Not later, now.”

Camilla had never heard anyone talk back to Moira like that before, and apparently neither had Moira. Her mouth stayed closed this time; seething, she surveyed Camilla head to toe, just as she had on the first night they met. The woman who appeared to hate her now seemed to have no choice but to accept her.

“Fine,” Moira said, nodding at the van. “Bring them to the basement.”

Camilla remembered the back hallway from when Peter had given her a tour of the house almost a month before. It was long and stark, and a refrigerated chill crept around their ankles as they wheeled the gurney past the freezer doors where other bodies were being preserved temporarily.

They reached the plain wooden door with the iron keyhole.

The basement. It’s gutted, Peter’s voice echoed in Camilla’s memory. Oh really? We’ll see about that.

Moira fished a necklace out from beneath the collar of her blouse. But as she drew it up, Camilla saw that it wasn’t just any ordinary necklace—it was a gold chain with three antique keys tied on the end.

Moira slid one of the keys inside the door’s keyhole and gave the knob two special jerks to the right and a slam to the left. The wood crackled and groaned inward, revealing a narrow set of steps descending into the bowels of the house.

Darkness had never scared Camilla before. The fear of darkness was irrational; whatever dangers existed in the dark existed in the light as well. No more, no fewer. But as Moira stepped downstairs and was swallowed up by shadows, Camilla was suddenly very, very afraid of the dark. And as she took her end of the gurney and stepped backwards through the doorway with Todd’s blood running down her wrists and plopping onto her black-and-white Lolita dress, she felt the terror of the unknown fill her up to her eyeballs until she too was swallowed by the cold, black basement.

A light bulb sparked to life. It swayed on a chain in the middle of the room, its orange filament flickering like a suffocating firefly.

Camilla, Moira, and Peter were standing in a small, rectangular den. The ceiling was low, and the room had the permanent stench of death soaked into the walls like a farmyard slaughterhouse. Large blood splatters stained the floor, and the table against the back wall looked like a Jackson Pollock piece gone serial killer.

Camilla stole a quick glance left and right. She didn’t know what she had expected, but it certainly wasn’t this.

If the Vincents had indeed discovered how to revive people postmortem, she assumed it might involve something a bit more…high tech. A complex web of cathodes and EEG monitors maybe, or ECT hookups and tanks of stolen organs soaking in barbiturate. But what she saw was something totally different.

Other than the table against the far wall, the only furniture in the dark cement room was an oak cabinet and a small tool cart. No matter how hard she looked, she couldn’t spot a single electrical outlet anywhere, let alone a heart monitor or defibrillator.

The stench cut through her thoughts again and made her want to vomit, but Moira was already motioning them farther inside. Together, Peter and Camilla brought the gurney across the den and transferred Todd onto the wooden table. Meanwhile, Moira had flung open the oak cabinet and was taking out a series of handheld embalming tools.

“You’re certain no one saw you?”

“The street was empty,” Peter said. “And no one else was at the warehouse.”

“Carleton?” Moira asked, moving to the medieval embalming table. She unhinged one of its sides and propped the table up with a wooden peg so that Todd’s torso was elevated at a forty-five-degree angle.

“N-no,” Camilla sputtered. “No one. The editor was coming at noon, but I left the memory card on the bench.” She pictured the camera—the one Todd had been clinging to on the catwalk—and how it looked smashed across the warehouse floor. The exploded lens, the shattered viewfinder, the mangled pieces of plastic. That memory card was the only thing that survived the fall—photographer included.

“Take off his clothes.”

Camilla undid Todd’s shirt while Peter removed his belt and pulled away the blood soaked jeans. In under a minute, the teenager was down to his underwear. The damage was much less than any of them expected; for so much blood, the only severe penetration had happened where his kneecaps had cracked and come exploding out of his shins.

“Move.”

Peter and Camilla parted, allowing Moira to swoop in and strike her scalpel square on Todd’s chest. She slid the blade down with one precise swipe, then exchanged it for a handheld sternal saw.

The saw started up with a high-pitched buzz and the sound sprung off the cement walls, filling the den with its deafening metallic screech. Moira drove the saw at Todd’s chest and struck his rib cage. Laying on more pressure, she dug a straight line through his thick plate of bone until the whole length was scored, then the machine shut off and she started yanking the rib cage apart with her bare, liver-spotted hands.

The graphic dissection was far from new to Camilla, yet something about the darker atmosphere made it feel horribly, horribly wrong—almost murderous.

Moira reached for her scalpel again and lowered it inside the body, making a tiny incision somewhere within the thoracic cavity.

“What’s she doing now?” Camilla whispered to Peter.

“Cutting the heart.”

Moira lifted the bloody scalpel out of Todd’s chest and set it down with the other tools. She walked over to the cabinet and reached up to the top shelf, carefully retrieving a wooden box the size of a sewing kit, and placed it at the foot of the embalming table. Once again she brought out the gold chain from around her neck and produced the three keys, sliding the smallest inside the box’s keyhole.

The lid popped open.

Camilla squinted as Moira’s fingers dipped inside the box and selected something extremely small. Just as she was about to ask Peter what the object was, Moira turned to her and said, “Hold out your hand.”

Camilla lifted her hand obediently. Moira walked over and set the small object in the center of her palm.

Its surface was smooth and black, and it was shaped like a teardrop.

“A seed?” she asked, perplexed.

“An apple seed,” Peter said. “From the tree in our courtyard.”

“It is of the gravest importance,” Moira said, staring Camilla dead in the eye, “that you never touch one of these again.”

Moira plucked the seed out of Camilla’s palm and returned to the wooden table. This time Camilla’s curiosity moved her to the table too, leaning over to watch as Moira lowered the seed inside Todd’s chest and planted it in the incision in his heart.

“Help me stitch him up,” Moira said. “And don’t miss so much as a scratch.”

Camilla and Peter each picked up a needle and thread and started to sew the sixteen-year-old together again.

As the three of them worked, Moira took advantage of the silence. “There are three rules,” she said, clearing her throat. “Three, understand? Do I have your entire attention?”

Camilla nodded, although in reality her attention was split a thousand different ways.

“Rule one,” the old woman articulated slowly, “only children may be brought back.” She put extra emphasis on the word children and sniffed at Todd’s body, communicating snidely that teenagers, while apparently discouraged, technically counted as children as well. “Rule two: the cause of death must be natural.”

“Or accidental,” Peter added.

Moira shot Peter a look as if to scold him, but didn’t. “And rule three: if a child goes bad, it must be abolished.”

Abolished? As in killed?

Peter noticed the look on Camilla’s face. “It’s been twenty years since—”

“It’s still a rule,” Moira cut him off. She lowered her wrinkled nose in Camilla’s face. “Understand?”

Camilla nodded, but her bullshit meter was off the charts. Never mind irrational, this family’s insane! I might have bought electroresuscitation or maybe biochemical rejuvenation, but apple seeds and superstitions? This is cadaver abuse!

Moira returned to the cabinet and brought back a bundle of heavy wire. She held it out for the two of them to take.

Run! Camilla told herself. Get out of here, get out now—right now—while you still have a chance! Except, God no—you killed him. You killed him you killed him YOU KILLED HIM! You’ll lose everything! Your job, your life, your mind. You’ll kill yourself next.

Camilla swallowed a dry gulp and lifted her shaking hands, quietly taking the wire. Without so much as a peep or another dissident thought, she turned to the body and began to work.

The three morticians stitched for close to twenty minutes in total silence, and when they finished, Peter and Camilla moved the body back onto the stretcher and lifted it out of the basement. As they climbed the staircase again, Camilla had a gut feeling that she didn’t need to ask where they’d be going next, and when Peter punched open the back door just as a crack of lightning burst across the sky, she stared only at the black pond across the courtyard and knew that she had been right.
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On the Edge of the Pond

After dumping Todd’s body into the pond, Moira went inside to put a ham in the oven.

The rain was coming down in barrels now. Peter and Camilla, soaked to their bones, sat on the porch’s wicker bench and watched the raindrops patter the surface of the pond.

“How long is it supposed to take?”

“Depends.” Peter’s voice was as cold as it had been in the van. Since they had driven away from the printing warehouse a few hours ago, the two of them had barely spoken. Camilla hated the tension. It was like there were cables running through their words, pulling the dialogue so tight that even the silence between sentences seemed to hum.

“It needs moonlight,” he added. “So a couple more hours.”

“Oh. Of course. Moonlight.”

Peter shook his head. “A little late for skepticism.”

Camilla didn’t respond. She stared out at the massive tree across the courtyard and thought about the seed that Moira had placed in her hand. She hadn’t given it much consideration until then—and not that she was a believer yet, at least not until she saw it start to finish with her own two eyes—but there was definitely something off about the garden’s grandest centerpiece. Apple trees were supposed to be short, stubby things compared to the commodious species in front of her, yet this husky beast with its two-ton branches and boulder-size knots was built like a solid oak, and the way its roots rippled up from the ground like dangerously unearthed electrical cables was unusual to say the least.

The hum droned back. Through it, raindrops continued smattering the surface of the pond, and occasionally other sounds emerged too. The kitchen oven opening and closing, a loose shutter thwacking the side of the house, the yard’s hydrangeas rustling in the wind. Still, that relentless hum buzzed on.

“Why’d you take off?” Peter asked suddenly. His voice was flat and quiet.

“I needed to know what was going on.”

“Then why didn’t you ask me?”

“He was running away,” she pushed back. “I made a split-second decision.”

“That’s—no.” Peter raked his fingers through his hair in frustration. “Just…”

“What?”

“Just…why wasn’t I your split-second decision?”

The sky rumbled above them.

Camilla looked over and saw the disappointment in Peter’s distant gaze. She could tell they weren’t just talking about Todd or the funeral home anymore.

“I would have told you,” he said dejectedly, leaning forward to rest his chin on his fist like Rodin’s The Thinker.

“Peter…it…” She drew out the words like painful slivers, massaging the diamond ring on her left hand as she tried to summon the words that would hurt the least. “It happened too fast.”

The thunder boomed again like a low timpani roll. Brilliant sheet lightning pulsated through the clouds, brightening entire sections of sky at once with blue, dampened light.

She didn’t know what else to say. It was the truth, but it wasn’t the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help her God. Did he really need to know that she hadn’t trusted his family—that Laura had lied to her in the hospital about what was going on—or that the only reason she put on the engagement ring was to see if he would save Todd? It didn’t matter anymore. The flop, the turn, and the river had all been dealt; the bluff was called and the cup was lifting off the liar’s dice. He trusted her. It was time to start trusting him.

“What changed your mind?”

She shrugged.

“Great,” he puffed, “so you’re still on the fence.”

“I’m wearing the ring, aren’t I?”

“Because it goes with your shoes?”

Actually, a silver band would go much nicer with carmine. “No,” she said. “Because you were there. When I really needed you.”

She was surprised to hear the words spill out so easily. And yet it was exactly how she felt; even though she couldn’t pinpoint the precise moment when her feelings had switched, she knew that sometime between the warehouse and the wicker bench, she had gone from wearing the ring as a means to unlock the truth to wearing it as it was intended. Whatever secrets and insecurities she had left were molehills compared to the mountain Peter had climbed for her. She would conquer hers too, in time, but for now all she knew was that he was the one she wanted to be with.

“That’s the idea,” Peter said. He looked over and studied her, curled up on the other end of the bench hugging her own legs, and held out his hand. “I trust you, you trust me. With anything. Promise?”

She looked at the hand, pausing only for a second, and then reached out and grasped it. Peter slid across the bench and wrapped his arms around her body, warming her as she rested her head in the crook of his neck and breathed easier. Slowly the tension washed away with the rain.

As Camilla lay there, exhausted but unable to nap, her eyes fell on the enormous tree again. It appeared scorched from a distance. The roots, the bark, the leaves. Black, all of it, like a charcoal silhouette against the horizon, rocking—somehow grinning—like a patient stalker watching from the shadows.

A gust of wind rustled the tree’s branches, and a shiver ran up her spine. As she pulled the collar of her dress higher on her neck, Peter brought her in tighter. “I can’t read your mind,” he said, tapping her forehead. “Just ask.”

“All right.” She drew in a long breath. Where to start? She settled on the first question to fully form itself on her tongue: “When did you find out about…you know?”

“I was pretty little.” He sniffled. “Ten, maybe. But they were strict about it before then, like don’t go downstairs or don’t eat anything you find outside. I grew up thinking apples were worse than amphetamines.”

“And when they told you—or showed you, or whatever—what did you think?”

“It actually made sense. Probably like what you’re thinking right now, I guess. There’s the initial disbelief, but then all of the little stuff adds up: the looks we’d get around town, the reason I was homeschooled, the family traditions, like picking the fruit in the spring and burning everything but the seeds.”

“Burning them?”

“When you’re dealing with something like this, you can’t be too careful.”

“What happens if you eat them?” Her forbidden questions were starting to flow faster now, like booze from a wood barrel being axed open during prohibition.

“The only person I remember eating them was grandma. She swore a couple bites cured her headaches and cooled off the arthritis in her hands.” Peter paused, then chuckled. “She also hated doctors and took horse steroids instead of chemotherapy when she got lung cancer…so she’s probably not the best example. Nah, poor woman. Granny never quite had both oars in the water.”

A branch of lightning burst high above the courtyard and Camilla saw the memory of a bright, whitewashed building flash before her eyes. Its emerald lawn was neatly trimmed, and the sign outside read “Avalon Park” in friendly white-and-green stenciling, then in smaller italics below it: “Caring People, Compassionate Care.”

The memory was so vivid she could still smell the lilacs.

As a young couple strolled by, the man’s voice wafted the trigger phrase by her ears: “Never had both oars in the water, poor biddy.”

Camilla refocused on the white building, which appeared in crisp, high-definition. There was nothing hazy about this place. On the surface it seemed so halcyon—“A white house fit for the President!” the brochure boasted—but behind the sugar-sweet lilac bushes and the cheerful welcome sign, she was already picking apart the darker details that she’d learned to see since her first visit there when she was twelve years old.

Bars behind the curtains.

Keypads on the doors.

The outline of a steel baton down the side of the receptionist’s right pant leg.

She looked up at the windows of Avalon Park’s second floor staterooms and trained her attention on the third room from the left. There was nothing there.

She kept her gaze fixated on the glassy gap in the whitewashed walls, staring harder and harder, until her eyes were nothing but narrow slits…

And suddenly she saw her: the woman with the blank face staring out of the window.

Lightning flashed with an explosive blam of thunder. All at once the building was gone. No more emerald turf, no more welcome sign. Camilla blinked back to the Vincents’ porch, breathing heavier, with the memory of Avalon Park’s second floor stateroom—and its ghostly occupant—seared into her brain.

Mom.

She jammed her fingers in the crooks of her eyeballs and attempted to rub out what she had just seen.

“Hey,” Peter said, “still there?”

“Y-Yeah,” she stuttered, trying to repress the flashback and catch up with the conversation. “So…so you think this fruit is a medical breakthrough—”

“I wouldn’t—”

“But you’re keeping it from the rest of the world because…?”

“Because sometimes,” he said, “a cure can do more damage than the sickness. The rules, remember? Only—”

“Children. I know.” She adjusted herself on the bench. The flashback was still swimming around her head, but at least she could focus now. “Why?”

“They come back the way they were before.”

“Whereas adults?”

“Can come back worse. This is dangerous, all right. It’s a risk every time. Todd’s young enough he should be fine, and thank God it was an accident, but it’s still a risk.”

That doesn’t answer my question. “A risk of what? Side effects?”

“You could say that.” Peter shifted Camilla’s arm. “It can start as paranoia and turn into anxiety. Think, like…an addiction. Eventually grandma’s odd snack became the only thing she would eat. It was so bad we had to pin her to the floor and pour broth down her throat so she wouldn’t starve in the winter.”

“Because of the fruit?” Camilla’s eyes were wide again. “What about the seeds? Who discovered their effects?”

“That was the generation before. Five of grandma’s cousins were sent away in the war and shipped home in body bags—two from Normandy and the rest from Bastogne. As you can imagine, my Great-Uncle Warren was devastated. By the time the fifth casket rolled up to the house, he must have snapped.”

Snapped…?

Peter read the confusion on her face. “He started experimenting in the basement. The way my dad explained it, our family always knew something was wrong with the tree. And not just the way the fruit made you feel either—I mean, back then everyone ate it—but they’d dream about it too. Warren must’ve had a hunch, or maybe a dream of his own, to start messing around. There were a lot of fights, but no one stopped him. Instead, they all just turned a blind eye every time he went out picking apples or digging holes or bringing back road kill. Half the family must’ve felt sorry for him, the other half probably thought he’d lost every marble in his head.”

Peter lowered his voice. “Then he did it. Sort of. The sons came back, but they…Well, they weren’t the same. And not just bad to look at either. They were bad to be around. They had to be taken out.” He paused. “It’s safe in certain conditions—for children, mostly, and if anyone deserves a second chance, it’s them—but it’s something the rest of the world can’t handle. That’s why the rules were set.”

The snap of a metal clasp made Camilla jump. It was followed by the whoosh of the kitchen window and Moira sticking her head out directly above them. “Dinner in ten.”

Camilla checked Peter’s watch. It was half past seven, and the sun was beginning to set.

“I’m fine,” she said.

“You haven’t eaten anything all day. Come now,” Moira insisted.

“Go ahead,” Camilla whispered to Peter. “I’m good.”

“We’re good, mom.”

“Suit yourselves.” Moira sniffed, adding, “I used to sit there all night too, you know, waiting to let them in. Then I realized to hell with it; I brought them all the way back from the dead, the least they can do is take ten more steps and ring my bloody doorbell.”

Moira’s head sucked back inside the house, and the window slammed shut. It was just Peter and Camilla again, alone with Mother Nature and her thunderstorm.

Peter put his arm around Camilla and curled her in farther from the wind; she lifted her legs up on the bench and rested her ear against his shoulder. A thousand other questions were spinning through her head, but they would have to wait for later. At the moment, this quiet embrace was infinitely more important.

The two of them stayed that way for over an hour, watching the sky drench the courtyard until the weight of the whole day and the hypnotic sounds of wind and raindrops pulled Camilla’s eyelids together and brought her rest. How many hours passed then, she didn’t know. Dreamless, she slept a pitch-black sleep, the sounds of the constant rain and thunder steady rhythms with her dosing heartbeat.

No images of children.

No images of corpses.

No images of her mother in the Avalon Park stateroom. Just black, soundless sleep.

And later that night it wasn’t a flash of lightning that woke Camilla—nor the boom of the thunder, nor Peter stirring at her shoulder.

It was the familiar sound of soft, swishing pond water.
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Burning Up

The first ring was followed immediately by a second, then the speaker clicked straight to voice mail: “You have reached the Avalon Park Center for Psychiatric Care. Our reception hours are between nine a.m. and four thirty p.m. Monday through Thursday, and ten a.m. to three p.m. Friday and Saturday. If you wish to leave your name and number, we will return your call as soon as—”

Camilla hurried to nudge the phone out from under her chin. Her hands were covered in something blue and sticky—her elbows were blue too, as well as a loose streak of pinned-up hair—and the gooey substance continued sloshing over the edge of the mixer as she raced across the kitchen for the telephone cradle by the far door.

Both the phone and the oven timer bleeped as she wrestled the handset onto the hook. Great, another one-second message. Makes me seem nervous.

“Camilla? You in there?” Peter came into the kitchen, dressed in a warm autumn peacoat. He passed through the doorframe and froze point-blank at the sight of the room. “Jesus,” his lips wobbled.

The cupboards (all of them) were hanging wide open, and a mountain of Pampered Chef measuring cups had avalanched across the glossy sheen of the Swiffer-clean kitchen tiles. The counters were covered in a sticky afterbirth of egg whites, water, and flour—so much flour—from whence two sets of powdery paw prints wove a trail straight to the pink, sandpaper tongues of Prim and Proper, happily licking spilled milk off the floor and purring louder than the Indy 500 starting line.

Camilla had gone to fill up the sink but was now standing, stone-still, with her eyes on the enormous tree in the backyard. She was completely zoned out, and not for the first time that morning.

Peter placed a hand on her shoulder and immediately removed it, massaging a glob of sticky blue icing between his fingertips. “Umm…” he whispered. “Hi. How you doing?”

“Oh,” she said, her trance breaking. “Good. I’m baking.”

“I can see that. And smell it.”

Camilla sniffed—suddenly her eyes popped. She seized an oven mitt from the island and gripped the handle of the stove, yanking it open to unleash a billow of thick, tarry smoke into the room. She batted one arm frantically in front of her face and stuck the other inside the maw of the Kenmore dragon, bringing out a pan of what looked like volcanic rock.

“No-ho-ho-ho,” she whimpered and stuck her bottom lip a mile out.

Peter shook his head. “Isn’t baking—”

“Shh,” she hushed, signaling him to keep his voice down.

“Sorry,” he whispered back, “but isn’t baking supposed to be like chemistry? And aren’t you supposed to be good at science?”

“That’s—no.” Camilla frowned, annoyed that her chemistry background was suddenly par with a housewife’s kitchen skills. “The only periodic table a stay-at-home mom knows about is the one she sets for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”

“That’s sexist.”

“Please.”

Peter walked around the island—Prim and Proper barely fidgeting as he grazed by—and dipped his pinky into the icing. “But seriously,” he said, licking his finger, “what’s going on? And why are we whispering?”

“Do you want your mom to walk in right now?”

“Point taken.”

“Anyway,” she said as she glanced down at the charred cake, “I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d make something for Todd and bring it over this afternoon.”

“You mean…” Peter scanned the counters: the icing and the eggshells, the milk and the flour, the sprinkles and the candles. He threw his head back and let out a laugh that filled the room.

“Shh!”

“You were baking him a…a what? A welcome-back-to-life cake?”

“Is there something wrong with that?” She planted a fist on her hip. “He’s got double the birthdays now. And I mean, what’s a birthday without a cake?” Then, off Peter’s look, “OK, smart-ass. What would you get him?”

“I don’t know…nothing? A case of beer?”

“Nothing it is,” Camilla said. She stomped the pedal of the garbage can and dumped her brick of chocolate and brimstone inside.

“Good. Don’t want to kill the poor guy twice.”

She frowned again. Why do I have a bad feeling this is just the start of the murder jokes? She slid her pan into the sink and massaged the tired bags underneath her eyes. “How was he, by the way?”

“Glad to be home.”

“And alive, I assume?”

Peter shrugged. “They usually don’t know they checked out in the first place. I heard it’s like waking up from a good sleep.”

“And his parents?”

“Better than a lot I’ve seen. They cried, of course—that’s nothing new—but people calm down fairly quickly when they start thinking about the alternative. Same with Todd. And you know what, it turns out he’s not such a bad guy, so far as wedding crashers go. Seemed pretty nice, given the circumstances.”

If a child goes bad, it must be abolished. The third rule flashed through Camilla’s head with the image of Todd’s face rising out of the pond. She saw his wet figure stumbling closer, coming at her for revenge with outstretched arms and dark, deep-set eyes, and she felt a sudden tightness take over her chest.

No! He didn’t come at me. He didn’t even remember who I was. Get a hold of yourself—

“Camilla? Everything OK?”

“Sorry.” She blinked back. Her eyes trailed to the clock on the oven and noticed that it was already seven a.m. As if on cue, a creak echoed from upstairs as the sound of footsteps thumped over the floorboards in somebody’s bedroom. Shit. She scrambled to flip off the tap water and frantically began piling dishes into the sink. Even as she attacked the abominable mess, something kept gnawing away at the back of her mind.

“What if…” she said, chewing over the thought as she rung out the muddy suds from an old S.O.S. pad, “what if things do go bad?”

“They won’t,” Peter assured her, just as he had all throughout the night.

“You’re sure he’s not…different?”

“Apart from the new scar, no. And so what if he can’t play skins or go shirtless at the lake now? He’s fine.”

Camilla breathed a sigh of relief. She spooned out a bowl of icing into the trash and wiped her nose on a clear patch of her shoulder. Only one question remained.

She spied the entrances to the kitchen and the window above the sink—all clear—and listened again for the noises up on the second floor. The creaking footsteps had been replaced by the steady gush of hot water hitting a shower drain.

“What did you tell them?”

“That he slipped on his way to the packaging room. I showed up a minute later because I didn’t want the Sun printing my brother’s wedding pictures. You weren’t there.”

Another sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

“That’s the truth now. Don’t worry about any other version.”

Camilla leaned in and kissed him. I won’t. I won’t worry about any other version, and I won’t dwell on Todd anymore. If I never see him again, that’s probably best for the both of us.

She rested her head on Peter’s chest and hugged him tightly. No one else in the world cared about her enough to shoulder such a great amount of suspicion and accept responsibility for something like this. He had trusted her with the family’s secret and taken on an enormous risk in covering her dirty tracks; he was a good man, and she was incredibly thankful to get to spend the rest of her life with him.

“I love you,” she said. It was the first time Camilla had said it to him—to any man—which was a little backward, seeing as the two of them were already engaged. The texture of the words would take getting used to, and she hoped they didn’t sound as awkward to his ears as they did to hers.

“Love you too,” he said. They kissed, then his bottom lip curled into a pout of his own.

“What?”

“I don’t wanna do yard work. It’s gutter week.”

“Well I don’t feel like cleaning this kitchen. Tradesies?”

Above them, the sound of the second floor shower stopped.

“On second thought…” Peter backed toward the patio door. “I think I could use some fresh air. Good luck.”

“Beat it.” She batted him away, diving her hands into the soapy dishwater. “And P.S., don’t fall or break your neck out there. I swear I can’t see a loose shoelace, let alone a twenty-foot ladder, without sweating bullets today.”

Peter snickered, doing up his peacoat and jerking the door handle. “Perfect,” he shot back, “our kids won’t be able to leave their cribs until they’re eighteen.” He flashed a wink and ducked out onto the patio, throwing a wave over his shoulder while he skipped down the porch steps two at a time and took off into the yard.

The smile on Camilla’s face vanished.

She peeked through the curtains and placed a hand over the flat of her stomach, watching Peter head for the tool shed. The terrible sinking feeling had nestled back in its pitted place.

Just when all the cards felt like they’d finally been laid on the table, she remembered the one that was still hidden in her lap—still waiting to be played. Waiting to change the game.
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St. Teresa’s

While Laura and Lucas were away on their two-day honeymoon at the Dawson Inn (a romantic lovers’ retreat with running water and ten—yes, ten!—TV stations), Camilla was put in charge of holding down the reception desk. Laura had tidied it up before she left, making sure all the right forms were easily accessible and assembling the pens and staples and paperclips like well-prepared paratroopers in their slide-out compartments.

Camilla sat quietly in the heavy oak chair, staring at the front door, and literally twiddled her thumbs. She felt like she’d been double demoted, from embalmer to secretary to guard dog. I’m a certified funeral tech, I shouldn’t be wasting my time taking phone messages.

She shifted her eyes to the old-fashioned rotary on the glossy plane of the desk. It hadn’t rung once. There wasn’t a single paper on the in/out tray either, and not a speck of dust on the neatly typed labels of the rolodex or the silvery surface of the Tensor lamp.

She looked at the clock—10:05 a.m.—and then at the phone again. You have reached the Avalon Park Center for Psychiatric Care. Our reception hours are between nine a.m. and four thirty p.m.

She reached over and picked up the receiver, then immediately put it down.

It’s 12:05 where she is. They’re probably out to lunch. She caught herself and giggled. Isn’t that the perfect answering message? “You’ve reached the Avalon Park Center for Psychiatric Care. Sorry, we’re all out to lunch. Phone again never.”

Her hand pulled away from the phone. Now wasn’t a good time. No, she had to be patient. After all, what if she was on the line and missed a call for the funeral home? Or worse, what if Moira walked in and found her gabbing away on their long-distance plan without (heaven forbid) using a toll-free number? No, it would just have to wait. Her mom didn’t need to know she was engaged right this particular nanosecond anyway.

Depending on which mom it is today, she might not even care.

The reality was, Camilla had four or five mothers—all in the same body. Diana Carleton was Avalon’s first confirmed case of Dissociative Identity Disorder since the fall of 1992, when the previous patient with DID had to be transitioned to another facility after stabbing an orderly with a pair of crinkle-cut scissors at crafts time. But luckily—if there was any luck to be had living with such a debilitating disease—the same symptoms that awarded you a public exorcism only a century ago now earned you a warm bed with a stateroom view and three square meals a day, thanks in no small part to something much more powerful than divine providence: the holy trinity of disability insurance, alimony, and Canadian healthcare.

Diana’s personalities had no knowledge of one other. It was like there were multiple people stuck inside one vessel, each with her own set of memories and idiosyncrasies. Only one of them was in control at any given time, but the vehicle changed drivers often and without warning. Some days she was distant and comatose, other days she’d start launching swearwords like Shrike missiles and need to be sedated. Her stranger identities included a little boy who called himself Scotty, as well as an old swami who communicated in a throaty language that no one else could understand. It was sad and frightening for anybody to witness, let alone her own daughter.

Camilla opened the bottom desk drawer to try and busy herself, but it was completely bare. She leaned over and checked the wastebasket— zilch. Not even a tissue. Somebody give Laura some Valium. Geez.

With no distractions, Camilla’s mind wandered back to her mother.

I wonder how bad it’s getting.

Their relationship wasn’t always as rocky as it had been during the last four years, but that wasn’t saying much. When you’re five years old and your mother stops making your grilled cheese to tell you she doesn’t know who you are, then screams to get out of her ‘fucking kitchen’, you learn how to fend for yourself pretty quick. Ever since she could remember, Camilla had dressed herself and walked fourteen blocks to school, through back alleys and demolition sites, to hide her lack of supervision, and little did her ignorant parents know, it was clever moves like that which kept them under the radar of Child Protection Services for so long.

Camilla’s eyes were on the receiver again.

Suddenly she was glad that it wasn’t ringing. Very glad. A call to this desk meant ten-to-one that somebody had just bit the big one, and in all likelihood, their loved one would be inconsolable. That, Camilla cringed, is another heap of emotional baggage I’d rather not handle right now. I’ll take the boredom, thank you very much.

She leaned back and stared up at the stained-glass cupola in the ceiling, studying how the sunlight colored the tall, circular dome. It was just as pretty as the evening she first arrived.

She began counting the individual panels of glass. It reminded her of going to church when she was little, around ages five and six, before things got really bad with her mom (Diana had always insisted on Sunday morning services if she was in the right frame of mind). Everyone else would be paying attention to the sermon or the scripture readings—or pretending to, at least—while Camilla counted the pieces of glass that made up the large window behind St. Teresa’s front altar. Occasionally she became so lost in the individual building blocks that when she sat back and took in the whole again, the geometry of the glass and the waves of Sunday morning light would suddenly overwhelm her all at once. It was physics at its most beautiful.

She blinked slower and slower.

Eighty-eight, eighty-nine…

Even slower.

Ninety…ninety-one…

In the distance, she swore she heard a hymn start playing as her eyelids came together and sealed off the quiet lobby.

When she opened her eyes again, she was sitting in the back of St. Teresa’s church.

Her shiny black buckle shoes dangled over the edge of a wooden pew, and her mother was perched beside her, dressed in a pair of skin-tone leggings underneath a blue paisley skirt.

She looked up at the sanctuary.

There was a row of children sitting on the steps to the altar. In front of them was the oldest, frailest woman she’d ever seen. The elder was sharing a lesson about Moses with the help of her theological assistant—a tattered mouse puppet, which had clearly seen better days. It wasn’t a friendly looking animal, or a furry one either. It had a gray dishcloth for a body and a small rubber head with two beady black eyes and a plastic mouth. The old lady was as quiet as a church mouse herself—about as fragile as a communion wafer too—and as she spoke, her soft words were muffled by the $100,000 sound system that every church seems to own, yet none have ever learned how to properly operate.

Crackle, pop! Pop! “Can anybody tell me”—crackle, swish—“what God gave to Moses?” Swish, swish, pop!

Camilla watched as two of the shier children looked down and quietly started plucking the burgundy carpet below their feet. A pack of mini von Trapps scrunched up their faces and checked to see if their siblings knew the correct answer, but all six of them seemed utterly stumped. They glanced at their parents in the congregation but received no help from them either; the adults were all leaning forward in their seats, having missed what the old lady had mumbled through the hissing lapel mike. Camilla snickered. Can’t have the word of God coming in too loud and clear, or Christians might actually start questioning it.

“Do you know?” a timid voice piped up.

Camilla looked toward the lectern and saw a little girl staring at her from the altar steps. Unblinking.

“Sure she does,” said another voice. “Tell us.”

“Come on, help us out.”

Camilla blinked, and suddenly every kid at the front of the church was staring at her. Their mouths weren’t moving, but their voices were whispering from somewhere deep inside her head.

Tell us, quick.

She doesn’t know—

Yes she does. She just doesn’t want to help.

Why won’t she help us? Why?

Pop! pop! “What’s that, Ms. Mousey?” Crackle, swish! The old crone held the puppet up to her ear and pretended to hear it whisper the answer she was looking for. “God gave Moses”—crackle, swish, swish—“commandments.” Pop! Pop!

The old woman continued talking about Moses, but her voice was drowned out by the increasing whispers of the little children. They were all looking inquisitively at Camilla in the back pew.

Why are you sitting back there?

Are you different than us?

My mom makes me sit up here, why doesn’t yours?

Are you really shy?

Camilla gulped and shook her head. Shyness had nothing to do with why she never went up for the children’s lessons. The truth was, she hated being patronized. That’s all it was: just a bunch of Christian mollycoddling where chatty, conditioned children were praised like precocious geniuses and the quiet ones were talked down to like two-year-olds. To cap it off, the mere thought of having to recite answers for old Methuselah and that dumb rodent, Ms. Mousey, made her blood boil (of course, the questions were never that difficult—if you answered “Jesus,” “the cross,” or “for our sins,” you had a ninety-five percent chance of getting it right—but back then it was all about the principle).

Pop! “Amen.”

The pop twitched the whole church like a TV station going haywire, then coming back stable. None of the kids were staring at Camilla anymore—if they ever had been—and the old woman was beginning to back away, having just finished the children’s prayer and dismissed them for Sunday school.

As the organ began playing again, the children raced down the aisle for the back of the church where the classrooms were. Camilla watched their cute faces rollick by, not a care in the world, and then looked around at the other people in the congregation. The parents were all smiling too, proud, content, watching their sons and daughters gambol down the aisle. Everyone seemed so happy.

Come on, come on! The children grinned as they flew past. Their lips still weren’t moving.

Come with us!

It’s fun, we promise!

As they flashed by, Camilla’s heart thumped faster. A wave of excitement washed over her and she reached for her mom’s legs to ask if she could go along too. I’ve changed my mind, mom! I want to go with them! But all she felt was the glossy varnish of the pew.

She looked over. Her mother was gone.

Glancing down, she noticed her feet were suddenly touching the ground, and that she was now wearing skin-tone leggings with a paisley skirt.

She looked back at the string of kids running downstairs, but they were all gone—all except one. The last girl, a cute redhead with crooked teeth and black buckle shoes, came skipping down the carpet, waving excitedly as she ran past. It was like seeing a younger reflection whiz by. “See you! See you later, mom!” Then whoosh, she was gone.

Mom?

Camilla leaped out of the pew just as the narthex door wafted shut.

Her hand lunged for the handle and gave it a firm pull, but it didn’t budge. It was locked. She peeked through the door’s windowpane and caught a fleeting glimpse of the girl’s back disappearing down the lobby stairs, then a second later the girl was out of sight.

“Come back!” Camilla shouted, smacking the door with both hands. “Come back! Come open the door!”

She wrung her fists around the golden handles and pulled as hard as she could, but her muscles were suddenly Jell-O. The more she tugged, the weaker she felt, as if every tendon and ligature were melting around her bones.

“Help,” she grunted. “Someone…help…open this door!” She turned to the congregation.

But everyone was gone.

The families and the minister had all disappeared. The organist was gone too, even though a soft hymn was still creeping through the choir screen, filling the air along with the smoke that wafted off the suffocated candle wicks.

The only other person in the sanctuary was the old woman standing at the bottom of the altar steps. She still had Ms. Mousey draped over her right hand, and the two of them—the puppet and the puppeteer—were like statues, staring down the aisle with black, pupil-less eyes.

“Can you help me?” Camilla asked. But as soon as she spoke, she wished that she could take the words back. There was a terrible feeling in her gut that she didn’t want the old woman getting any closer.

The woman didn’t move.

Camilla tested the door handle behind her waist again; it didn’t budge.

She took a deep breath and spun around, putting her lips against the small crack between the two handles, and called out, “Anyone there! I’m stuck in here!”

She turned her head and put her ear to the crack, listening, but no one answered. The whole building was silent except for the chords of the slow nocturne echoing in the carillon tower.

Camilla checked over her shoulder again: the old woman was still at the other end of the aisle, staring at her. She hadn’t moved an inch.

Except…Wait—was she at the second pew before? Or the bottom of the altar?

All of a sudden the pot lights went out.

A feeling of panic welled up in Camilla’s throat as the room was swallowed by darkness. The only remaining light came from the stained-glass wall at the front of the church, which cast a long, distorted shadow of the old woman down the center aisle.

Pop! Pop!

The speakers above crackled like bullet fire and Camilla jolted, instantly letting go of the door. Her eyes were fixated on the old woman—and the old woman’s on hers—which made the hairs of her neck stand on end.

The gut-wrenching screech that followed was half-human, half-static.

“PLAGA MAGNA!” The speakers crackled like flames. “The Lord has prepared his people for a great slaughter! ELECTI CARNIFICUM! He has chosen their executioners!”

Camilla recoiled against the door. Bits of dust crumbled from the ceiling onto the crown of her head as the volume shook the bolts of the speaker cases.

“It is a day of ruin and desolation!” the old woman’s voice scraped. “A day of darkness and gloom, of clouds, blackness, trumpet calls, and battle cries!”

The mouse puppet moved forward, pulling the crone down the aisle like the head of a small beast attached to a crooked arm. Its oil-drop eyes glinted in the darkness, coming closer and closer as the woman screeched though the blazing sound system.

Crackle, pop! “Down go the walled cities!” Pop! Pop! “Down go the strongest battlements!” Crackle, swish!

The whole church was shaking. Every quart of blood in Camilla’s veins was ice-cold as she watched the puppet stalk closer.

She groped desperately for the gold handles again, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the rat’s twitching whiskers—that’s what it was, a rat, not a mouse. A rabid, thrashing rat that was closing in fast, its razor sharp teeth drooling saliva down its rubber chin onto its gray, dishcloth body.

“PULVIS! Your blood will be poured into the dust, and your body will lie there rotting on the ground!”

No! Stay away! Camilla tried screaming, but the words were lodged in her throat. She suffocated as the crone’s arm drew nearer, now within five feet.

“Yes!”

No!

“Yes!” The head of the rat gnashed at her with its dripping, jagged teeth. She slammed her head against the door and finally let out a full-bore scream.

The rat lunged for her neck and plunged its fangs up to its rotten gums. Shrieking, Camilla looked up and saw the old crone standing above her, staring down with two holes where her eyes should have been.

The old woman screamed, “KEEP!” Pop, Pop! “YOUR!” Crackle, swish! “COMMANDEMENTS!” Pop! Pop! Pop!

As the old woman bore down, the stained-glass wall behind her grew brighter and brighter, then finally the colors merged into one dazzling white light seconds before the whole world was swallowed up in the crone’s gaping black eye sockets.
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Jasper’s Parable

Camilla was in the Vincents’ rotunda, her head against the tough leather padding of the secretary’s chair, when she gasped back to consciousness, coughing and clutching the side of her neck as her jugular thumped harder than a thirty-pound jackrabbit’s foot.

She wiped the sweat off her forehead and sat up, looking left, right, back, forward. Good. No one was there.

No mouse puppets either.

The nightmare was still seared on the insides of her eyelids. When she blinked she saw the old woman coming at her again, closer and closer, as the pops and crackles drowned out the organ music in the background.

Camilla raked her fingernails through her hair and kept massaging the sore spot on her neck. Finally the dream started to blur in the hazy grog of consciousness; her heartbeat went from Mach ten to five to point-five in less than thirty seconds, then leveled off at an even 110 beats per minute. The pounding in her ears faded away too, bringing attention to the one part of the dream that wasn’t dissipating: the church music. A soft hymn was still floating through the air, casting a quiet, happy dissonance against the backdrop of horrific images that she had just witnessed.

Pushing the nightmare away, she got out of the chair—a little wobbly at first, then sturdier after a good breath—and followed the music out of the room.

Jasper was at the Steinway in the north parlor. His fingers were pressing the chords of #447 from an old leather-bound hymnal, performing for a nonexistent audience.

Camilla appeared in the doorway, hovering, unsure if he noticed her standing there. Without glancing up, Jasper tipped his head toward a chair by the window. She obliged.

The tune was unfamiliar. It was soft and dulcet; the simple melody in the right hand paired nicely with the broken chords of the left, then the two wandered off in counterpoint and repeated a couple bars later.

As Camilla sat and listened, smoothing out the wrinkles in her pants, her mind wandered back to her nightmare. The faces of the children had seemed so real—and so close, too, like she could have reached out and touched them. She saw them running by again, their tiny shoes pattering past her on the carpet, and the last little girl appeared with remarkable precision: her hair was much richer than Camilla’s current mop of burgundy—just like when I was little—and her black buckle shoes could have been straight out of Camilla’s own closet when she was six or seven.

She sniffed, rolling her eyes. Silly details.

Except they weren’t silly. Not at all. The girl—my daughter—was familiar. As familiar as she was a stranger.

An arpeggio ran up the piano. “So.” Jasper coughed. “Do you play?” He finished off the song with a glissando.

She looked across the room and shook her head.

“Bah. There goes my last hope for a duet partner.”

“It’s pretty. I’ll listen any time.”

“Mm. Good music makes for good reflection, especially when there’s a lot to, umm, mull over.” His fingers began fiddling around with a springy march next. “Speaking of, what was that all about?”

“Pardon me?”

“You were mumbling at the desk. I thought I’d play a little tune to wake you up before my sister came along and, well, did so less peacefully.” He winked to let her know it was their little secret.

“Thank you.”

“So?”

“I…I can’t remember,” she fibbed. “Something about someone in my family. They’re sick.”

The piano notes rode a scale to a higher octave. “Will they be all right?”

“Doctors say no.”

“My condolences.” Jasper frowned. “On the bright side, we Vincents have marvelous genes. Your own children will live long and healthy lives—I guarantee it.” The piece hopped back to the lower octave and kept bouncing along in two-four time.

Camilla swallowed her mewl. She looked at the family portrait above the mantelpiece and thought, marvelous genes, maybe, but terrible track record. She studied the two rows of Vincents standing in the painting and took in their ghostly canvas smiles. It was an eerie image to anyone who knew what would happen to them.

The four boys in the front row, killed overseas.

Their father, descended to madness.

Their aunt, consumed by a mysterious addiction.

“Would you mind if I ask a few questions?” Camilla said pointedly.

“By all means, constable.”

“I’m sorry—”

“No, no, that’s fine. Try me.”

Her eyes were still on the family portrait. “Which one is Warren?”

“The one on left,” Jasper said without looking up. The person he indicated was a burly, barrel-chested man with a moustache the size of a dust-pan broom. At what Camilla guessed was six foot five and more than 300 pounds, he was the largest man in the family by far, and undoubtedly the most intimidating. He towered over his miniature wife—assumedly the matron in the tight, schoolmarm dress standing beside him—and Camilla had to stop herself from trying to solve how those two geometrically opposed shapes had ever procreated successfully, and at least four times at that.

“Peter said he ran the experiments that led to the discovery. Did he document them?”

“Not to my knowledge. Warren wasn’t…Well, he wasn’t an academic. Clearly. In any case, documentation would be extremely dangerous.”

“But useful,” she muttered.

The piano music stopped. “Pardon me?”

“From a medical perspective, I mean. What if the seeds have other properties? Imagine they were brought into a lab and used to develop vaccines for, I don’t know, entire strains of illnesses.”

Jasper took both of his hands off the piano. He turned and fixated his gaze intensely on hers.

“There are precepts with this responsibility, Camilla.”

“That’s my point,” she said, stirring in her chair. “Where do the rules come from? Some”—she pointed at Warren and had to refrain from using the first couple of words that came to mind—“lumberjack in the middle of the woods? I mean, right from the start: rule one. Only children. Why?”

She knew she had blurted too much. She felt it in the sudden coldness of the room; the last vibrations of the piano strings had become still, and the faces above the mantelpiece stared down, motionless, like disapproving specters.

“If people could build on what he did,” she spoke more softly, “imagine what the world would be like.”

“I’m afraid to,” Jasper said. “Come here.”

He beckoned her forward like a wiry grandfather. She stood up and crossed the room to the piano while he turned his hymnal toward her. As he flipped through its pages, colorful illustrations started flying by: Bethlehem at advent, Calvary at Lent, Golgotha at Easter. This was a much nicer hymnal than the old tattered ones Camilla remembered from the pews of St. Teresa’s.

Jasper kept flipping backward, past the hymns, past the creeds, past the sacraments—even past the copyright and publishing inserts—and finally stopped with only one piece of paper left. Slowly, his long fingers rolled the page over to reveal an illustration of the Garden of Eden. Underneath, embossed in gold lettering, was the phrase In the beginning…

“People claim Christendom is shrinking,” Jasper said, stroking his chin, “but if I had to guess, most of those people haven’t found their first gray hair yet. As the saying goes, ‘No atheists in foxholes or old folks’ homes,’ hmm?” He waved his hand in the air. “Neither here nor there. Now tell me. Is this parable familiar to you?”

Camilla nodded.

“Good. And what’s that at the center there?” he asked, tapping the colorful Garden of Eden.

“The tree of knowledge?”

“Or life, depending which theologian you ask. ‘Here grows this Cure of all, this Fruit Divine,’” he quoted Milton’s Paradise Lost. “And what was the only instruction given to Adam and Eve?”

“Don’t eat the fruit.”

“And what did they do?”

“Ate the fruit.”

Camilla half expected him to pull out a creepy mouse puppet and continue quizzing her like the crone from her nightmare.

It was a good metaphor, she had to admit. The tree of life to a tree that gave life with its fruit; Eve’s fall of temptation to her own curiosity. All that’s missing are a couple of cherubs and seraphim... unless Brutus and Moira count, in which case there are two fiery beasts who round off the comparison quite nicely.

“I know where this is going,” she said. “Human nature. Avarice. Our curiosity curses us—”

“I’m not a preacher,” he cut in. “I’m merely answering your question.”

Camilla bit down. She wondered which, exactly, of her multitudinous questions he was referring to, and how it could possibly be answered with a biblical picture book.

“According to the Good Book, the fruit exposed Adam and Eve to sin,” Jasper continued, “so that every child thereafter would be born into a world of sin, and lead sinful lives, and die sinful deaths. But understand that the older a person gets, the more sin they encounter and spread themselves. Planting our tree’s seeds in adults is like planting in bad soil. The life might grow back, but it won’t be nearly as strong and healthy as it should be. By planting in good soil, the soil of those less exposed to the world’s wrongs—children—we sow better lives.

“Of course, some fruit will always rot. It’s the nature of, well, nature. But since one bad apple can indeed ruin a bushel, rule three is ultimately necessary. Grim, yes, but necessary.”

Camilla remembered the third rule—if a child goes bad, it must be abolished—and pictured a few “bad children” she had known throughout her lifetime. Little Carson Myers had smacked three baseballs through Old Man Atchinson’s windows before his tenth birthday; Becky Marsdon, six, and Mary Thompson, seven, were caught taking off their clothes for each other in the elementary girls’ bathroom; and Chad Parker, the schoolyard’s self-proclaimed kingpin, once punched a kid in the stomach so hard that the poor sucker puked blue Kool-Aid all over the jungle gym. (Chad also peed down slides and carved penises into the playground equipment, but something about the Kool-Aid incident was particularly colorful in Camilla’s memory.) Suddenly, she pictured Jasper towering over these children with a double-edged ax, its blade flecked with the blood of other bad children from over the years.

As if reading her mind, Jasper clarified. “A ‘bad’ child is more than misbehaved, especially in this sense. They don’t think right—their moral compasses are demagnetized. Trust me, they might look like children but they’re extremely dangerous.”

Camilla couldn’t imagine a brat worse than Chad Parker, but Jasper was suddenly a lot paler than before, as if remembering stories that he’d rather not talk about. She decided to steer the conversation in a different direction.

“Peter said your family used to eat the apples.”

“Used to,” he sniffed. “I can’t say any of us has had one. Though I suspect he was talking about mother?”

She nodded. “They kept her arthritis down? And even cured colds and flus?”

“Hard to say. Once our family understood the magnitude of what they were dealing with, not to mention potential consequences, no one, not even Warren, tested it on himself. Using it for children is altruistic, but using it for your own good is selfish. As with anything, the intent informs the outcome.”

“So even if the seeds could cure anything—Alzheimer’s, Asperger’s, blindness…” Infertility. “…you wouldn’t use them?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because that’s the first lesson we were ever taught. Do not eat the fruit. And that is not some silly Vincent rule; it comes from a much higher authority.”

Camilla caught his eyes scanning the hymnal.

“This isn’t Eden—”

“Isn’t it?” Jasper leaned in. His voice was barely above a whisper now. “Consider, even for a fraction of a second, that the garden existed. That this isn’t a parable, but a factual account.”

Camilla laughed so fast that the gust of air made her snort. “You’re saying the Garden of Eden is in your backyard?”

“No.” He frowned. “Not unless you see a flaming sword floating around the veranda.”

“Then what are you—?”

“That perhaps there’s a part to the story that’s gone unnoticed.” He tapped the hymnal again. “Look closely. What do you see?”

“Adam and Eve?”

“What else?”

“They’re in the garden.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“And, umm, the snake still has legs?”

“Look closer. At Eve.”

Camilla squinted, but she couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. It was a typical illustration of the first sin—the moment when Eve took a bite of the garden’s forbidden fruit.

“I don’t know. She’s taking the first bite.”

“Yes, yes. And what happens next?”

“She tells Adam.”

“Right. ‘On my experience, Adam, freely taste, and fear of Death deliver to the Windes.’ Then what happens to the apple?”

“He eats it.”

“And?”

“I…I don’t know.”

“‘Earth trembl’d from her entrails, as again / In pangs, and Nature gave a second groan, / Skie lowr’d, and muttering Thunder, som sad drops / Wept at compleating of the mortal Sin Original.’” Jasper spoke the entire Paradise Lost passage from memory, then added: “In other words, the world turned upside down. But curiously enough, no one pays attention to what happened to that innocuous little apple core in all the chaos that follows. Well, I have my own theory. Believe what you will, of course.”

Camilla’s mouth hovered open as her mind raced to catch up with the wild conjecture. He can’t possibly have said what I think he just said. “You believe,” she spoke slowly, “that the apple core landed in Nolan? Right here in your own backyard, millennia before any Vincent set foot here?” Her face contorted even more. “So you don’t consider this a…a biological miracle, but a biblical one?”

Jasper closed his hymnal and lined it up precisely with the edge of the piano. “I believe it’s been a long day with a lot to think about. You’re tired. Please, go and rest. When you wake up, your thoughts will still be with you.”

He held out a hand to help her up, but the only part of her that moved were her eyebrows. They were burrowing deeper than ever.

“Go. I’ll watch the desk.”

Still, she didn’t move. For one thing, a line had been crossed. Her first reaction was the feeling of being cheated; the next was patronization, having been force-fed a cautionary story and told to scoot off to bed—regardless of Jasper’s intent.

At the same time, a different kind of fire was now burning in her gut, and the fuel was a question that couldn’t be answered here.

She stood up, patting down the wrinkles in her pants, and moved for the door.

“Camilla,” Jasper called after her. She paused in the frame and turned back one more time. “Be careful,” he said softly. “You may not believe a word I just said—and you never might—but there’s one thing that’s certain, which is this: you’re outside the realm of science now. I beg you, be careful.”
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A Chase in the Night

It was five minutes to midnight when Camilla heard Peter’s breathing ease into a deeper level of sleep. She’d done her best to tire him out before bed, slyly suggesting positions that demanded purposefully challenging angles from him while keeping things conveniently simple for her, and it was a point of pride that she’d succeeded so quickly; it wasn’t ten minutes later and he was as dead as a wax-less candle, out cold and twice as limp. Still, she wasn’t about to take chances. Another few minutes, just to be sure.

As she lay there, her mind wandered back to her discussion with Jasper that afternoon. You’re outside the realm of science now, his voice echoed, be careful. Their conversation had been looping around her head all day like an overplayed Beatles LP, and that particular sentence caught the needle as much as any scratched track from Yellow Submarine or Rubber Soul.

He’s wrong. We’re not outside the realm of science; we’re outside the realm of understanding. That’s where science rolls up its sleeves, straps on its steel-toe boots, and goes to work. She curled over and fixed her gaze on the bedroom door, wiggling her feet restlessly out of the hot flannel sheets. It’s about time someone brought a little scientific method to all this madness and set the efficacy record straight.

A low gong rose up from the main floor, followed by eleven others as the grandfather clock tolled its midnight tune. She cocked her head and listened for other noises, but nothing stuck out.

Beside her, Peter’s breath sunk lower while tides of slow-wave sleep washed over him. He sounded as satisfied as a kitten after a bowl of warm milk.

Satisfied. Just like that, lickety-split. A little sex, a little sweat—boom, asleep. Except it wouldn’t always be that simple. One day their lickety-splits would have to produce more than a proper night’s sleep, and that would be the day when he asked for the one thing her body couldn’t deliver. The truth would come out eventually. And it changes things, even if he swears it doesn’t. The bible agrees: Ignorance is bliss, knowledge sucks—Genesis (paraphrased). She bit down. Well, we’ll see about that.

She peeled back the comforter and swung her legs silently off the mattress. Snagging her bra from the floor, she hooked it together and continued listening to Peter doze further and further away before rounding up the rest of her clothes and tiptoeing out of the bedroom.

The stairwell was pitch black. Thankfully, Camilla had an eidetic feel for every inch of the staircase by now, including the banisters, balustrades, and even which spots on the seventeen steps whined worse than a teenager being told to get dressed for Sunday mass.

She stepped off the staircase in the dining room and paused. It was colder than it should have been. The curtains by the baby grand were wafting up in a chilly draft—someone must’ve cracked the window and forgotten to close it—and pages of Rachmaninov drifted across the carpet, escaped from a binder that had tumbled off the bench.

Camilla moved across the rug, skirting the sheet music, and ducked into the far hallway that led to the “Employees Only” door at the very end. She pulled the handle and a sharp gust of tile cleaner and cold air rushed past. There were no windows in the dank corridor ahead, and no light switch, so she planted her fingers on the wall and dipped inside, submerging herself in the kind of darkness that hides a person’s own palm when it’s less than an inch away from their face.

Her fingers followed the wall, tracing the network of cracks in the dusty cinder blocks until they slid over a patch of cold stainless steel. She leaned against the metal and pushed into the embalming room.

Bright lights flashed on.

Her eyes pinched shut, shielding her retinas against the hot fluorescents. If there was one room she shouldn’t be groping around in with the lights off, it was this one, no matter how well she thought she knew it by now. One misplaced scalpel could turn this quiet reconnaissance mission into a hospital fieldtrip.

Camilla crossed the room to a set of cabinets, finding a row of suturing needles inside, and tested the different lengths with her fingertips. She selected a seventy-three millimeter Hagedorn’s and a sixty-eight millimeter cruciate—the kind that curved up like a fishing hook—then hesitated before plucking out the tinier forty-five cruciate too. Just to be safe.

A gust of wind rumbled outside. It echoed through the crematorium chimney like a low, demonic howl, and a shiver slithered up her spine. Come on, scaredy-cat. Stay focused.

She returned to the stainless-steel doors—her tools gripped in her sweaty palms—and slipped back into the hall.

With the needles clenched in her fist, Camilla sidled deeper and deeper down the black corridor. Almost immediately, the cinder blocks dropped off around a corner and she had to stop to picture where she was.

The hall on the right led to the freezer rooms.

The hall on the left met up with the loading bay that connected the house to the garage.

But she didn’t want to go left. Or right. The target she was picturing was right in front of her.

She took two steps ahead—still blind as a bat—and reached forward. The old doorknob slid coolly into her palm; it was instantly unsettling, as if the smooth piece of metal had been waiting in the darkness to shake her hand.

She dropped to her knees. The Hagedorn’s needle was first in the keyhole, wiggling up and down, left and right. No good. She swapped in the sixty-eight cruciate and hooked the catch immediately, hearing a quiet click echo in the skeleton hole.

This is it. She gripped the handle. The real test. Can you do it?

She hadn’t forgotten how hard Moira had joggled the handle to pry it open, and that kind of noise was dangerous, especially given the basement’s significance. Too much was at stake to dismiss it as just another crackle or bump in the night.

Then all at once, standing there—frozen—with her hand on the doorknob, Camilla considered what was at stake for herself.

There are precepts with this responsibility, Jasper’s voice chided.

(But it’s a chance to change things.)

Using it for children is altruistic. Using it for your own good is—

(It’s not selfish, it’s for Peter.)

And the intent informs the outcome—

(For both of us!)

Suddenly her dream washed over her again and drowned everything else out. There was the string of children, giggling, running down the church aisle, and the last little girl—the cute redhead with crooked teeth and black buckle shoes—skipping along the carpet, waving excitedly as she ran past. See you! See you later, mom!

Hot tears boiled in the crooks of Camilla’s eyes. She had never cried in her adult life, and the tears didn’t spill now, but it was the closest she’d ever come. She saw her life in Nolan flash before her eyes: every happy moment with Peter and all the risks he’d taken for her—the night they snuck into the tree house, the morning he proposed, and the blood (the blood!) on his hands as he helped her mop up the scene at the Midnight Sun with his voice hollering at his mother that same day. I care about Camilla! And if you care about me, you’ll treat her like part of this family. Not later, now! Yet what had she sacrificed for him? These seeds could heal the unhealable, so what if they could heal her? Wasn’t it worth finding out? If it worked, life could go on as planned. She wouldn’t have to disappoint the only person she loved, and their relationship would never have to change—ever—for one little gamble, one wager, one single spin of Russian roulette.

The knob rammed twice to the right, then slammed to the left with a dead metal thud. She swung the door open and didn’t stop to see if anyone stirred in the night before flying in and yanking it closed behind her.

Camilla stumbled to the floor of the basement, having forgotten how many steps there were in total.

The smell of dirt eked into her nostrils, and the dampness of the forbidden den instantly made her skin crawl. Somehow the lack of light down here was spookier than it was upstairs.

She got up and swam forward with both arms fully extended. Her shoes made the scratchy Velcro sound of sneakers on movie theater floors, only she wasn’t in a movie theatre…and the gunk under her shoes wasn’t Coca-Cola.

Then out of nowhere something stroked her face.

She jerked back, her heart rate rocketing to 120, and seized the assaulter with a strangling grip.

It was nothing but the string from the basement’s solitary light bulb.

She held the thread, breathless, and waited for the world to stop spinning. As much as she wanted to pull it, she was afraid the light might reveal something terrible, like a child carved up on the table in front of her.

Or worse—a child sitting there, staring.

You’re outside the realm of science now.

Forcing Jasper out of her head again, she tugged on the thread and the light bulb sparked to life, bathing the basement in its dim, amber glow.

The embalming table was bare.

She breathed easier.

See, fear of the dark is irrational. Now hurry up and don’t let this abattoir get to you.

She rushed for the oak cabinet and tore open the doors. For a second she couldn’t see what she was looking for, but then she spotted it poking off the top shelf.

The chest.

Standing tiptoe, she reached up and edged the wooden box out of the cabinet, bringing it down to the embalming table, and stood back to take in its unremarkable design. Peter could carve something a thousand times better. She examined the keyhole and brandished her smallest needle, the forty-five millimeter cruciate, before feeding it into the clasp.

She poked around the lock’s guts for almost a minute, but nothing happened. No click, no snap. Zip.

Something shuffled behind her.

She dropped the cruciate and spun around before the needle even clinked on the cement.

The den was empty. She didn’t budge; her breath stayed lodged in her throat as her eyes peeled around for the source of the patter. Please be a mouse, please be a mouse, please be a mouse.

Then it shuffled again, from the top of the staircase.

She scrambled to lift the chest back into the cabinet.

Thump…thump…

Someone was definitely coming downstairs. Panicking, her eyes shot to the side of the den: there was only one other exit, a black hallway that crept deeper through the jowls of the basement. It might be a dead end, she weighed. You could be cornered like an animal!

The steps got closer—THUMP, THUMP, THUMP—as a shadow came stalking down the stairs, nearer and nearer, about to round the bend onto the den-facing platform.

Camilla rushed for the only other hiding place she could think of: the space underneath the staircase. She slid behind the support beams and ducked below the treads just as the footsteps thumped directly over top of her.

Too heavy for Moira or Laura, too light for Brutus—

The figure’s legs, lumbering down the steps, cast flickering shadows over her face.

Too clunky for Jasper or Peter.

The person landed on the cement. The support beams were blocking a full view, but brief glimpses filtered through the wide gaps: first a foot, then a hand, then another hand.

She shrunk back against the wall as the figure shuffled across the room to the cabinet, then to the table, then to the cabinet again. Finally it stopped.

Go back to sleep, she urged with all her willpower. Go back to sleep! Please!

To Camilla’s incredible relief, the figure started back for the staircase. Thank God! she thought, unclenching her fists, when suddenly there was a faint metallic clink.

The figure stopped shuffling.

Camilla’s eyes popped open in horror. She saw the figure hunch over and pick up the cruciate from the floor, running it through his silhouetted fingers like a hunter finding a fresh trail to a sitting duck.

The figure ambled forward, still examining the needle, and stepped into the basement’s small pool of light. His socks were visible first, then his claw-like hands, and finally the crown of his head. Slowly his neck tilted up and revealed Maddock’s face staring straight at the staircase—straight at her.

Crack!

The basement’s light bulb sparked out.

Camilla’s heart pounded in her chest. Did he see me? He’s staring right here.

Silence. She pictured him standing ten feet away—or creeping toward her with outstretched hands—when suddenly the Velcro crackle started again and ended the uncertainty.

He was walking straight toward her.

Maneuvering carefully through the support beams, she wormed her way out of her hiding spot toward the hall that shot deeper into the basement. Now she was in completely new territory. Her hands found the wall and she slipped inside the cold corridor, having no idea where it led and nothing but adrenaline to propel her forward.

Immediately the wall veered through another doorway—when she tried following it, she was blocked by iron rungs.

Damn it!

She kept down the original hall, shorter breaths with every step, only to find the next door was sealed off too. And the next. She flipped to the other side of the hall as a swell of anxiety percolated her blood and shot tremors through her hands. It was no good—all the rooms were barred off like a cellblock.

Panting, she gripped a pair of rungs and pressed her face between them. Inside all she could see was a tiny window near the ceiling of the room…and a little moonlight leaking through. It was just enough to illuminate a wooden bench nestled into the corner, along with a pair of wrist restraints that hung down like medieval dungeon cuffs.

These are makeshift cells, she realized with sudden clarity. This is where they ran the experiments.

She was horrified and hopeful at the same time. If the rooms on that side of the hall were against the outer wall, she should stay as close to that edge as possible.

A footstep echoed behind her—Maddock was in the same hallway now—and then another. Slowly at first, then faster.

Camilla ran as quickly as she could on the heels of her feet. Maddock was taking large strides behind her, and as he walked, he dragged her forgotten needle along the cement wall. When it hit the bars it made a chilling clink, clink, clink sound followed by a stony grrrrrrrr.

Clink, clink, clink, grrrrrrrr…Clink, clink, clink, grrrrrrrr…

The sound was straight out of a nightmare.

Clink, clink, clink, grrrrrrrr…CLINK, CLINK, CLINK, GRRRRRRRR…

Maddock drew closer with every clink, and no matter how fast Camilla lurched on her heels, she couldn’t outrun him. She bared her teeth and got ready to make a full-out dash, when all of a sudden her worst fear came true.

She hit a dead end.

CLINK, CLINK, CLINK, GRRRRRRRR…CLINK, CLINK, CLINK, GRRRRRRRR…

All of the cool-headedness Camilla possessed immediately evaporated. She pictured Maddock reaching out behind her, his claws diving for her in the pitch black air, and she squirmed against the wall like a field mouse hearing the tail of a rattler sizzle closer.

Camilla pressed herself harder against the wall, about to scream at the top of her lungs, when a handle stabbed painfully—miraculously—into her hip. It’s not a wall, it’s a door! In a flurry of panic, she pushed the handle open and threw herself inside the room, slamming it shut and jabbing the button lock.

A second later, the handle was jostling wildly.

“Who are you! Who’s in there!”

Camilla curled up against the sink, hyperventilating, but she didn’t dare respond.

“I’m phoning the police!” Maddock shouted, but she knew he was lying. The Vincents would never allow anyone in their basement, especially the police.

She looked up at the ceiling of the bathroom and spotted a windowpane set back in the wall. A sliver of light glinted across the dusty glass.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

“Get out of there, coward! Let me see your face!”

She wobbled to her legs and stood on the toilet seat, hoisting herself higher on the bowl, and pressed her nose to the window. The light was filtering through a series of slits, and she realized that she was looking up from underneath the veranda as moonlight came streaming through the gaps in the porch’s floorboards.

Behind her, the hinges on the bathroom door heaved and groaned.

BANG! BANG, BANG, BANG!

She undid the window latches with quivering hands and shoved as hard as she could.

The warped frame was blocked with sludge and barely moved.

Desperately, she looked around for something that could help her escape…when suddenly she realized that the terrible banging had stopped.

She froze.

Is he really gone?

Then she heard it. Not another banging sound, but a faint scrape. She squinted over her shoulder and tried identifying where the new sound was coming from…

Then she saw it: the door handle was wiggling up and down, and the scrape, scrape, scrape was coming from the button in the very center. He’s picking the lock! The bastard’s using my own tool against me.

Panic renewed, Camilla flung herself at the window with full force. There was a low crack and the window bulged out, pushing the leaves away and creating an extremely small gap. She hammered the sill with the blunt of her palm until it was wide enough for a size zero, then threw her hands outside and dug into the dirt, clawing her way to freedom as fast as she could.

The doorknob wrenched harder and harder behind her; the pins shook the frame.

Camilla groped for her life. Clumps of weeds went flying by as she kicked in the air—half-in, half-out—with her hips wedged tight in the sill. For a terrifying second, she knew she was stuck.

Behind her the door BANGED open and Maddock blasted into the room. The sound was like a last injection of rocket fuel, and Camilla summoned every muscle she had, pulling herself through as her pants tore down the sides and a dozen splinters sunk into each leg. With a primal grunt, she flung herself under the patio and kicked the window closed behind her, then rolled out of view. But there was no time to catch her breath; even though Maddock wasn’t thin enough to fit through the sill himself, she only had thirty or forty seconds tops before he’d be out in the courtyard like a bat out of hell.

She scampered on her hands and knees away from the basement window, tearing through anthills, cobwebs, and abandoned rat nests. The needle of her inner compass was reeling—she had absolutely no bearing—then she spotted a hasp in the deck’s panels and rushed for it, pushing through the exit, and tumbled out on the cool lawn of the Vincents’ courtyard.

The Milky Way burst overhead like a network of dazzling stage lights. Come on, Camilla grunted, no time to stargaze. She ran for the tree at the far end of the yard and ducked behind its thick trunk just as the back door banged open and Maddock came stumbling outside.

She peeked around the bark and watched him dash down the steps before tapering off. He turned his ear a few different directions and then looked back at the house, apparently reconsidering the possibility that the intruder had escaped out the front, and slouched, defeated. He waddled back up the stairs and disappeared inside the manor with his tail between his legs.

Camilla collapsed against the tree. She looked down at her own legs and winced: her pants were mutilated, and the wood slivers were already stinging like hell. What was worse, however—much worse—was the feeling of failure in the pit of her stomach. When she thought about her botched mission, it was that pain that bore deeper than any splinter.

She knew she could never do what she had just done again. Even if she got up the nerve, Maddock would almost certainly be sleeping with a sawed-off shotgun tucked under his arm from now on. She’d ruined it: her one chance to jump-start the batteries in her biological clock and keep the family going. No matter what Peter would say down the road, she would always know that part of him would be a little disappointed in her, whether he found out that she had tried to fix the situation and failed or not. And that part of him would always ask “What would life have been like if we could’ve had children?” or worse, “What if she wasn’t the one after all?”

Finally the tears spilled, hot and wet, down Camilla’s cheekbones. Her mouth fell open, but before she made a sound, she jammed a fist between her teeth and bit down.

The chorus frogs chirped.

The Milky Way glimmered.

A wind blew through the courtyard and shook the leaves on the great fruit tree, which shimmered with a quiet shh, shh sound, like a soothing whisper in Camilla’s ear. She curled against the comfortable crooks in the wood and continued to cry in the tree’s arms. Shh, shh.

In the distance, a pack of wolves began howling together, and even farther off a Grey Owl screeched over the waters of a lone lake where masses of black flies buzzed and rainbow trout plopped through their own ripples. But none of those sounds made it to the Vincents’ yard. The wind carried them elsewhere, leaving nothing but the swish of leaves for Camilla’s tender ears.

She adjusted her position in the roots and leaned back, wiping the tears away.

Well, what did you expect? she asked herself. You’d waltz out with a handful of seeds and everything would be fixed? Maybe put them through a dozen tests you could run with a kindergartener’s home chemistry set before throwing in the towel, and then what? You got your hopes up—admit it. The stupid things would’ve disappointed you anyway.

And she wished she could believe that, but she couldn’t.

They cure people, she sighed, conceding. Whether or not this stupid tree came from the Garden of Eden is a whole other kettle of Jesus fish, but those seeds can cure people.

Another gust rustled by, and she watched how the leaves rippled overhead like emerald water. Now that her eyes had fully adjusted to the darkness, she could see bits of the hidden tree house poking through the foliage, and she couldn’t help but picture the first time she and Peter had spent the night together. How different—how fun—that had been before all this. The tour of the funeral home, the first kiss, the picnic…

Camilla sat up almost dreamily. Slowly she got up, first to her knees, then to her feet, and placed a hand on the bark, the whole time without taking her eyes off of the tree house.

She circled the trunk with her hand dragging along the wood, around and around, until her fingers found the pegs that were nailed into the side. Then, hand over hand, she started to climb. Every step was faster than the last, quickening with a distant realization, until finally she reached the top and pulled herself into the private cabin.

The space was just as bare as she remembered. Nothing but leaves and twigs and squirrel droppings.

She froze.

Shh, the tree whispered as Camilla’s lips curled into a smile. Shh…

There, ten feet away—nestled in a stack of leaves—was the withered apple that she had plucked only a month before. The same piece of fruit that Peter had snatched out of her hand, tossed in the corner, and forgotten about.

But it wasn’t forgotten, not completely. The tree had been keeping it in its darkest crevice this whole time, waiting for the right person to come along and take it from its twisted, tempting limbs.

Waiting for her.


PART II
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ABIGAIL
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Seven Candles

“Happy birthday!”

The partiers cheered as little Abigail blew out all seven candles in a single breath. Peter reached over and stuck a spatula in the baking pan, calling out: “Atta girl! Another year of no boyfriends. Keep it up, kiddo.”

The girls around the table ewwed in unison, and then the crowd of six- and seven-year-old boys, not to be outdone, jammed out their tongues and ewwed back with equal enthusiasm. Camilla jumped in and started passing out paper plates, which diffused the chaos and brought everyone’s butts back to their plastic green chairs. Still, she knew the effect was only palliative; inevitably their energy would return with a vengeance, powered by enough sugar to wipe out half of the world’s diabetics.

Peter and Camilla tiptoed backward through the basement of St. Luther’s Northern Parish and slipped into the church’s kitchen. Together they peeked out of the serving window like a pair of surreptitious stage managers, careful not to draw any unwanted attention toward themselves, and watched as the kids pounced on the cake faster than a pack of hyenas on a wounded gazelle.

“Quick, while they’re scavenging.”

Peter smacked his lips and snagged a jug of knockoff strawberry Kool-Aid from the 1945 Philco refrigerator. As he topped off two Dixie cups, Camilla checked the last remaining box of pizza and found a lonely slice buried under the cardboard flaps.

Peter saw the pizza and his mouth popped open. He leaned over and took a bite, but a pocket of cheese burst and sent tomato sauce shooting up his nose.

“Ugh!”

Camilla snorted with laughter, watching him rear back and try to wipe the sauce off his face. He moved his hand away and flashed another smile, all teeth. “How do I look?”

“Like you were picking your nose with a coat hanger.”

She wasn’t exaggerating; the red sauce was still dripping out of his nostrils, flecked with specks of pepperoni that resembled hunks of brain matter.

“I’ll show you bloody…” He clasped his hands over his nose and wrung out the remaining sauce, then lurched ahead with wet tomato paste fingers.

“Stop it!” She half whispered, half shrieked. “Stop!”

Peter lunged and caught the side of her arm, leaving a dark marinara streak from her wrist up to her elbow.

“I swear—ah!” She dodged again, getting it on her knuckles. “I swear, if you get a drop on this cardigan…”

“You’ll what?”

“Eek!”

“Huh? You’ll what?”

“I’ll…I’ll leave you alone with the Lords of the Flies.” She nodded at the birthday table. “Fifteen minutes tops before your head’s stuck on a tetherball pole.”

Peter froze in front of her. He put his hands in the air like a prison convict caught pulling a bad lunchroom stunt. “Checkmate, boss.” He flashed his flirty grin and leaned forward, but Camilla turned and the peck barely grazed her cheek.

“You think it’s that easy?”

“You think you have time to flirt?”

Camilla spied the kids’ table again—they were still distracted with dessert—and she swiveled back and returned the peck on Peter’s lips. Eight years hadn’t changed a lot, at least in that department. She swore she would never be one of those parents who did anything PG-plus in front of her daughter’s friends, no matter how old the kids were or how charming Peter could be, so intimate affection had to be time-boxed. And if there’s one thing new parents are shorter on than money, sleep, and patience, it’s time (which Peter was particularly good at capitalizing on when they caught these short spells of privacy).

Peter poured two more shooters of church juice, and they tapped Dixies, downing the weak strawberry water in one swig each. As she lowered her cup, Camilla’s eyes fell on the scene through the serving window again.

Abigail was sitting at the head of the table, her brown locks pulled back with the pretty lace headband they had given her as an early birthday present. She was poised properly—back straight and feet uncrossed, just like her grandmother had impressed upon her—while licking vanilla icing off a plastic fork.

Come on, sweetheart, Camilla thought. Talk to someone. You can do it.

But Abigail wasn’t saying anything. She sat there, content, eating dessert and listening to the kids around her yap their curly-haired heads off.

Speak up, Abby, you can do it. Don’t be shy.

Abigail perked up, almost as if she was tuned in to her mother’s wavelength, and swiveled to the pair of girls beside her. She parted her lips, about to say something, when suddenly a boy at the other end of the table let out a loud battle cry and planted his entire face in his slice of cake, pulling focus from the whole group. Whether he did so on a dare or purely for attention, it didn’t matter; the boy looked like a Looney Tunes character now, and a blaze of laughter was spreading around the table faster than wildfire. Within seconds everyone from Abigail and the Cory sisters at one end, to little Tim Lam and Alex Palmer and Farley “Five Chins” Melstrom at the other, was rocking with giggles.

Camilla shook her head, but a smile had crossed her lips too. They’re laughing. They’re having fun, thank God. Everyone’s having fun. It was music to her ears. Music, especially, since last year’s party had been nothing to grin about.

Last year was Abigail’s first kick at public school, and the whole summer leading up to September had been incredibly nerve-racking. Scars from Camilla’s own school years stung more and more every time she plucked a petal from the stems of her own past—I send her, I send her not, I send her, I send her not—but ultimately, she knew the public school system would teach Abby a few lessons that might benefit a new generation of Vincents. Thankfully, day one wasn’t as awkward as she’d imagined. Abigail was just as quiet as Camilla had been at that age, and she attracted just as many looks walking through the hallways, but at least she hadn’t arrived at show-and-tell with a dead animal stuffed in her pencil case yet, so by Vincent and Carleton standards, it was a whopping success.

The problem, it turned out—and Camilla should have predicted it—wasn’t so much with the children as it was with their parents. Every time she tried calling another mom to set up a play date, she hit that mighty destroyer of all good intentions: voice mail. Then out of the blue one night in October, Abigail admitted that none of her classmates wanted to play with her because their moms and dads told them to “stay away from the Vincents.” That was the most painful thing Camilla had ever heard. Stay away from the Vincents? Who do those stuck-up, bucktooth hill trolls think they are? But thankfully, Abigail hadn’t seemed nearly as distraught as her mother was; in fact, she seemed more curious than anything. “Why do they say that, mom?” she asked, and Camilla had explained that because they lived in a funeral home, a lot of people were superstitious around them. When Abigail asked what “superstitious” meant, Camilla had settled on “scared of dead people,” and Abby, in the perpetual wisdom and naivety of a six-year-old, had returned a puzzled look and replied, “That’s dumb,” to which Camilla had nodded and agreed.

But that was the calm before the storm. Then it hit like an angry tempest—a twister strong enough to lift up a southern farmhouse and toss it somewhere over a gaudy rainbow. The awful sixth birthday party.

To start with, not a single invitee showed up.

The extra chairs sat empty. The black-cherry torte, decorated with dark chocolate and freshly picked strawberries, sat on its special plinth going stale. Jasper’s musical program went unheard.

For over an hour, the whole family had sat in the Vincents’ dining room—which was festooned with long loops of carefully hung streamers, buckets of black-and-pink confetti, and matching jumbo balloons—and waited it out. But around seven o’clock it was Abigail herself who suggested that everyone eat their supper before it got cold.

Camilla was livid for a month.

It wasn’t because of the wasted decorating effort, or the sunk cost of throwing out three quarters of a ninety-dollar cake. It was because those heartless, high-and-mighty Nolan bastards wouldn’t give her and her daughter the time of day.

But—yes, there was always a self-deprecating but that came with these kinds of parental failures—things won’t change if I don’t take a proactive approach. So gradually she started spending more evenings away from the funeral home and more time in the community. She brought Abigail along on errands, took her to the parks and the public library, and explored the walking paths with her every weekend. Any time another family was out, she made a point of introducing herself, and despite how difficult it was on a daily basis, she even managed to keep some of her more eccentric outfits at home. Then as slowly as the Earth’s tectonic plates form new mountain ranges, the Nolan community—or at least the parents of the first grade class—began to build up their mutual trust. As a final clincher, she decided to hold Abigail’s party at a public venue this year: the basement of St. Luther’s Northern Parish. “If the community can’t trust holy ground, I’m giving up,” she had told Peter point-blank. Peter agreed, pointing out that there was a good toboggan hill close by, and so it was decided. He also hinted that instead of strawberry torte and homemade hors d’oeuvres, we should probably stick to cheese pizza and vanilla cake. Another good call.

“Solid party, huh?” Peter whispered.

Camilla nodded, chewing her crust.

“Although, they’d probably have just as much fun if you stuck them in a laundry room and told them to fold socks all night.”

The joke wafted by without registering. As she licked the pizza grease off her fingers, Camilla’s eyes hovered on their daughter through the serving window again.

Watching Abigail was like watching a spitting image of herself at that age. Their figures were identical—both she and Abby had tiny frames—and they both shared the same slender, Snow-White faces. Abigail was a brunette though, which Camilla should have expected (red hair alleles are more recessive than the polar icecaps) but occasionally it still surprised her. After all, the dream—that famous dream that drove her to take that incredible risk more than seven years ago—showed a redhead. As red as a rose, redder than copper. But not a single scarlet hair had ever graced Abigail’s skull, not even at birth.

The birth and conception of Abigail Grace Vincent had been unusual events, to put it mildly.

Camilla remembered the night she had taken the apple and reentered the mansion, long after Maddock returned to bed. She had crept to the kitchen and cut it open, slicing past the shriveled skin to reveal nothing but brown, decaying mush, and picked out the five seeds with the tip of a knife while examining each one with her naked eye. They looked so harmless. No one could ever tell the difference.

She had been eager to test their effects, but not so eager that she considered anything reckless. Even where the occult is concerned, there’s still room for good procedure and sound hypothesis testing. So every night over the subsequent week, Camilla had stalked down to the embalming room—summoned by nothing but her own hunch and a mortician’s toolset—and carried out a variety of experiments after everyone else was fast asleep.

The first order of business had been smashing a seed open. Afterward she found an old microscope and inspected the contents meticulously, but when she couldn’t spot anything unusual compared to the control apple stolen from the south parlor’s fruit bowl, she decided to mash it in a crucible and look again. Nothing.

The second seed was dipped in a solution and measured with a voltmeter to gauge electrical potential. Unsurprisingly, it had carried absolutely no current. That was a pretty dumb test in the first place, she recalled, and while she had scorched the remains of seeds one and two with Moira’s crème brûlée torch, she regretted wasting her supply so heedlessly.

For the third trial, she had found an old car battery from the garage and hammered it open, then diluted the fluid to a point where the pH was comparable to stomach acid. Most people didn’t know that apple seeds contain amygdalin—a toxic glycoside that can kill a fully grown adult—and although their shells are usually strong enough to withhold the poison throughout digestion, there was no guarantee that these ones would behave the same way. She submerged the seed for ten hours to see how well it held up, and while it ultimately passed the acid test, it became too weakened to risk further use, so she burned it as well.

By that point, a week had passed and Camilla still knew nothing. Only two seeds were left and there was no chance she would try anything on herself without first testing a living subject.

Luckily, the perfect candidate presented itself later that same night.

She was down in the kitchen getting a glass of water when there was a sudden scratch at the back door. With a dark flash of déjà vu, she jumped like a Nam solider standing next to a Roman candle. Somehow she managed to hold on to her glass this time, but it wasn’t until the shock wore off that she could take a deep breath and focus on the patio door.

There was no silhouette. Nothing behind the wafting curtains, no boy in the dark.

Still, the scratching continued. She reached out and turned the latch, pulling it open to reveal Proper, one of the Vincents’ scrawny black cats, pawing on the outer screen.

The idea had dawned on her instantly. She scooped the cat in her arms and grabbed a tin of Fancy Feast from the fridge, then raced all the way to the embalming room as fast as her moccasins could carry her.

“There we go,” she had whispered, setting the cat on a cold countertop and running a hand over its stomach. Finally she found the furless patch—and the scar—on its lower belly. “Good girl, good girl.”

She opened the Fancy Feast and carved out a portion with a scalpel, then planted a seed inside and plopped it in front of the starry-eyed pet. Proper dug in and devoured the glob in twenty seconds—all of it except the shiny black kernel. The cat blinked and batted the seed with its paw, then stopped, unimpressed.

Camilla dug out another serving and stuck the seed inside again. This time she fed the animal by hand—forcing every morsel into its mouth—and just when she thought she’d won, it let out a high, retching wheeze. Startled, Camilla let go, and Proper proceeded to improperly puke up its entire meal on the cement counter. After that, the cat leaped to the floor and scampered for the exit, but luckily the doors were shut. You can’t run, you little rat. I’ve got you cornered now. The pet arched against the frame as Camilla picked out the seed from the vomit and prowled toward the door. Enough is enough. She lunged and caught the cat by its haunches, wrestling it into a tight grip while its back paws kicked murderously for her wrists. She pried its jaw open and dropped the seed inside, then clamped the teeth together and kept them shut while the cat thrashed around with more piss and vinegar than a rabid cougar. Finally it swallowed.

That was when things really got wild.

Proper heaved as if all its guts were lurching up its esophagus. Camilla held tight while her arms were cut up worse than if she’d dunked them in a tub of razorblades, then finally the convulsions tapered off and they both collapsed, spent. When she rolled over and saw the defeat in the cat’s eyes—a kind of lazy sadness—she immediately felt terrible. Her experiments hadn’t yielded a single result, and the costs had finally crossed a line. All she had left was one seed and the overwhelming feeling that she owed Proper a colossal apology.

In the months that followed, life returned to normal. Proper practically disappeared from sight (not that Camilla could blame it), but then early one February morning while shoveling the walk, Brutus heard a strange sound coming from the courtyard tool shed. He rooted through the garden equipment, past the lawnmower, past a broken croquet set and a community of garden gnomes, and discovered Prim and Proper hiding away at the very back. Both cats were curled up on a nest of fertilizer bags and torn patio cushions, and behind them, mewing like a chorus of plastic squeaky toys, was their new litter of scraggily black kittens.

A sled roared down the snow hill, carving a wave of powder that caught the sunlight and glistened back to earth like stage glitter. The high-pitched whee! hung on the crisp air for a second longer, then faded up in the trees with a cheerful echo.

Another group of Abigail’s classmates rocketed by, and Camilla called out, “Don’t run into—”

Too late. The second train of sledders careened into the first crew at the bottom of the hill and sent them scattering like bowling pins.

“Stee-rike!” Peter hollered.

“Are they OK?”

“With those ski suits? They’ve got more padding than pro linebackers.”

True. The kids were done up in so much winter gear that they looked like pudgy Michelin babies: thermal coats puffed up around their chests, snow boots, ski pants, long johns, wool mittens, and at least three pairs of socks apiece. Only their eyeballs were unprotected, peeking through the tunnels of hoods and scarves and ski masks.

Camilla rubbed her hands together and stuffed them in the pockets of her coat. The faux fox pelt around her shoulders kept her neck warm, and her feet were doing all right, but her fingers felt chilled to the bone.

It wasn’t even that cold of a day—for December in the Yukon, at least. Not a single cloud smeared the sky, and nothing more than a light breeze had blown through since morning. But it wasn’t warm either. Minus five degrees Fahrenheit still had bite, and the yellow sunlight was deceiving. You can’t trust what you see when it comes to the cold, she had learned, but your other senses sure let you know in a hurry: the feeling of tears in your eyes, the sound of snow crunching like Styrofoam, the sensation of snot fusing to your nose hairs. Such a comfortable place to live; it’s a mystery why more people don’t come to embrace their bodily limits.

At the bottom of the hill, the kids had gotten up and were brushing the snow off their legs. Camilla picked out Abigail instantly: the one in the black suit with a white toque and pink Columbia snow boots. She waved, but Abigail didn’t wave back. She was too busy giggling with one of the Cory girls.

There you go, kiddo.

“Geez,” Peter said. “Cute little monsters, huh? Almost makes the whole pregnancy part seem worth it.” He bumped her jokingly.

Camilla smiled, but it wasn’t funny. Her pregnancy had been the most excruciating period of her entire life, and she frequently reminded him that he owed her an eternity of massages because of it.

She had been sick every morning, bar none, and developed a case of sleep apnea that could drive the calmest soul to the brink of insanity. Doubts had flooded her psyche, and she couldn’t help imagine the doctors screaming in the delivery room when they cut her open and brought out a litter of bloody, furless kittens, their blind squeals filling her brain like unholy demonic yowls. As a result of her sleeplessness, she lost her sense of humor. When the baby finally arrived—a month premature, but perfectly healthy, no mewing or other feline malformations—she was relieved to have it out of her body and into her arms.

From day one Abigail had been extremely quiet, despite her violent gestation. All day, she would stare through the walls of her incubator and watch what was going on around her. Camilla came to think it was cute and inquisitive, but one time she caught a nurse whispering to a coworker, “That Vincent girl…you ever see her watching you? Like she’s…I don’t know, studying you? A little creepy if you ask me.”

As time passed, Camilla kept an eye out for anything else that might have been unusual in Abigail’s development. She didn’t seem to like toys very much, and she didn’t laugh or smile a lot either. Her first New Year’s Eve was the only notable exception. Brutus had lit up a box of fireworks in the backyard, and the eruptions of brilliant sparkles set her off like a giggle factory. Camilla had silently hoped that it was because of the shimmering colors and not the boom of the explosions.

Conversely, other aspects of their daughter were perfectly normal. She ate normally, she slept normally. She didn’t burst into flames when they stepped into church. So slowly Camilla’s hesitations had melted away until she stopped watching Abigail like a scientific experiment and started treating her like a regular kid.

A series of screams cracked through the cold air and snapped Camilla back to reality. Her heart dropped beneath its layers of flesh and synthetic thermal gear, and she looked up just in time to see a toboggan rocket past, the five kids on board yipping with laughter as they shot down the snow hill toward the rest of the crowd below.

Her eyes scanned the woods for a white toque and pink boots.

There she is, halfway up the hill.

Camilla let out a long breath.

“You all right, jumpy?” Peter elbowed her.

“I’m fine.” She shrugged it off. She was jumpier in the last seven years—there was no doubt about that—but she had hoped it might improve the older Abigail got. I guess I’ve still got a ways to go.

As she watched her daughter trudge back up the hillside with a handful of other boys and girls, their sleds slung over their shoulders, Camilla sighed and shook her head at herself. She’s a regular kid, all right. Deep breaths.

Just a regular kid.
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Officer Logan

Camilla was up to her elbows in remains when there was a knock on the embalming room door.

Knock, knock, knock…Knock! Knock! Knock!

But she didn’t hear it. The vents in the crematorium were set to full steam ahead, bellowing through the chimney shaft and shuffling an eighty-year-old retired air force pilot named Howard Konners into the atmosphere for one last rip in the wild blue yonder. Had his spirit held on to its gruff, incorporeal voice box, the colonel would have been whooping up his favorite anthem, bursting with red-white-and-blue spangles as he wafted into freedom, singing: “Down we dive, spouting our flame from under, off with one helluva rooooar! We live in fame or go down in flame—hey!—nothing’ll stop the US Air Fooooorce!”

The knocking came again, louder this time, and a motion caught Camilla’s eye. She looked up and saw Laura standing in the double doors.

“—is here!” Laura shouted over the furnace. “He says he—”

“What?” Camilla cupped her ear.

“Officer Logan! He wants to see you.”

“Me?” She looked around incredulously. There was no one else in the room except for Rosemary Volkes, and old Rosey was lying across the current workstation, carved up like a Thanksgiving turkey.

Laura turned on her heels, too busy to stop. “He’s in the south parlor.”

The south parlor was the Vincents’ formal study. Three of the four walls were rigged with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, packed with brittle Encyclopedia Britannica sets that had yet to hear of the Hubble Telescope or September 11 or a black president. There were leatherback chairs with matching ottomans, reading lights with candy glass lamp shades, and an antique cart holding fat snifters and unmarked bottles of hot amber whiskey—a warm contrast to the icy scene outside the front window.

Officer Logan was standing in the center of the room with his back to the entrance. His thermal jacket was done up along with a Maglite, a two-way radio, and a .45-caliber Glock clipped to his patrol belt.

Camilla appeared in the doorway and stopped in her tracks. She hovered apprehensively at the sight of the police uniform. “Officer Logan?”

“Ms. Carleton,” the man said, and before he turned around Camilla’s heart had already dropped into her stomach. “Pardon me. It’s Mrs. Vincent now, isn’t it?” The man pivoted and revealed himself to be Mick, the mousy greaseball from her first removal job. “Sorry I didn’t send a card.” He added a polite smile that made her skin crawl and legs close up.

“Strange, Mick,” Camilla said. “I didn’t notice.”

“You remember my name.”

I remember a lot more than your name. He had once told her to “watch herself around these freaks,” referring to Peter and Lucas at their standoff on the Beaudrys’ driveway. His belated congratulations were worth as much as his pencil-thin peach-fuzz moustache.

“Can I help you?”

“Well, for starters you can jot down your exercise secrets.” He clicked his tongue like a pig at the slop trough. “I say you’re lookin’ the same as you did eight years ago, sunshine. Pretty rare for Nolan birds. Seems they all let go around here soon as the honeymoon’s over.”

“Moira’s upstairs. I’ll ask if she’s free.”

“Oh relax and learn to take a compliment”—he waved her down condescendingly—“especially when it pats you on the ass. Now, have a seat.”

“I’ll stand.”

Mick shrugged, replacing his smarmy smile with a dull have-it-your-way smirk. He put his hands on his hips and stretched his shoulders back, grunting, as he puffed out his chest and flashed the notches on his uniform’s belt. It’s your house, the showboat gesture seemed to say, but don’t forget it’s my town.

“So. Guess I’ll get down to business.”

Please do.

“Uh-huh. Right.” For the first time, the silence seemed to put Mick on edge. He looked around the room, a lot less confident than he’d been a second before, and his shoulders slumped when a nicely timed footstep thudded on the second floor above them. His eyes peered up and traced the footsteps, back and forth, back and forth, clearly mistrusting the groans and growls of the old house as if suddenly understanding that he had no jurisdiction in this place. His badge was an illusion—as insignificant a symbol in the Vincents’ manor as a PhD drawn up with a six-year-old’s crayons.

Mick cleared his throat. “I hear you know the Corys? Little family three streets over. Wayne is the day manager at Darlyle’s Oil Change and Mary does—”

“Yes. We know them.”

“And their daughters too?”

Camilla nodded. “The twins were at Abigail’s birthday party.”

The Cory twins, Erica and Stephanie, were the smallest girls in Abigail’s first grade class. She could picture both girls’ curly hair whipping behind them as they flew down the toboggan hill on their blue-and-orange crazy carpets.

“Well that’s the reason I’m here, Mrs. Vincent. Neither girl’s been seen since yesterday.”

Camilla tensed. She knew a visit from a ranger—asshole or no asshole—was a bad sign. She crossed her arms defensively and tried picturing the party again.

All of the kids were picked up by their parents. All of them, right at four o’clock. Positive. But no…Wait. Wait, wait, wait. The twins lived at the top of the hill. Abigail told us that they walked home right before everyone else left.

“They made it home from the party,” she said, half asking, half insisting. “I know they did.” A slimy monster of phlegm and mucus clawed up her throat. She hoped to God this wasn’t one of her nightmares coming alive—that Mick would demand to see Abigail and take her away for committing some unimaginable crime which, deep down, Camilla was always afraid she would someday carry out. The faster her mind raced, the clearer she could picture the three girls walking up the hill with Abigail in step, sauntering farther and farther away in their pudgy black snowsuits and pink pom-pom mittens. Was that moment really the last time the sisters were seen?

No. She pushed the thought out of her head. The twins made it home. They made it home. They—

“They made it home.” Mick nodded, and for a second Camilla thought it was just the voice in her head again. “They disappeared sometime between bed and breakfast.”

“That’s terrible.” Camilla put her hands over her mouth, not only because she was shocked, but also to cover a sigh of relief. “What…what’s everyone thinking?”

“The Corys have no clue,” Mick continued dryly. “No signs of struggle and the neighbors say the street was quiet all night. No suspects, no nothin’. I’m told it’ll take three or four days to get the dogs up here from Whitehorse, but by then this whole clusterfuck could be as cold as a witch’s teat.” His walkie-talkie bleeped, but he ignored it. “Be honest: did you notice anything strange at the party?”

“No. Not at all.”

The walkie-talkie bleeped again, followed by blaring voices gushing through the static in their own language of muffled code. Kssh! “JD, when you’re done, circle back on Dressling.” Kssh! “Four and five inside; unpatching combined channels now.” Kssh! “We’re gonna have to tape off T-6 down here as well.” Kssh!

Mick didn’t copy the station back or even touch the talkie’s volume.

“Well, if that’s everything, officer,” Camilla continued, motioning at the radio, “sounds like you should be out helping find two little girls instead of asking me for exercise tips.”

“Trust me”—Mick looked disdainfully around the room again—“I don’t want to be here any longer than I have to. Just letting your lot know to do their civic duties.”

“Excuse me?”

“You know”—he flickered a lazy eyelid—“check in on your friends and see how they’re feeling. Sooner you start, the better too.”

“Doing what, exactly?”

“Asking questions. Checking temperatures. Worming a finger up their ass cheeks. Hell, I don’t know what you do, just do it soon.”

Camilla was completely lost and her face must have shown it.

“Jesus. Why’d I ask the cute one first? Fetch another freak, will ya?”

“They’re not—” She was a split second away from shouting “freaks!” when she glimpsed something over Mick’s shoulder that made her stop. It was the white funeral van, visible through the parlor’s window, and it was blazing between the front gates and up the yard at top speed.

Not now, she thought, biting her lip. I need more time to figure out what’s going on.

Without another word, Camilla pivoted and rushed out of the parlor, dropping her deportment with Mick midconversation. She ran past the reception desk in the rotunda and out the front corridor, opening the entranceway just as Peter came bounding up the porch steps.

“Camilla! What’s going on? We saw the police car and—”

“Everything’s fine,” she said, stepping out of the funeral home and pulling the door closed behind her. An icy blast of wind ruffled her skirt and sent a frigid prickle up her thighs. “Mick slithered by to ask about the Corys. He’s just leaving.”

“The Corys?”

“Their daughters. Curly hair, blonde—”

“C’mon”—he touched her bare arms—“get back inside. You’re not even wearing a coat.”

Camilla was planted to the spot. She couldn’t explain to herself why, exactly, she had rushed to stop Peter from entering the house, other than to chalk it up to a gut feeling. I need more details before anyone talks to anybody. Like her college lab partner, Vickie, used to say: If you’ve got a pot of lies boiling on the stove, the last thing you need is for someone to walk by and start sniffing around for rotten ingredients.

Suddenly there was a slam of a door and Lucas was barreling up from the van, which was now parked at the front of the driveway. Peter must have hopped out while it had still been moving.

“Mick the Prick?”

Peter nodded over his shoulder. As Lucas sloshed through the snow and up the veranda, Camilla saw that Brutus was still clambering out of the funeral van in the background, a mile behind both his nephews.

She put both hands up defensively. “I told you, it’s nothing to do with us. He’s just leaving.”

Lucas hopped up the final step and landed beside Peter, sending a thin layer of snowflakes scattering around his boots. “It’s always something to do with us,” he sniffed.

“No. It’s the Cory girls,” Camilla reiterated. “They’re missing. They disappeared sometime last night or this morning.”

Peter and Lucas shared a concerned look.

“How long have they been gone?” Lucas asked.

“Maybe twelve, fifteen hours.”

“What else did he say?”

“Nothing really.” She hesitated. Why are they staring at me like that? “He wondered if we saw anything strange at the party yesterday. I told him no.”

“That’s it?” Lucas pressed.

She nodded. That wasn’t entirely it, but that was the gist of it. Figure out little bits at a time. Keep the heat down; don’t let the pot boil over.

Peter’s stance relaxed a little, like a soldier easing off a salute. “They must have a lead, then,” he said. “Or a pretty good idea of where to look.”

Camilla swallowed a lump in her throat. She specifically remembered Mick saying that the station had no suspects, no nothin’.

“I still don’t like the smell of greaseball around here,” Lucas grumbled. “I better have a talk with him.”

“No,” Camilla said with surprising volume. “We—we don’t need to start a fight.”

“You’re right. We need to end one.”

“Stop.” Peter put a hand on Lucas’s shoulder. “If she says he’s not here about the others, then please, let it go.”

“Others?” Camilla frowned. “What others?”

“The families we’ve helped.” It was so cold that Peter’s teeth started chattering. “When serious sh-shit like this happens—missing people, suspicious fires, whatever—the cops usually come here first. They want us to check on the kids we’ve brought back to make sure nothing’s g-gone wrong.”

The pieces clicked with a crisp mental snap!

Mick’s cryptic wording made total sense now. “Civic duties” is slang for “check to see that your Frankenstein’s monsters aren’t murdering the villagers.” The gears in Camilla’s mind were cranking like the cogs of the world’s biggest clock tower.

“You said he was asking about the party, right?” Peter clarified. “Just the party?”

Camilla looked at Peter first, then Lucas, then back to Peter. Your gut was right, she thought. Don’t let them in. You can handle it—you have to handle it, for Abby’s sake—just get them out of here, quick.

“Yes. That’s all.”

“What’s the verdict!” Brutus shouted. He was still down at the van. “Do we have a problem, or can we get back to work? My shadow’s freezing to the sidewalk here.”

Lucas narrowed his gaze until his eyelids were nothing but tiny slits. Camilla could almost see the words something’s not right scrawled across his corneas.

“C’mon”—Peter put a hand on his brother’s shoulder—“let’s skip the Prick today.”

“Well!” Brutus shouted again. “Problems?”

“Just a rat in the house,” Peter hollered. “We’ll feel better after it scurries away.”

Lucas gulped. After a second he nodded complacently and the two brothers started down the porch.

Camilla shivered as another breeze blew by, sinking into her pores as deep as the knives that were twisting into her stomach from having to tell lie on top of lie on top of lie. She slipped into the house again and peeked through the window beside the door, watching as the van roared back to life and dug eagerly into four-wheel drive on its way to the warm garage.

Back in the south parlor, Mick had his nose pressed against a row of encyclopedias. One of his long, uncut fingernails tapped the spine of the second volume—a golden B embossed on the side—and he grinned, most likely picturing the section on breasts or buttocks or bisexuals. “Good letter, B,” he mumbled before taking his hand away and turning back to the room.

“Oh.” Mick sucked in a quick breath. “Howdy, stranger. How long have you been here?”

Across the parlor Abigail was sitting squarely on a plush purple chair that was big enough to swallow her in its enormous cushions. Her ivory tights seesawed off the edge of her seat—back and forth, back and forth—as she flipped through a tattered version of Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol: 1982 Pop-up Edition. The book was warped from being kept too close to a window or crammed into different spaces over the years, but Abigail cradled the hardcover carefully on her lap and turned each spread with increasing fascination: Jacob Marley’s chains snaked across the paper, then Christmas Past flew up from the spine, then the Cratchits’ appeared at their dinner table.

“You’re Peter and Camilla’s, aren’t you?” Mick asked.

Abigail didn’t respond. She didn’t even look up; she simply flipped through her picture book, entranced, as Ebenezer’s specters reached off their cardstock pages and soared toward her.

“Abigail? Is that it?”

Still nothing.

“Well, Abigail, I’ve got a…a problem I could use some help with, OK? You know the Cory twins, right?”

Abigail’s hands kept turning pages. Charles Dickens had her attention, not Mick “The Prick” Logan.

Mick crossed his arms. “Remember now, I’m law enforcement. You know what that means? That means you’ve gotta tell me the truth, all right, or you and your mommy could get in some pretty big trouble. You don’t want to be in trouble, do you?”

Silence.

“All I need to know is if the Cory girls said something to you yesterday. Maybe something they didn’t want their mom and dad to hear, OK? How about it? Anything strange?”

Abigail flipped another page and then looked straight up. She stared across the room and shook her head, once to the left, once to the right, and then back to center before looking down again.

“You’re sure? Abigail?”

From outside the room, Camilla’s flats could be heard pattering on their way to the parlor. Mick turned around in time to see her reappear in the doorway. “Oh good,” he said. “Maybe you can get some answers out of her.”

“Out of who…?” Camilla said before spotting Abigail on the chair. Her muscles tensed. How long have they been talking? But she kept her posture relaxed and tried crossing the room as casually as possible. When she got to Abigail, she ran her fingers through her daughter’s hair.

“She’s a tight-lipped kid,” Mick grunted, “just like the rest of you frea—family.”

“Good girl.” Camilla patted Abigail on the head. She leaned over and whispered, “Don’t talk to strangers, especially ones with moustaches like that.”

Mick frowned when the seven-year-old cracked a smile and giggled at whatever her mom had said.

“All right,” he announced, puffing his chest. “No more games, girls. Before I leave I need to know all the Cory details you’re aware of. Anything at all. Were they going somewhere last night? This morning? What about strangers? Did you see anyone you didn’t recognize at the party?”

Abigail looked at her mom for approval to speak, and for a split second Camilla thought about saying no. She wanted to scoop her up and take her away from the interrogation, but that would have seemed even more suspicious, so she pursed her lips and nodded back.

Abigail looked directly at Officer Logan. “No.”

“No?”

“No,” she repeated. She patted Camilla’s leg and whispered, “Can I go read somewhere else now? He’s really irritating.”

“Don’t worry.” Mick sneered. “I’m out of here.” He cinched his coat’s zipper up to his greasy neck hairs and headed for the parlor door. “Will you tell your family what I said? About their duties?”

“Of course,” Camilla answered. But as she watched him leave the house and get into his cruiser, she knew she had no intention of telling the others. Not yet. Even though she understood as little as Mick—or anyone else on the police force—about the situation he was referring to, she had to keep it to herself. Call it a gut feeling that these are my civic duties and no one else’s.

All it was, really, was due diligence. She had only one reservation—one question—that stood out as she adjusted her gaze in the parlor window to focus on the translucent reflection of Abigail curled up in the plush chair, reading her pop-up book under the buttery lamplight.

If something’s wrong with one of the children, she thought, how will I know it when I see it?
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1989

Since December had come along and wrapped the Yukon in an icy straitjacket, the town’s winter-related deaths were in full swing. And what the Midnight Sun’s growing list of obituaries referred to as bouts of pneumonia, unfortunate slips on the ice, and tragic highway accidents, the Vincents’ ledgers credited only as revenue. Lots and lots of revenue.

The continuous stream of work meant Camilla didn’t have time to think about (let alone act upon) what Mick had asked her to do. It had been three days since he came by and requested she make sure that the children the Vincents had brought back to life weren’t involved in the disappearance of the Cory sisters, but it was January now and there were no signs of work slowing down. She would have to do it at night when the rest of the family was busy. Thankfully—if all went well—it wouldn’t take too long; only three children had been resurrected in the time that she had worked there (including Todd, the teenager she had accidentally tripped over the catwalk at the Midnight Sun), and finding their records, including names, addresses, and phone numbers, had been easy. Now was the difficult part: showing up on the revenants’ doorsteps with no preparation, no backup plan, and no clue what to look for.

The right timing arrived Wednesday night.

Stepping into the rotunda, Camilla’s fuzzy wool socks barely crackled the floorboards. She was already wearing her Winchester fleece coat with three sweaters layered underneath, and a billowing hood-and-neck-warmer combination that resembled a squire’s liripipe. She could hear chatting and laughter coming from the north parlor, and as she glided over the hardwood, she couldn’t help but peek inside to snag a glimpse of what she was missing out on.

The Vincents were scattered around the room and surrounded by hand-carved board games and bowls of snacks, both sweet and salty. By the look of the scoreboard, Lucas and Jasper were on their third round of backgammon, while Moira, Laura, and Abigail sat around a circle completing a five-hundred-piece puzzle and Brutus reclined in the background, polishing off his third Guinness according to the collection of empties resting near his feet. Classical music wafted from invisible speakers hidden around the room, and even though the fireplace was tucked around the corner from the rotunda, the flames could be seen twisting and curling in the reflection of the opposite window.

From that brief tableau, a feeling of warmth tingled through Camilla’s nervous system. The Vincent manor—which to most people was nothing but cold walls concealing death and secrets—had moments when life seemed perfectly normal. Idyllic, almost. Dinners, Christmases, game nights. All the things she didn’t have when she was growing up in a godforsaken trailer park with an alcoholic father and a fucked-up mom. She watched Abigail slide a puzzle piece around the table and got a sudden urge to rip off her jacket and cuddle up with her daughter side-by-side in the warmth of the firelight. But she knew she couldn’t—not tonight.

Tonight I have civic duties to attend to.

Camilla walked off through the entrance hall. Just as she reached for the handle, the door swung open and Peter came bursting in from the veranda.

“Watch it, will you?” he barked, grinning over the top of two paper bags in his arms.

“Sor-ry,” Camilla said. She scrambled to come up with an excuse of why she was stepping out of the house, but, thankfully, Peter seemed too scatterbrained to notice. “What’s this?”

“Materials.”

“For what?”

“A secret.”

“A secret date, you mean?”

“Yes,” he conceded, squeezing past her. “I’m sorry, but gingers aren’t my type anymore.”

Camilla tsked. “Good. Assholes aren’t mine.”

Peter pecked her on the cheek and spied into the north parlor. When he was sure that no one was looking, he ducked past the open frame and slipped through the next doorway.

“Hey,” he called back, “can you keep them in there for a while? Or just away from the backyard?”

“Umm…”

“Wait.” His eyes seemed to register her outfit for the first time. “Where are you going?”

Busted.

“Nowhere,” she said. “I’m just…cleaning this jacket.” She grabbed a ring of packing tape off the reception desk. “I ran out of sheets for my sticky roller upstairs. This thing’s atrocious though, look at it. Cat fur is the cancer of fleece.”

“OK.” He rolled his eyes. “Just keep it handy for later.”

“The coat? Why?”

“I told you, it’s a surprise. Gimme half an hour and then bring everyone to the backyard.”

Camilla sighed. “I get it. You’re resurrecting your blonde girlfriend, aren’t you?”

“Not tonight,” he shouted as he disappeared around a corner. “And she’s a brunette!”

Camilla stepped outside. Immediately her thoughts about Peter and his cryptic plans were cut off by the slap of the Yukon cold. It was only seven o’clock, but it could have been midnight. The moon was out in full, and the stars twinkled like snowflakes caught in a big, black net. The net was so large that it sagged over the horizon and swallowed the gorge of trees and hills and streetlights in its thick, black mesh.

She peeked over her shoulder and saw her family again in the parlor window. Brutus was well into his fourth Guinness now, giving Peter two or three bottles’ time to finish whatever secret he was assembling. She smiled as Abigail finally found the right place for her puzzle piece, and the grin produced a puff of cold air.

“Be home soon,” she whispered, then she pinched the yarn of her neck warmer and took off into the big, black net ahead.

Lou and Sharon Mullard owned a cottage on the west side of Nolan. It was a small A-frame perched on a hump of snow and dirt with an unfinished path winding sloppily to the front. Camilla instantly recognized the little blue truck in the driveway as the same half-ton that picked up Hudson Mullard from the morgue nearly eight years ago. Except back then she hadn’t known his name was Hudson—she knew him only as the little boy who had shown up, soaking wet, at the Vincents’ back door on her first night in Nolan.

As she trudged up the path, she silently rehearsed her opening line. Hello. Mr./Ms. Mullard? Camilla Vincent. Nice to meet you. I’m the one who phoned about Hudson, do you mind if I come in?

The path hadn’t been shoveled in weeks. Her foot caught a hidden piece of rebar and she nearly tripped into a snow bank. Damn it! She straightened up and plowed forward again.

Hello. Mr./Ms. Mullard? Camilla Vincent. Nice to meet you. I’m the one who phoned about Hudson, do you mind if I come in? Hello. Mr./Ms. Mullard? Camilla Vincent. Nice to meet you. I’m the one who phoned about Hudson, do you mind if I come in?

She arrived at the door and habitually smoothed out her jacket, giving a quick sniffle, and pressed the doorbell.

Nothing happened. No bell, no chime. But there were lights on inside, so she rang again.

Still nothing.

She made a fist and rapped on the door. Someone yelled in the distance then a different person came thudding down a flight of stairs.

Hello. Mr./Ms. Mullard? Camilla Vincent. Nice to meet you—

The door pulled open, and Hudson Mullard appeared in the frame.

Camilla froze.

Hudson looked much different than the last time they were face to face. He was a giant now—close to 200 pounds, half-fat, half-muscle—which, for a fourteen-year-old, was either a curse or a genetic jackpot, depending how much he liked the idea of college football. His hair was a mess and his face was a minefield of zits waiting to blow. The only features Camilla recognized were his eyes: the baby-blues nestled behind their pubescent mask, staring at her in the exact same way as nearly a decade before. A wave of déjà vu hit, and suddenly it struck her that something strange in the midnight sun had come full circle. Eight years after this boy had turned up on her doorstep, she was turning up on his.

“Hello, Mr...Hudson?” The script was thrown off.

Hudson nodded slowly. He seemed distant and dazed.

“Do you mind if I—?”

“Who is it?” someone hollered inside. A woman—Sharon Mullard—appeared hovering in the background. “Is that Kam or Carmen or whatever? Tell her to shut the door.”

Hudson shuffled over to let Camilla inside and closed the door behind her.

Stepping into the Mullards’ cabin was like stepping into a taxidermist’s wet dream—or a PETA activist’s nightmare. Covering every wall was a crowded collage of game, from antelope and caribou, to pike and trout as long as skateboards. The stairs, which were flanked by a collection of great horned owls, led up to a second level where presumably the bedrooms were, while the main floor was a one-room den with a kitchen, a dining room, and a rec room all jumbled together.

Standing in the kitchen with a cigarette pinched between her lips was Sharon Mullard. She was thin as a garden hoe, and her baggy zip-up vest and tattered sweater dangled loosely off her bones, despite her best efforts to bunch up the sleeves every ten or fifteen seconds. Camilla had seen her before, but only twice: once while riding in the Vincents’ funeral van, and then again, briefly, at Lucas and Laura’s wedding. Since then, Sharon had aged considerably. She looked at least fifteen years older, and the creases lining her face could form only two emotions: tired and mean.

On the other side of the room, sunken into an old maroon sofa, was Lou Mullard. He was a perfect circle—twice as fat and half as strong as his son—and his Krispy-Kreme-stained wifebeater did a poor job hiding it. The man looked at least ten years older than he actually was, and the creases in his cheeks and forehead could manage only one emotion: exhausted.

“Hello, Mr. and Ms. Mullard—”

“Lou and Sharon,” Sharon said, tapping her cigarette on a plate. “And you know my boy, Hud.”

Sharon gave Hudson—Hud—a tight squeeze and kissed him on the crown of his head.

“I do. I’m sorry to come by so late—”

“Nah. A little late for Lou, maybe, but the two of us are night owls, ain’t we, Hud?”

“Yeah ma,” Hudson replied, sniffling. It was the first time Camilla heard him speak, and his voice seemed just as distant as his baby-blue eyes. She had no idea what signs she was supposed to look for in a child who had “gone bad,” but whatever they were, she couldn’t imagine that Hud had a single one of them. He was big and strong, and a little—well, a lot—slow, but he didn’t come across as a dangerous kidnapper.

“How are you feeling, Hudson?” she asked, then caught herself. “Hud.”

“Good.” He wiped his nose again.

“Good.” She nodded back. “Good.”

The conversation was getting awkward at record speed. But suddenly Camilla was more interested in something about Hudson’s physical appearance than what he had to say. Her eyes darted back and forth between the mother-and-son duo standing in the kitchen.

“Well, Lou,” Sharon piped up, “time to hit the sack, eh? Hud, help your pa up to bed and I’ll finish with Millie here. Go on. Go.”

Sharon plugged in a coffeemaker while Hudson turned off the TV and slung a shoulder under his dad’s arm, helping him up the flight of stairs. As Camilla watched them pass the wall of animals—the massive moose antlers, the razor-sharp pike teeth, and the angry horned owls—she couldn’t believe that Lou, this Lou, was the man who had slayed these beasts. He can barely get to bed now! She couldn’t imagine him lunging through the wilderness and poaching game like Jim Page or Dean Ruth or Everett Leonard. But the trophies were there, combed and polished. He’d beaten Mother Nature long before she’d beaten him, and a man like Lou doesn’t keep the heads because he thinks they look nice. He keeps them to prove the score.

After Hudson’s sniffling faded away and the bedroom door closed, Sharon poured two cups of coffee and slid one over. “So whatta you make of my boy?”

“He’s a lot…taller than I remember.”

“Yup.” She smiled, proud. “He’s a big kid. Not the tick he used to be.”

“How’s he doing in school?”

“Passing. A little worse than last year, but he’ll be fine.”

“Does he get into trouble?”

Sharon tapped her cigarette on her plate again and took a long drag, narrowing her eyes.

“He’s a good boy.”

“I didn’t say he wasn’t.”

“He’s a good boy,” she emphasized, “so you may as well finish your coffee and go on home.”

The words echoed in the rafters of the A-frame cottage, and then everything fell quiet. Neither woman looked at each other after the outburst, but instead they focused intensely on their own mugs.

“Don’t think I don’t know the reason you’re here,” Sharon said, much lower than before. “Call in saying it’s a regular checkup, like it’s some sort of routine thing. Checkup? C’mon. It’s ‘cause of what’s going on, isn’t it? Those Cory girls go missing, and you’re in my kitchen three days later.”

“No one is blaming your son.”

“Might as well be. Half the town’s seen you come up to the house now, they’ll think something’s wrong. Oh yes, ma’am. You might not see ‘em lookin’, but they’re at their windows, watching what stirs in the dark.”

“Would you rather me not check? I’m the one stepping outside here. I want to find out what’s going on just as much as everybody else.”

“I know that,” Sharon said irritably, rubbing her leathery face. For a moment the tiredness and meanness mixed together to form Sharon Mullard’s version of frustration. “It’s just…I-I can’t handle another ’89. ‘Specially with Hud’s history. They’ll rip him up like terry cloth.”

1989. Camilla frowned. There’s that year again.

The mention of 1989 sparked a string of oddly connected memories. First the tall memorial outside of her room at the Nolan hospital, then a faded photo from the Midnight Sun warehouse, a shot of people crowded underneath the headline: 25th CANDLE-LIGHT VIGIL BRINGS MOURNERS BACK TO NOLAN. Camilla had never paid much attention to it, but now the year seemed like an impossible thing to ignore.

“What happened in 1989?” she asked bluntly. Even after a decade of dealing with people in the funeral business, she still hadn’t developed much tact, especially when her curiosity hounded her.

Sharon took another puff and then started coughing. She flushed the smoke down with a sip of coffee and appraised Camilla again.

“Guess they don’t go bragging it up in their little shop of horrors, do they? Trying to forget about that little blip, probably. Except you can’t just forget something like that. No one here can.”

Camilla peeked at the clock on the wall. It was already quarter to eight. “The facts, if you don’t mind.”

“The facts?” Sharon hacked. “The facts? Jesus. Well, here are the facts.” She crushed her cigarette butt and lit up another. “Dallas Whittaker used to live across the street with his boy, Jesse. Old Mrs. Whittaker had taken off with some casino man from Atlanta the year the kid was born, so it was just the two of them left at the cottage. Anyhow, Dallas worked as a technician on oil barges for some company called Tessrix or Tessarix or whatever the hell it is. He did a lotta trucking between locations, and he usually took little Jesse with him. They’d head out in their pickup and be gone the whole weekend, sometimes more.”

Sharon paused to take another pinch of her cigarette. Camilla felt like pointing out there was a lot of exposition in this “just facts” version of the story, but decided to keep her mouth shut.

“Well, February tenth, ’89, Dallas’s truck came squealing back to town a lot faster than usual. Lou was out getting bulbs from Darlyle’s when he saw the Dodge roar up to the hospital. He wasn’t quick enough to get there in time, but he saw Dallas climb out of the driver’s seat, covered in blood, and take his boy out of the passenger’s side. Said he almost got sick. Little Jesse was missing a whole goddamn arm.

“We found out later he’d fallen into one of the barges and got chewed up by a turbine. Doctors said he was DOA, and Dallas was in hysterics. I guess he tore up the hospital pretty bad and they had to call 911. But before anybody got there, Dallas grabbed his boy—all up in his hospital shroud and everything—and took him to the Vincents’ place. Well, you know what goes on in there better than the rest of us, but anyhow, the next day Jack Swanson swore he saw the Whittaker truck heading north of Nolan with little Jesse sitting in the passenger seat, blinking out the window. Blinking like nothin’ ever happened.”

Sharon coughed and tried pushing up her sleeves, but they tumbled down immediately.

“A day later, they found the truck smashed into the barge where Jesse’d had his accident. A few workmen were dead, including Dallas. But when the rescue team showed up, they only counted three bodies. No sign of the kid. And that was just the start. In under a week, six Nolaners were attacked, each of them showing up to the hospital with an arm lobbed clean off. But then the really weird shit started happening. A pair of nurses at the hospital went loony and killed five patients. Not long after, the inmates in the jail started screaming like animals every night, and the mood in the air got gloomy too, like a permanent thundercloud settled over town. Thank Christ for the fire—something caught the hospital morgue and burned the whole goddamn thing down.”

Sharon stabbed her cigarette butt into the plate and squished it in the soot. She took her last swig of coffee.

“Once the fire was out, the murders stopped. Like the bad had been bottled up in that one place. But that didn’t change the headcount, no it did not. Twenty-two dead in nine days. Says nothing about all the grief and pain that branched out from that, but that doesn’t seem to concern you too much, does it, Miss Facts? Twenty-two dead in nine days, both Whittakers included. There ya go. The facts.”

Camilla hadn’t touched her coffee yet, but her throat was suddenly parched. She took a sip and wrinkled at the bitter aftertaste.

“So,” Sharon said. “How about Hud? He seem like that big of a threat now?”

Camilla shook her head. “Only to himself,” she murmured, doing up her coat.

“What was that?”

Camilla looked at Sharon, whose facial expressions had curved into their mean formation again. There was something hovering in the air between them, and deep down she saw that Sharon knew what it was.

“Hud isn’t the one they’re looking for,” she said, moving for the front door.

“Well that’s for damn sure, but that’s not what you mumbled a second ago!”

“No. It wasn’t.”

“Then what was it, Cammy?”

“I agreed that your son isn’t a threat to anyone but himself.”

“And what the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“It means you should try quitting. Or at least hide your narcotics a little better.”

There was a loud creak in the A-frame cottage. Sharon’s eyes bugged out, flaming at Camilla for saying such an outrageous thing.

“My boy is not on drugs!”

“Well, unless his Flintstones vitamins are causing his runny nose and that catatonic look on his face, I’d say it’s probably something else. At first I thought your husband might be abusive when I saw your and your son’s bruises side by side, but then I figured Lou can’t swat so much as a mosquito anymore, let alone the two of you. Next guess, heroin.”

A hot sting lashed across Camilla’s cheek. Her hand went to her face before she even registered that she had been slapped.

“Get out of here!” Sharon foamed. “Get out!”

“Mom, is something wrong?”

There was a thump, thump, thump of footsteps coming down the stairs.

“No, Hud. You go back to sleep. Go back! You hear me!”

Camilla felt Sharon’s hand on the back of her jacket, tossing her out of the cottage into the cold air.

“You stay away from here, you bitch! You understand?” Sharon snarled, low and dangerous. “There is nothin’ wrong with him. He’s a good kid. A good kid!”

Sharon slammed the door and a row of icicles showered down like knives. Camilla massaged the neck of her jacket and tromped along the walking path, back to the street, with the woman’s screams reverberating in her ears. There is nothin’ wrong with him, he’s a good kid! A good kid! A GOOD KID!

The whole way home, Camilla couldn’t get the image of Hudson out of her head. It was the bruises she was picturing most: the yellow marks clustered around the injection sites on his arms and legs, and the way he limped up the staircase like a dumb giant. She didn’t care if Sharon fried her own body down to its cracks and creases, but the fact that she was allowing it to happen to her fourteen-year-old son—and denying it—made her sick to her stomach.

As the Vincent manor appeared around the bend, she picked up speed, and when she reached the lawn she broke into an all-out run. As she scampered for the porch, she thought of nothing but bursting into the parlor and giving Abigail the tightest hug she could muster.

But when Camilla erupted through the front door, all of the lights in the house were off.

She peeked into the north parlor, but the room was dark and the fire was long extinguished. After passing through the lobby and the dining room, she was about to head up and check the bedrooms, when something caught her eye from over in the kitchen. It was a blue light glaring in the window above the sink. When she squinted and saw the source of it, she rushed to the back door and pushed outside again.

The glow was coming from a powerful floodlight. Peter was down at the pond, wrapping an extension cord around his arm, and beside him was a pile of hockey sticks and a rusty goalie net.

“Peter? What—what’s all this? Where is everyone?”

Peter looked up and saw Camilla coming toward the pond. He looked down again and kept winding the extension cord. “They went to bed.”

“Bed? Already?”

“Guess they’re wiped.”

The closer Camilla got, the clearer she could see the full setup. On either end of the frozen pond were two goal posts, and off to the right were a series of tombstones set up like training pylons. There were even a few benches pulled up to the ice with a tray of thermoses filled with the thick sediment of what was once hot chocolate.

“Oh, Peter. This is fantastic! An ice rink, just like—”

“Like my dad used to make. Yeah. Surprise.”

She finally understood the cool demeanor. Her excitement of coming home dropped off a cliff.

“Sorry I missed it,” she apologized. “I had to—to run into town for a few things.”

“Let me guess. New lint rollers?”

“I was only gone an hour.”

“It’s nine o’clock.”

“OK. Maybe a little longer.”

He didn’t reply. He continued wrapping the extension cord and avoided eye contact.

Camilla wilted. She walked to the bench and gathered the dirty cups and thermoses, attempting to apologize with actions rather than words. After a minute of uncomfortable silence, she asked, “How was she on the ice?”

“Good,” Peter sniffled. “Complained her toes were cold, but she’ll survive.”

He finished wrapping the cord and returned it to the tool shed. When he got back, Camilla had collected all the dishes.

“She asked about you,” he said, sniffling again. “Wanted to know if her mom knew how to skate. I said I wasn’t sure.”

“What do you think?”

“That’s what I guessed. Join us for practice sometime, or your daughter will be doing laps around you.”

“She probably already is.”

Peter took two of the thermoses out of Camilla’s arms and they started back toward the house. As their boots crossed the freshly shoveled path, she couldn’t help peeking at him every few steps. He’s holding something back, I know it. But it wasn’t until they got to the top of the porch that he finally spoke again.

“You know,” he started, “there’s a lot Abby doesn’t know about her mom.”

And a few things her dad doesn’t know about her.

“She can recite the whole Vincent family tree back three generations, but what about your side? Does she even know your parents’ names? Or where you’re from?”

Camilla thought about it. Now that Peter mentioned it, no, Abigail had no idea about her mother’s side of the family. For good reasons too.

“I know things weren’t rainbows and unicorns growing up,” he said, “but she deserves to hear something. Try talking with her, girl to girl. You might even learn something you didn’t know too.”

“You’re right,” Camilla said, nodding. “I’ll talk to her more. Starting tomorrow.”

She held open the door and Peter passed in front of her. But as they entered the house, she was hit with the sudden image of knocking on Abigail’s bedroom door and Abby appearing on the other side, frozen, with glazed-over eyes and bruises flecked all over her pale, perfect skin.

She pushed the image out of her head, but not before Sharon Mullard’s voice came echoing back. The words morphed together as they looped over and over in the A-frame rafters of her skull, not fully dissipating until much, much later that night.

He’s a good kid, there is nothin’ wrong with him…Nothin’ wrong with a good kid…A good kid is nothin’ wrong…a good, good, good kid…
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Premonition

Peter and Camilla had long since taken over Camilla’s guest room on the third floor of the house and given Peter’s old bedroom to Abigail. It was nice and quiet up there, affording their little family-within-a-family some privacy from the rest of the funeral home while keeping them all together in one hallway. Maybe one day Abby would want to put more distance between herself and her parents, but until then it wasn’t an issue. It’s a big house, sure, why not let her move around—so long as it’s not into the basement.

Camilla put a hand on her bedroom door. Her head was still throbbing with the muffled shouts of Sharon Mullard pounding between her ears.

Suddenly Peter’s voice cut through the haze. Not his actual voice—just an echo of their previous conversation, like Sharon’s only stronger.

She can recite the whole Vincent family tree back three generations, but what about your side? Does she even know your parents’ names?

She glanced over her shoulder at the door across the hall. A fuzzy pink glow was blossoming out of the crack to her daughter’s bedroom.

Try talking with her, girl to girl. You might even learn something you didn’t know too.

Camilla switched sides of the hallway and put her cheek against Abigail’s doorframe. It was too late to have a conversation tonight, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t peek in and see how her little kiddo was doing.

Inside, Abigail’s room was blushing with the warm, rosy glow that emanated from a night-light in the far corner. That particular fixture had been incredibly controversial; she had dug up four independent studies that argued whether or not night-lights are harmful for children’s development, but ultimately they proved inconclusive. Where one paper claimed they’re a leading cause of nearsightedness, another swore they prevented retinopathy; where this clinic proclaimed they increased the risk of leukemia, that clinic called bullshit because “everything gives you cancer, so stuff it.”

The room itself was clean, but cluttered. Crayon portraits plastered the walls and children’s books upon children’s books were stacked on top of a miniature vanity table that Peter had built from a fallen tree in the nearby backwoods. Little outfits were hung neatly in the closet, and all her toys—with their plastic decals and microscopic accessories—were put away in a jumbo-size Disney chest that Peter had also carved, despite twenty-one instances of blatant copyright infringement.

The rosy outline of Abigail was curled up under her duvet cover. She was turned on her side, facing away from the door.

Camilla tiptoed inside and picked up a couple of books that had toppled off the vanity. As she tidied up, she watched the comforter on the bed breathe up and down, up and down. A smile curled on her lips.

“Mommy, is that you?”

Camilla fumbled one of the books, startled by the coo of Abby’s voice. “Sorry, girlie,” she whispered, picking up the hardcover and placing it on the vanity. “Go back to sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“That’s OK,” Abby answered. “I wasn’t sleeping.” She turned onto her back and pulled the sheets away from her face. Her eyes were alert in the rosy light.

Camilla tsked, walking over and sitting on the edge of the mattress. “I hear you’re pretty good on the ice,” she whispered. “Didn’t that poop you out?”

“I guess.”

“Then why aren’t you sleeping?” She lunged for Abigail’s ribs and sent the little girl squirming with giggles. “Careful,” she teased. “If dad hears you’re still awake, you’ll be in biiiig trouble, Miss.”

“Don’t worry about dad.” Abigail cooled down. “Imagine grandma hears us. We won’t get dessert for a week.”

Camilla stifled her own laugh. Abby was definitely her mother’s daughter, all right: fair skin and a fear of Moira, the ties that truly bind.

She gave the little girl a hug and kissed the top of her head. When her lips met something cold and hard—something metal—she reached up and gently removed an object from Abigail’s hair.

It was the orchid hair clip that Camilla had found on the vanity mirror in the guest bedroom a long, long time ago. She rolled the ornament in her fingers and felt the engraving on the back. B + M. Ben and Moira Vincent.

“This is cute.” She pretended not to recognize it. “Where’d you get it?”

“Grandma gave it to me.”

Should’ve guessed, she snickered. Of course Moira would snatch the accessory out of Camilla’s hair only to pass it down to Abigail eight years later. Abigail was a Vincent by blood, Camilla only by paper.

“Hmm,” Camilla hummed, fixing the clip in her own hair. “How do I look?”

“Very pretty.” Abigail beamed.

“Now”—She adjusted herself on the bed and leaned down again—“about this sleeping business…”

“I can’t, mom. Well...I can, but I don’t want to. It’s my dreams. I don’t like them.”

“What’s wrong with your dreams?”

“I…I don’t know. They’re weird.” Abigail looked away, hesitant.

“Shh,” Camilla hushed. She curled a ringlet of hair around her daughter’s tiny ear. “Your mom’s heard some weird stuff before. I’ll believe you.” Her fingernails ran lightly over Abigail’s pajamas. Up and down, side to side, scratching Abby’s arms and neck in long, soothing strokes. The little girl’s skin was perfect: no junky pinpricks or pockmarked drug bruises staining her complexion.

“It starts outside,” Abby began, “with a tree. A big one. Then thunder comes and apples start falling off of the branches. And they fall harder and harder and harder, like it’s raining apples.”

“The tree in our backyard?” Camilla’s face sagged.

“Yes! Do you have that dream too?”

She shook her head. “Wild guess.”

“Oh.” Abigail slumped. “But anyways, all the apples fall into the water. You know, the—the pond. And then people…people start…”

People start coming out of the water, Camilla thought, but she didn’t say it. That would have been too much. Too much of a coincidence, even for a seven-year-old to accept, and too much to handle herself. Instead she swallowed the last droplets of moisture in her mouth and asked, “People start what, honey?”

Abigail looked down. Finally she whispered: “Coming out of the water.” She didn’t look up again. Instead, she massaged the bedsheets in her lap and asked, “Mom, am I crazy?”

For a second, the world stopped spinning.

The question hung there, midair, like a raindrop trapped with a high-shutter-speed lens, and then everything spun backwards. The hours turned back, then the days and the years—past Camilla’s time in Nolan, past her college days, even past her semesters in high school—shrinking her down to three and a half feet tall again and returning her to when she was seven-years-old.

“Small straight, honey. That’s a small straight.” The memory of Camilla’s mother tapping the dice between them with the tip of her pencil flashed to life. “Two, three, four, five.” She leaned over and wrote thirty points on a hand drawn scorecard.

“Can’t count ‘em yourself, genius?” Her father was reclined on the other end of the booth beside her mother, a rum in hand and a haze of alcohol clouding his face. “Gotta get your mom to write down your points for you?”

The dice clacked over the table again. “Full house,” Diana mumbled and slid the cubes back to Camilla, marking off twenty-five points for herself.

“Hey, kid,” her father called relentlessly. “She’s a cheat. You gotta watch her, huh? She’s a…she’s a crazy little cheat.” He laughed obnoxiously and slurred louder since no one must have heard him the first time, “She’s a batshit bullshitter!” His howl filled the trailer, but when it was clear—even for a drunk—that they were ignoring him, he belched and pulled a totally different topic out of his ass. “Where’s the chicken?” The gross man sat up with a look in his eyes that was suddenly mean, grabbing his wife’s arm, and shouted, “Hey! I’m asking you somethin’!” Even at that age, Camilla noticed her mother wince at the pressure his hand put on her collage of bruises.

“It’s still in the oven.”

“Well, don’t burn it. You burned it last time.” He let her go and cuffed the back of her head. “There’s a warning. It’ll be worse if that damn chicken comes out black.”

Everything fell silent again. Camilla waited a minute before picking up the dice and rolling them again. Two twos, two fours, and a six. She looked at her mom for help, but Diana was just staring down at the table, completely blank-faced. “Mom?”

She tapped her mother’s hand, but no response. She lowered herself into her mom’s line of vision and made eye contact, but for one horrifying second she saw that no one was home. Whoever this was, it wasn’t her mother. It was a shell. Or a totally different person who didn’t even recognize her own daughter’s face.

“Mommy?”

“Nor to drink wine,” Diana whispered. “Nor to drink wine, wine where brothers stumble…offended, or is to be made weak…”

“Mom, you’re not making any sense.”

“C’mon, batshit!” Her father cuffed Diana again, laughing grotesquely. “Snap outta it. Clap on, clap off, clap on, clap off.” His backhand caught her again and again, harder with every blow, as his jowls trembled and the arteries bulged out of his fat, quivering neck. Still Diana kept rocking on the bench, mumbling her incoherent spittle to herself and staring into a void.

“Dad, stop! You’re hurting her!”

“Ya, and I’ll smart you too, you little shit, if you don’t shut up.”

His last backhand buffeted through the air and popped Diana right below the eye. Blood squirted from her nose and she collapsed face-first onto the table. Instantly the mumbling stopped. Her hands twitched to help herself up again, and when she lolled back there was more blood trickling down the sweaty space between her nose and her upper lip. Awareness had reappeared on her face, along with four or five blotches of red marks that would all flower into bruises, but she never cried out or called for help. In fact, when she sat up, the only thing Camilla remembered her mother saying was, “I think the chicken’s ready.”

Flabbergasted, too stunned even for tears, Camilla watched as Diana got up from the kitchen table and went to check the oven.

“Pour me another drink while yer there,” her father slurred. But little did he know, that was the last demand he would ever make of his battered wife. Because when Diana Carleton reached for the forty ounce of rum, she spaced out one more time. Camilla couldn’t see her dissociated stare from this new angle, but she did see her tip the bottle upside down and start draining it all over the stove. The bitter smell of spiced rum filled the trailer as it ran down the oven and dribbled over the cracked linoleum. She swept the bottle right and coated the countertops, then left and soaked the radio and the coffee maker and the rabbit ears on their old Finlux television set.

Camilla’s father had been slow to catch on, but when he saw Diana dousing the kitchen, he cried out, “Hey fuck-knuckle! Waddaya doin’!”

It was too late. Diana mumbled something incoherent and reached for one of the burner dials. There was a sudden hiss of propane and the click, click of the oven starter before a jet of fire caught the stovetop and sent the whole thing whooshing up in flames.

The memories warped forward to when the firemen and the paramedics showed up with the police department. Camilla watched as her father was cuffed and thrown in the back of the cruiser while she and her mother were taken to an ambulance. Diana hadn’t come out of her trance yet—she wouldn’t for another seven months—but Camilla was too young to understand what was going on. All she could see was a swarm of emergency workers and the tail of the police car driving away with her father trapped in the backseat. His screams echoed behind the glass while the vehicle pulled away, a begging drunkard whose words still haunted her over twenty years later. “She’s crazy! You’ve got the wrong person! Take her! Take her! Put her down! She’s a goddamn psychopath!”

The police car, the ambulance, and the black, smoldering trailer vanished through space and time, but the hollering didn’t. She’s crazy! Put her down! She’s a goddamn psychopath!

The words morphed as the world kept spinning forward. Her mom is nuts, whispered classmates at Alice Park Elementary. She’s nuts too. Then in high school: Everyone thinks that Carleton chick’s pretty, but something about her brain is messed up. It’s ugly in there. All the looks of hate and fear came hurtling with it, along with flashbacks from visits to psych centers and therapy rooms and endless doctors’ offices, all of them saying again and again, we don’t know, we don’t know, we don’t know, as they poured more cortical cocktails through Diana’s bloodstream and tracked them in their growing spreadsheets. But what if her father had known all along? She’s crazy! he cackled with his quivering jowls and throbbing veins. Put her down! She’s a goddamn psychopath!

The flashbacks ran out of mental pavement, and Camilla slammed back to reality. She was in her daughter’s room on the third floor of the Vincents’ house again. Abigail was staring at her, waiting for an answer to a question that must have been asked a century ago.

“N-No,” she finally said. “You’re not crazy, honey. Don’t let anyone ever tell you that.”

“All right.” Abigail frowned, still looking dismayed. “But all these dreams just feel so…real.”

Camilla wiped her own forehead—good, at least I’m not sweating—and leaned over and kissed Abby’s cheek. “You know what?” she said. Her voice sounded shaky and she tried to steady it. “Dreams can’t last longer than twenty minutes. That’s a fact. And most times they’re only a few seconds.”

“Really? Says who?”

“Neurologists. Brain doctors.”

“And how do…nerogists?”

“Neur-ol-o-gists,” Camilla articulated slowly. Her breathing was evening out.

“Neur-ol-o-gists. How do they know that?”

“Electroencephalography. Say that one ten times fast.”

Abigail slapped her forehead and fell back on her pillow, defeated. “No way.”

Camilla smiled, the flashback fading away quicker now, and tickled Abby’s ribs until she was giggling again. When they both had sufficient smiles stretched across their cheeks, she pulled up the covers and tucked Abigail back into bed. “Sleep tight, honey. And remember: dreams aren’t around for long.”

Abigail nodded, relaxed. But as Camilla kissed her one last time and whispered, “Good night,” another flash of fear crossed the seven-year-old’s face.

“A couple minutes,” Camilla emphasized. “Max. Got it?”

“Mm-hmm.” Abby nodded, and then she rolled onto her side and watched as her mom got up and walked across the bedroom. But just as Camilla reached the door, Abby’s voice cooed once more in the rose-colored shadows.

“Mom?”

“Yes?”

“Do we have a rope?”

The question came out of left field. It reminded Camilla oddly of something she would have said herself.

“I don’t know, sweetheart. Probably.”

“And a really long knife?”

Camilla’s posture went rigid. She froze in the threshold of the hallway and looked back into the bedroom. “What are you talking about, Abby?”

The room was quiet. Abigail was still facing the door, her two eyes glistening like oil drops from across the dark void.

“The dreams aren’t just about the backyard,” she said. “Sometimes there’s other stuff too.”

“Like what kind of stuff ?”

“Like—like people running through our house screaming. And Uncle Jasper getting hurt with a long knife.”

Camilla shivered as if someone had just stepped on her grave. “Dreams aren’t real, Abigail,” she insisted. “They’re not real.” But if every part of her had believed that—if there wasn’t a small compartment of her subconscious that had bought into her own dreams over the last eight years—she might not have paused with her hand on the doorknob and asked one more question to the pair of glistening eyes in the shadows. “What was the rope for?”

The eyes blinked once, and then the soft voice replied with two words that sent another shiver coiling up Camilla’s spine.

“For you.”
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Marlee and Todd

Early the next afternoon, Camilla found herself entering the gate of a green picket fence and approaching a postcard cottage that looked the exact opposite of Lou and Sharon Mullards’. She had barely tapped the polished gold knocker when the door swung open and revealed a plump woman in an enormous snowsuit. Her eyes were shielded by sunglasses the size of dessert plates, and she had a bag of ice melt clenched in her right garden glove.

“Oh Lord! Is that you, Camilla? Stone the crows, I thought I had time to sand the walk before you got here, but I guess not.”

“Sorry,” Camilla apologized. “I’m early. Go ahead—”

“Nonsense, girl. Get in, get in. It’s colder than my ex-husband’s heart out there.”

Before Camilla could say anything else, the woman pulled her inside with a meaty grip and whammed the door closed behind them.

The cottage was intensely warm and humid. They made their way through a sweltering glass solarium that was packed to the roof with tropical flowers—tiger lilies, moon orchids, Chinese bellflowers—as peaceful Korean flute music wafted around them and a bamboo water fountain trickled in the foyer. The environment’s heat wave felt like a giant hug in the middle of Nolan’s terrible cold spell; after thirty seconds, Camilla was already sweating under her parka. I’d hate to see the power bill for this place.

They walked into an open living room with 360-degree floor-to-ceiling windows. The sheer radiance of sunlight hitting the glass and bouncing off the white walls was enough to illuminate the space like a well-lit photography studio. Camilla, coming in with her charcoal peacoat, her raven-shade lipstick, and her obsidian earrings, was a black speck in the sea of bright, praise-Jesus white.

“So welcome, welcome,” the woman said, unzipping her snowsuit and extending a hand. “I’m Lola Pinkton, as you probably guessed. And, uh, well Marlee’s around here somewhere.”

Camilla’s hand was swallowed inside of Lola’s and shaken enthusiastically.

“Marlee? Marlee!”

The sound of footsteps came tromping from somewhere else in the house, and a second later Marlee Pinkton stalked into the room, her nose glued to a cell phone that was vibrating every five seconds with new text messages. She was a tall, blonde teenager now, but Camilla recognized her as the second child to step out of the Vincents’ pond in the last eight years. Her appearance hadn’t changed nearly as much as Hudson’s, but she had certainly come a long way—from a skipping shortstop to a slender, bubble-gum-popping cheerleader-type, whom Camilla definitely would have loathed in high school.

“Marlee, Camilla. Camilla, Marlee,” Lola introduced, putting a proud arm around her daughter.

“Hey,” Marlee said, slumping into an ivory-white La-Z-Boy.

“So.” Lola beamed. “I don’t really know the, uh, the process here, but do you two need to be alone? Or…”

“No,” Camilla said. “I just need to ask a few questions.” And make sure she’s not a kidnapping, psychopathic teenager.

“Wait.” Marlee frowned, looking up from her cell phone for the first time since entering the room. “What is this?”

“Well, Ms. Vincent here’s stopped by to make sure you’ve been feeling all right. Though I assure you, Ms. Vincent, my girl is as healthy as they come. She might eat as much as a corpse, but she’s just as dandy as you and me, I promise you that.”

“Hold on.” Marlee’s lower jaw jutted out. “Is this is some kind of joke? Mom, I thought we said we’d never talk about that again?”

“It’s just a few questions—”

“This is bullshit.”

“Watch your mouth, young lady.” Lola looked at Camilla and forced a chuckle. “Could you sew that shut before you bring her back next time?”

Marlee crossed her arms and puffed out an impatient breath, sending all her bangs blasting upward in defiance. She lifted her legs and plopped both feet on the La-Z-Boy’s matching white footstool.

“Hey, zombie,” Lola barked, “get those muddy shoes off my ottoman.”

Marlee rolled her eyes and whipped her feet off the furniture.

“Impossible.” Lola shook her head. “Do you have kids, Ms. Vincent?”

“A seven-year-old girl.”

“Ha! Enjoy life while she’s little.”

“You know”—Marlee stood—“I don’t have to take this. If she thinks I’m a fricking killer-demon or something, she can call the cops and they can come interrogate me. Be in my room.”

Marlee stormed away, and Lola was just about to stand up and grab her when Camilla waved her off. “That’s fine. That’s all I really needed.”

“Sorry about that,” Lola said, wiping her forehead. “I swear she’s a good kid. At least, not a felon, that’s for sure. No, the only trouble she’s involved with has to do with those boys she’s always messaging.”

“I’m not looking forward to the teenage years,” Camilla said. Secretly she hoped her daughter would never be part of a spoiled, popular clique, but then she remembered Abigail was a Vincent, and if anything was enough to deny a kid entry to the popular pantheon in grade school, it was that singular fact.

“I’ll let you get back to your sidewalks,” she said. “Sorry for the interruption.”

“No apology necessary, Ms. Vincent. It was nice meeting you.”

Lola walked Camilla back to the entranceway and unlatched the door. Just as she pulled it open, she noticed a Midnight Sun lying on the front steps.

“Mind grabbing that?” Lola piped up.

Camilla crouched down and took the paper in both hands. Its headline read: WARDEN SEPARATES INMATES AFTER BLOCK GETS ROWDY. She held it out and watched as a bit of the fizz faded from Lola Pinkton’s face.

“Should’ve guessed,” Lola said. “Did you hear those buggers howling down at the jail last night? Could’ve been wolves, for jeepers’ sake.”

Camilla remembered what Sharon Mullard had said about inmates acting like animals back in ’89 when the attacks had just started. Right before the shit really hit the fan, she thought.

Lola rolled up the newspaper, and Camilla noticed a shudder ripple through the rolls of fat on the woman’s arms. As they both looked out at the street, their breaths forming transparent clouds around their faces, Lola said, “Good luck with your search, Ms. Vincent. I pray you find who you’re looking for. Good-bye now.”

Two down, one to go.

The last stop on Camilla’s route was apartment 14B of 305 Banning Road. This had been the hardest home to trace, as Todd was never officially in the Vincents’ records. No, she recalled, I brought him home like a kid who busted her favorite china doll and cried for mommy to fix it. He was in the pond and out of the door in record time; I bet most of the Vincents don’t even remember him.

Oh but she remembered him. She could still see the terror in his eyes as he tripped over the steel girders and went falling to his death in slow motion. She remembered his blood spilling over the warehouse floor, and the way his body flailed in the back of the funeral van on their way to the morgue. But most poignantly, she remembered the relief she felt when he rose from the pond only hours later and absolved her—to some extent—of the epitaph murderer.

Todd was already sixteen when he was brought back, which would make him twenty-four now. She got his address from somebody at the newspaper, although when they mentioned he hadn’t worked there in three or four years, she had to admit she was apprehensive. Furthermore, the Sun’s manager didn’t have his phone number on record anymore, so this visit was about to be made unannounced.

Camilla rang the buzzer and waited.

The weather had been bearable up until then, but now the wind was picking up and pinching every patch of exposed skin. According to the Weather Network, it was minus thirty-seven with the wind-chill and bordering twenty-second frostbite territory.

She rang the buzzer again, this time pressing much longer.

Then it hit her.

Todd was the last person on her list. If she had already ruled out the other suspects, then process of elimination dictated that he was the one she was looking for. The one who had kidnapped and possibly killed two innocent girls. No wonder he’s not answering the door, she thought morbidly, and then a light-headed sense of panic trickled in. She was standing outside a possible murder scene, unarmed, with absolutely no plan to go by and no backup. Peter thinks I’m dropping off dry cleaning. I could go missing for days and the family wouldn’t know where to start looking.

Then a different possibility crossed her mind—one that was infinitely scarier. Say Todd did answer the door, and he was completely normal. Just like the other two revenants. Who would she have to blame then?

Behind her, a car door slammed shut. Camilla flinched and craned her head around to see an old man hobbling up to the complex.

“Forgetcha key?” He smiled affably.

“Just waiting on someone.”

“Oh, well here.”

He took out a Cleveland Indians key chain, the old tan-skin logo, and jingled it around. “There’s the ticket.” He let her into the building first, and then closed the door behind them.

“Thank you.” Camilla panted as they stomped their feet on the boot mat.

“No problem,” he said. “Nice friend you got, making you wait so long.”

“More acquaintance than a friend.”

“Oh? Which room?”

“14B.”

“14B?” The old man thought about it for a second. “The Muntains? You’d be waiting awhile,” he snickered. “They’re snowbirding in Arizona.”

“Muntains?” Camilla frowned. “Doesn’t a young man live there? Todd?”

“Todd? Todd…Todd…” The senior scratched his head. “Oh yes, Todd! That photographer boy from the Sun?”

“Yes.” She brightened.

“Yes! He used to help me bring in my groceries. Good lad! But he’s not here anymore. Moved out east, I think. Mm-hmm. Met a girl from the Maritimes or something and hasn’t been here for months. Maybe even a year.”

“Oh.” Camilla frowned, deflating.

“Don’t worry,” the old man said, reaching out and patting her hand. “I’m sure you’re much prettier than she is.”

He tipped his hat and took off down the hall.

Camilla didn’t move. Even though her body was warm, her mind had stalled with the realization that her final lead was gone. What now? she asked. There was only one other child who had come from the courtyard in the last eight years, a child with the most enigmatic conception and birth of them all—

No! Put that out of your head, Camilla. Stomp it out right now! You go straight to the police station and tell Mick that it’s not the Vincents’ problem anymore. If a kidnapper is out there, he’s nothing but your regular, whole-wheat criminal. Done. Finished. Over.

She braced herself and slammed the apartment door open. The wind blasted her face again but she squinted through it, setting out on foot once more for the Nolan Police Department.

By the time she got to the police station, Camilla had frostbite on both her cheeks. Her skin was numb until she got inside, and then it suddenly felt as if someone was holding a pair of irons to either side of her face.

“Camilla? For Christ’s sake, buy a ski mask or something.”

She barely heard Mick over the commotion in the room. The Nolan police station was small, but bustling: two officers hollered into their walkie-talkies as they jogged past, and the girl at the reception desk was playing Dutch Blitz with the telephone tree and the intercom system in front of her.

“Mick,” Camilla said, turning around, “I’m sorry but—”

“Save it for the drive, sweet cheeks. The SAR dogs just got here from Whitehorse and they’re already at the Corys’.” He zipped up his jacket and blew a kiss at the reception girl. She rolled her eyes and flipped him the finger. “Saddle up, Vincent. Let’s go.”
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The Bloodhounds

By the time Mick and Camilla pulled up to the Corys’ house, there was already an RCMP SUV parked out front and another cruiser in the back. Camilla had explained to Mick on the ride over that the children from the funeral home weren’t the ones behind the missing twins, but now the officer seemed too caught up in the arrival of higher authorities to spare her any more attention. When they climbed out of the vehicle, they could hear voices in the distance.

“Around back,” Mick said. He led them along a tall fence and through a gate to the Corys’ yard.

Standing close to the house were Mr. and Mrs. Cory with three Mounted Police officers. Beside the Mounties were two bloodhounds in orange-and-black Search-and-Rescue vests, waiting patiently at their commander’s pant leg.

Camilla and Mick rounded the corner just in time to see the commander kneel down and hold out a child’s slipper to the SAR dogs. Both hounds sniffed at every angle of the pink shoe for no more than five seconds before the trainer looked them in the eyes and said in a clear, strict voice, “Go find!”

The dogs rocketed off through the yard.

No one said anything—no clouds of breath slipped from their lips—while the bloodhounds raced around the terrain, shoulder to shoulder, and followed the scent that their powerful nostrils had captured.

The yard itself was only a hundred feet off the shoreline of Nolan’s main lake. There was a wooden dock and a rickety boat shed nestled in the dead trees by the water’s edge, and a fourteen-foot canoe tethered in the shallow foam. The lake looked cold and black. Even though it was already a week into January, the winter hadn’t been around long enough to freeze the entire surface yet (it would be another month—maybe a month and a half—before that happened).

The crowd continued watching as the bloodhounds scoured the yard for five minutes, standing like ice sculptures with their feet frozen in the rising snow. The Corys wrapped their arms around each other and sent puffs of prayers into the sky, while the officers kept careful watch over the dogs for signs of natural indication—any sort of change in the dogs’ behavior that would signal an alert. Camilla and Mick stood in the background, arms crossed, with their hopes going as numb as their cheeks.

The dogs torpedoed back and forth, circling a sandbox for the eighth or ninth time, and then took off for the reeds, plowing through the snow banks with their long, sensitive snouts. They ran up and down the dock twice, three times, and then rushed for the boat shed before repeating the entire grid all over again.

The commander whistled and the dogs galloped back to his side. “Sit. Stay.”

He turned to the Corys with a stoic look on his face. “Looks like the boys are having some trouble. I’m afraid it’s hard to pick out a trail at home since the girls’ scents are everywhere.” He turned to Mick. “Any other leads yet? Maybe another location?”

“Let’s, uh, let’s talk inside,” Mick said, having the decency to defer more bad news until they were all a bit warmer. Everyone nodded, and even though Camilla wasn’t directly involved in the investigation anymore, she continued to follow them into the house, if only to avoid being alone with her thoughts.

The Corys’ dining room was dim and disheveled. Drawers from the china cabinet had been torn out and emptied all over the table, and there were photo albums, textbooks, and empty coffee mugs piled to kingdom come. Keeping a clean house was clearly the last thing on Mrs. Cory’s mind—she didn’t even apologize for the mess. She didn’t have to.

Everyone stood around the table, too nervous to sit, and one of the RCMP officers tapped Mick on the shoulder and nodded toward another room. Mick led the officers away and their voices became too hushed for the rest of them to hear.

“Water or coffee?” Mrs. Cory asked as she fought back tears. “I’m sorry, I don’t even have milk. There’s been no time.”

“I’m fine,” Camilla said. “Thank you.”

Mr. Cory pulled out a chair for his wife and gently took her hand, guiding her downward. As soon as her butt touched the seat, her wobbling legs gave out and she slumped onto the table like a rag doll.

Camilla felt something brush quickly past her leg. She squirmed—the bristly fur had tickled—and looked under the table to see one of the bloodhounds capering toward the sobbing woman. It rested its head compassionately on her lap and offered its canine condolences with a few warm nuzzles.

The other bloodhound was sitting at the back door with well-trained posture—like a ballerina—and staring patiently through the window. Camilla was reminded of a friend’s dog in college. Every time she’d gone to this friend’s apartment and the dog needed to go to the bathroom, it would scamper to the front door and start baying loud enough to wake the whole complex. This SAR dog, on the other hand, possessed manners and an air of decorum less common in college mutts; still, everything equal, all dogs must pee, and this one looked about as desperate as they come to go for a whiz.

Camilla walked around the corner and stuck her head into the room where the policemen were. “I think your dog has to pee,” she said bluntly.

The Mounties stopped in the middle of their confidential briefing and shared a look.

“He’ll wait,” one of them said. “Excuse us, ma’am.”

Camilla slipped back into the dining room and stood by the china cabinet, pondering. The Corys were completely zoned out, but seeing as she wasn’t the most tactful person in the world, she thought it best if she continued keeping her mouth shut.

She glanced at the bloodhound by the door again, and it looked back. His tongue was hanging out and he was panting heavier than before. He let out a quiet whine—so quiet that Camilla thought she was probably the only one who heard—and tapped the door with the tip of his nose, almost as if to say “Quick. They’ll never know.”

Camilla got up and walked toward the dog, listening for the officers in the other room, and heard their whisperings getting faster and faster. She looked back in the dining room and saw the Corys floating about in their own distant universe. No one was paying an iota of attention to what she was doing, so she reached for the handle and quietly popped the door open.

The bloodhound was off like a race dog. It zipped behind a patch of trees as Camilla wiped a pile of snow off a rain barrel and sat down. She was a little nervous when she couldn’t spy the dog through the branches—if that thing runs away, they’ll give me the death penalty—but a minute later it came frisking back, tongue out, with a satisfied swagger.

She reached down and ruffled the dog’s face. He seemed to enjoy it, playing back with a few head-butts. How many hours he’d been cooped up in the back of a vehicle or forced to sit patiently by his commander’s bootstraps, she didn’t know, but it seemed like even work dogs needed a little playtime.

Camilla looked around for a Frisbee or a ball they could toss back and forth before going inside, but the only object she found was the pink slipper that the officer had used to track the twins’ scent. She bent over and picked it up, batting the snow off, and turned it around in her hands.

The bloodhound pressed against her leg, and without even thinking about it, Camilla bent down and offered the slipper just like the commander had done. The dog sniffed it and then Camilla said softly, but firmly, “Go find.”

A switch flipped in the dog’s demeanor. It went from being fun and playful to intense and alert, then took off in a flash.

She watched the hound run around the backyard, glancing behind her every two or three seconds to make sure that no one was coming out of the house, and crossed her fingers subconsciously. She found herself holding her breath again—like a slot machine addict who got a free pull on her last nickel—clinging to some microscopic hope that this time the result would be different. This time she’d hit the jackpot and all their worries would be solved.

The dog repeat the same circles that it ran last time: a few laps around the sandbox, then three, four paces up and down the dock before bounding over to the boatshed and looping back to the sandbox in zigzag fashion. She tried spying some sort of clue that they hadn’t seen before. There has to be a pattern.

Another minute passed and Camilla slumped, defeated. It was useless. What kind of idea made her—a funeral assistant—think that she would be able to spot something that a professionally trained rescue team had missed?

When the dog ran by again, she flagged it down. It was so cold that she could barely think anymore, and it was about time they went back inside before the officers noticed that one of their most valuable assets had vanished.

The dog trundled over and stuck its head in Camilla’s lap, just as disappointed as she was. She wiped a couple drops from her eyes—mostly from the cold, but a few from the sting of failure—and let out a sigh, raking her fingers through her hair in frustration.

Suddenly, Camilla froze.

Her breathing turned very shallow. Then slowly—very slowly—she brought her hand away from her head and held something in front of her. Her palm was clenched into a fist, and when she opened her fingers, they revealed a small metal orchid.

Moira’s hair clip.

No, she corrected herself. Abigail’s hair clip.

Don’t do this, she wrestled. Don’t mess around, Camilla. You’re paranoid, and this whole debacle’s gone far enough. Put that damn thing back in your hair and go inside. Go inside and stop torturing yourself.

But she didn’t go inside. She leaned down, frowning determinedly, and stuck the clip in front of the dog’s nose. The dog sniffed a few different angles and then looked up and made eye contact with her.

“Go find.”

The circuitry in the dog’s brain flipped again and its body went totally rigid.

But instead of darting off this time, the bloodhound bent its head and started sniffing around Camilla’s feet. It made a slow circle around her, looking over at the house, and took a few cautious steps away before turning its head to the left, then right, then left again. It glanced back at Camilla for a brief moment and gave her a look that seemed to ask if she was pulling his leg.

The wind changed and the bloodhound cocked its head to the right.

Camilla was trembling. She covered her mouth as the dog stalked farther into the yard and started picking up its pace.

This is ridiculous. Stop scaring yourself and call it back.

But she couldn’t call it back, even if she wanted to. She was paralyzed atop the rain barrel like a frozen monument that couldn’t talk or wave or even blink.

The dog was running now. It dashed through the banks of snow toward the lake and arrived at the dock, putting one paw on the wooden planks, and then stopped—second-guessing itself—and swerved to the right, away from the dock toward the old boat shed.

The sun was drooping over the treetops, but Camilla could still see the yard fairly well. The dog had pushed through the dead reeds and dry branches that flanked the shoreline and arrived at the splintered door of the decrepit shed. It stuck its nose in the crack between the bottom of the door and the ground and tried wiggling underneath, but its body was too large. Instead it backed away and sat down with its ballerina posture again, then looked over its shoulder at Camilla and waited for her to make the next call.

She waved the dog back but it didn’t budge. It sat there obediently with the look of the hunt still hardwired into its body.

Camilla sprung up and ran to the bloodhound, massaging its sides and ruffling its ears until the electric look disappeared from its eyes. She grabbed a loop on its little orange vest and tugged it back to the house, then opened the screen door and patted its furry body inside.

The door closed again, and she turned to face the boat shed.

Before the sun had started going down, it had been nothing but a harmless, busted-up shack. Now in the creeping shadows of late afternoon, it was a dark, menacing specter, its rotted walls and boarded windows warning souls not to come near.

Camilla was moving before she even registered it.

She walked calmly to the police car and glanced through the window: the passenger’s side lock was flipped down, but the driver’s side was popped up. She checked over her shoulder—no one stirred at the house yet—and wrapped her fingers around the driver’s handle, pulling ever so gently.

Clack. The door hovered opened.

Camilla leaned over and pulled a latch beside the driver’s seat. She heard the pop! of the trunk outside and then straightened up and closed the door before scurrying to the back of the cruiser.

The trunk was a lot messier than expected. There were at least five different tool boxes jumbled together with blankets, loose garbage bags, traffic cones, water bottles, boxes of ammo, spare boots, a couple quarts of oil, and even a teddy bear. She rummaged through the gear—glancing over her shoulder periodically—and started cracking open the boxes. The first was a medical kit; the second was a container of flares. She snapped the clasps of the third kit and lifted it open to reveal a jug of liquid, a few random packets marked BLUELAMP, and—alleluia—a flashlight. Bingo.

There was a rattle behind her. She spun around and looked at the door of the house: it was shimmying, but didn’t open. Hopefully it’s the dog.

She flipped the tool kit shut and quietly closed the trunk again, then rushed toward the rotting boat shed.

There was no lock on the shed and no lights inside. From her first step through the dilapidated frame, she was drowned in darkness—the same treacherous darkness she remembered from her horrifying chase through the Vincents’ basement. Just as she pictured Maddock’s invisible fingers reaching out to caress her face, the flashlight shone to life and cut through the shadowy apparition, hitting the back wall of the boat shed over a hundred feet away.

She flashed the light in ten directions to gain her bearings. The shed was an open room with a wooden walkway that ran along three of the four walls. There was no floor in the middle—just a pool of water with a family boat bobbing on the surface. Shelves of fishing rods, tackle boxes, and cleaning supplies took up most of the wall space, but otherwise the shed was barren.

Camilla bit down and forced herself to follow the walkway around the right side of the building. This wasn’t the complicated search that she expected; if the twins were here, there was really only one place they could be.

Inside the boat.

Still, she held out hope. The parents must have searched this place top to bottom. Please let me be wrong. Please, please let me be crazy.

The water kept swishing with a calm, eerie rhythm that echoed in the roof. The walls groaned like the wood itself was in pain, or perhaps it was trying to warn her to turn back before it was too late.

But she didn’t retreat. She got to the starboard side of the Bayliner and shone her light over the tarp that was buttoned to the top. Her hand set the toolbox on the floor and reached out for a loose bit of the cover, then started to pull.

The metal buttons that held the tarp to the liner crackled off like machine gun bullets. She tore and tore—her thoughts abandoning her body as her carnal hands attacked the barrier with all they could muster—and when the whole starboard edge had been unclasped, she grabbed the cover and threw it over the other side of the boat. Without stopping to give herself time to think, she shone her flashlight at the vessel and forced herself to look at what was inside.

The boat was empty.

The life vests were stored in their open seat compartments. The fishing rods were piled up neatly in the side bins. The deck was packed with water skis and buoys and a fat inner tube that looked like the world’s largest chocolate donut.

She fell back on the walkway and massaged her chest to try and soothe her heart rate back to normal.

You were wrong, Camilla. Alleluia. Praise the Queen, Christ, Allah, Buddha, Isis, Zeus. The Republic For Which It Stands. Everything. You were wrong. Now get out of here.

She reached forward to pull the tarp over the boat again, but her left foot slipped on a patch of ice and she tumbled backward onto the dock. Her hands tried cushioning the fall, but her ass slammed hard against the planks and her flashlight went sailing out of her hands.

The beam of light rolled over the wood and revealed a patch of ice glimmering underneath her. Not wanting to trip again, Camilla picked up the flashlight and waved it over the floor to get a sense of how big the patch actually was. That’s peculiar. The coat of ice was barely as thick as a sheet of paper, but a thin layer of water glazed the top and gave it that extra slip. Her flashlight followed the planks and traced the water to the nearest wall. Lo and behold, a garden hose was curled up like a long snake, and little droplets were rolling silently out of its mouth and trailing across the dock to where she was standing.

Camilla crossed the walkway and gripped the spigot on the wall. She gave it a good crank and the hose stopped trickling. Why’s the water on in the winter?

Her pupils dilated, and then went rocketing around the room.

The puddle, the planks, the boat.

The boat, the puddle, the planks.

The puddle, the planks, the…tool kit?

She dashed for the RCMP tool kit and flipped open the lid, remembering something that she’d seen when she was back at the police cruiser. Her hands dove for the packets of BLUELAMP and her eyes flew over the chemicals that were printed on the back. Presumptive reagent…luminol and sodium carbonate tablets…Combine 8 oz. distilled water and sodium perborate solution.

She grabbed the jug of liquid from the toolbox and ripped off the cap. Without hesitating, she tore the BLUELAMP packet open and dumped two tablets into the water, then screwed on the spritzer cap and gave the contents a vigorous swirl. She tested the trigger and the liquid worked its way through the nozzle, spritzing out in a fine, clear mist.

She scampered to her feet again and jabbed her thumb on the flashlight button, killing the beam and drenching the whole shed in darkness once more.

Suddenly, the sounds of the spray bottle going off filled the room. The trigger squeezed seven, eight, nine, ten times as the mist soaked the air and fell like fresh rain onto the floor.

And then—barely five seconds later—the walkway’s floorboards started glowing bright blue in the pitch-black shed. The effulgence of the luminol reaction lit up the lines of horror on Camilla’s face as her eyes took in the previously invisible bloodstains that someone had tried washing away.

There hadn’t been a tiny bit of blood; there had been a great, massive puddle of it. It had pooled on the walkway where the bodies had once lain, and then streaked down toward the boat before finally dripping into the—

The water.

Camilla blazed the flashlight back to life and threw herself down to the edge of the walkway where the water lapped against the boards. She shone the light into the microcosmic lake, but the beam couldn’t cut through the fogginess of the murky green water.

Stop and think! her brain rattled. There are false positives. It’s a different spill—a cleaning agent or a purifier could set off the luminol. It’s not what you think.

But she was past the point of no return. She ripped off her coat and thrust a naked arm into the ice water, feeling a sudden cold clamp like the teeth of a bear trap snapping on her muscles. A wince escaped her lips but she stopped it with a glottal grunt, continuing to swirl and stretch deeper and deeper into the murky abyss.

Idiot! Stop trying to solve this! You’re not a dog trainer, you’re not a forensics specialist. There is nothing wrong with Abby, nothing! She’s a good girl! A GOOD GIRL!

Camilla coughed and sniveled as sweat poured down the lines of her face. She had no idea how deep the water here was, but her hand kept swirling, kept churning up a froth of foam and splinters as her hope sunk further and further away into the dark void below her.

And then somewhere in the cloudy waters, Camilla Vincent touched the cold, shriveled fingers of Erica Cory.
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Night on the Water

The lake was darker and colder than it had been before. Plumes of smoke were rising off the waves in places where the ice was just beginning to form, and the howls of wolves in their hidden dens added an entirely different type of chill to the hinterland.

Camilla peeked through the boat shed door, surveying the backyard with eyes as erratic as a compulsive liar’s polygraph reading.

The RCMP car was still angled beside the house and the light in the cottage kitchen was on, which, thankfully, made it easier for her to see in than for the police officers and the Corys to see out. She didn’t know how late the Mounties planned on staying for, but she had a gut feeling it wasn’t much longer—the pressure was on to orchestrate a getaway. Fast.

She sprang out of the door and weaved through the reeds toward her only plausible escape pod: the canoe tethered to the dock. If she could steer the boat around the shed without being noticed, then she could load the twins’ bodies and row away to safety. It was a long shot, but it was possible.

Surging with adrenaline, she slunk to the waterfront and began attacking the rope that was securing the boat to the dock. It was tightly knotted and frozen all the way to the core; clamping her hands around the heavy threads, she blew a steady current of warm air to stop her fingers from seizing.

Bang!

Camilla whipped around and saw an RCMP officer stepping through the spring-loaded screen door at the house.

She was caught in the open, lying on the dock directly in line with the policeman’s view. Panicking, she concealed herself the only way she could think of: by slipping off the dock into the painfully cold water of Nolan Lake.

Instantly, all of the air was punched out of her. Every inch of skin was being stabbed with what felt like hundreds of her own scalpels, and she had to shove a fist into her mouth to stop from screaming. Don’t make a sound, don’t make a sound, don’t make a sound. As the officer stepped under a cold blue porch light, she tasted her own blood trickling out of her knuckles. Don’t make a sound, don’t make a sound, don’t make a sound...

The officer paused. He stared directly at the dock, but it was too far away for a man with midfifties eyesight to spot anything floating in the dark. Still, he hovered, scrutinizing the waterfront.

Camilla tipped her head downward so he wouldn’t catch the whites of her eyes.

Suddenly she heard the thump thump thump of boots tromping over snow, and a sense of dread plunged into her frozen chest. Her body sunk deeper into the ghoulish tendrils of algae, which reached up and caressed her legs like the slimy fingers of pedophiles. The dread worsened, choking her, as she pictured the officer’s hand swopping in and grabbing her by the neck, either to yank her out or to force her under completely.

The boots stopped on the edge of the dock.

The officer was right on top of her. She could see his face through the floorboards, and if he looked down he would see her staring up just as clearly as she saw him.

Don’t look down…Don’t look down…Don’t look down…

But the officer’s sixth sense went off again and he did look down. His chin dropped to his chest, and just as his eyes came trailing in tandem, there was another loud bang! over at the house.

The officer’s head spun around, pulling his eyes away from the dock.

“You taking a leak down there?” the second officer hollered, coming into the yard with the two dogs. “Don’t freeze midstream.”

“Nah. Just thought I saw something.”

“What?”

“Beaver, probably. Fat one too. Made a hell of a splash.”

“Uh-huh. Well stop chasing critters and come give me a boost. It’s so cold I hear my lawyer has his hands in his own pockets for once.”

The officer on the dock laughed and ambled away. Camilla heard them start up their SUV and waited for what seemed like eternity while they boosted the other vehicle and scraped off their windshields. But she didn’t dare move, no matter how many limbs were going numb or how much heat escaped her blue, hypothermic lips, until the tires got rolling and faded off down the dirt road.

Finally she yanked herself back on the dock and gasped for air. Her body had never felt more frozen in her entire life, but adrenaline was still pounding through her veins, so she shot for the rope and didn’t quit tearing until it came loose and freed the canoe. By the time Mick came out of the house fifteen minutes later, she was already thirty yards upstream, weak but alive, with both of the twins wrapped in oil towels in the grooves of the boat’s hull in front of her.

The journey on the lake was slow and wraithlike. Night had come, but the sky was glowing with the ghostly swirls of the electric northern lights. They were so bright that they shimmered on the glassy surface of the water and bathed the whole crater like a rippling rainbow flume. Camilla had forced herself to look away from the sky; she focused solely on watching her oars dip in and out of the lake, over and over again, in and out, as the vessel made its ghostly voyage along the river Styx and down the Acheron like Charon’s Underworld ferry. Staring at the cosmos was too dangerous for her current state. The infinity of outer space can appear even deeper and vaster than the curvature of the ocean to a disoriented castaway. At best, it makes a person dizzy; at worst, insane.

Camilla paddled by a sandbar that had one lone tree rising up from the rocky soil. An owl came beating its wings against the moon and landed on the tree’s highest branch, gazing at her with its massive, oily eyes. The bird was big and mean, but it simply sat there and stared, perhaps waiting to see if she would fall asleep, or maybe just coming to witness the dark purpose it had sensed on the wind.

She pulled harder on the oars and cruised gently past the sandbar. The tips of her fingers were starting to go purple, and every muscle in her upper body burned as she fought the current.

Give them back, the Yukon seemed to demand. Their lives are gone, their bodies belong to me now.

All of nature was against her. The oily eyes in the forest’s shadows, the direction of the water, the gusts of the wind. Even the northern lights seemed to be reaching down to guide the souls of the little girls up to the heavens.

They’re not yours yet. Camilla bore down, glimpsing at the outlines of Erica and Stephanie swaddled in their mummy-like shrouds on the floor of the boat. The soaking-wet towels were already frosting over. Not as long as I have them.

And so she kept rowing against the Yukon’s promulgation. She rowed and rowed and rowed as late evening grew steadily into night and word of mouth spread among the galaxies, bringing multitudes of stars to gather around and watch her maiden voyage from thousands of light years away. At one point the lake tapered into a narrow inlet that was similar to Miles Canyon—a slender chute of volcanic rock that churned the waves through the coulee in a thick, soapy foam—and along wider, flatter stretch, the riverbanks became so crowded with spruce and aspen that it was impossible to spy anything through their palisading frontlines. Some places were as steep as the Golden Stairs at the Chilkoot Trail, and others were bald and level. Through it all Camilla rowed against nature and against the last thread of her own health, until finally the river curved right and brought the canoe to a shore on the north side of Nolan.

Using the rope from the Corys’ dock, Camilla managed to drag the canoe through an acre of backwoods right up to the Vincents’ courtyard. She abandoned the boat behind the farthest stretch of fencing and snuck into the house through the garage, hoping to remain undetected. As she slipped deeper into the house, out of the embalming area, she could hear her family’s voices coming from farther inside. Their conversation was too distant to decipher what any of them were saying, but her imagination filled in the sentences for her.

Where’s Camilla? Her in-laws gossiped as they poured each other spirits and warmed their asses comfortably by the fire-place. What is she doing that’s so important? She should be spending more time with Abby, poor little thing. Must think that her own mother doesn’t care about her.

It boiled her blood just imagining it. Of course she cared about her family, she thought as she stared in the bathroom mirror at the reflection of an unfamiliar specter. Icicles hung from her hair like needles, and her face had turned an unnatural white with strokes of blue coloring in the cracks of her lips. She cared about her family—about protecting her daughter—so much that after she dried off in the bathroom and changed out of her soaking-wet clothes, she carefully selected the right sizes of suturing needles and snuck down to the one place that she swore she would never go again.

The lid of the forbidden chest popped open with little effort this time. Camilla plucked out two seeds and set them carefully on the metal cart beside the bone saw, the spool of thread, and the polished scalpels.

“Seeds, saw, thread, scalpels,” she whispered off the checklist.

Making a hammock with the front of her coat, she carried the instruments pilgrim-style up the long staircase and through the loading bay, then back into the bitterly cold courtyard.

Camilla peeled away the towels from the Cory girls and took her first look at the bodies in the moonlight.

She vomited instantly.

She had seen hundreds of cadavers, but never ones that had met such unfortunate endings as these. The identical twins were crumpled up side by side with matching knife marks slashed across the fabric of their dresses. One girl’s eyeball had been crushed in like a baby tomato, and the other was missing three fingers from her left hand and one from her right. Even the quality of their skin was grotesque: loose and wrinkled from being submerged for so long, it seemed as though the slightest pull could peel it away in long, fleshy strips.

Tears rolled down Camilla’s cheeks and froze before they reached her chin. Any last hope that Abigail hadn’t committed this atrocity was gone. The dog’s scent at the Corys’ shed may have been contentious, but the black-and-purple outlines of her small hands on the girls’ necks condemned her. Camilla had known it, of course, even if she hadn’t admitted it until now. That’s why she was here, wasn’t it? That’s the only reason she had dragged the bodies across the river and through the woods and onto this miserable pond—to do what any brave mother would do, to protect her own child. To cover it up.

Camilla lifted the bone saw in her trembling hands and flipped its switch. The electric whiz screamed to life in the quiet backyard—Fix it, Camilla, it’s your fault so fix it—and she cut through the sisters’ chests, hurrying, before swapping the saw for a scalpel.

Even if this worked, she began to consider—even if she could bring the girls back and undo the Corys’ pain—how would that stop Abigail from doing it again?

The evil spreads like rotted fruit, then Moira’s voice added from the back of her mind: If a child goes bad, it must be abolished.

Camilla dropped her scalpel at the word abolish, and it tinkled onto the ice. She wiped her forehead, picked up the blade, and then reached inside Stephanie Cory and cut a slit into her heart.

They won’t know. I’ll return the girls to the Corys and the Vincents won’t find out. Then I’ll talk to Abigail, ask her why she did it and tell her she can’t do it ever again, or…Or what? Or else? Would Peter say the same thing? Give her a warning like—like a fucking dog we have to put down if it doesn’t stop pissing on the carpet?

Camilla’s hands were quivering so badly that she couldn’t pick up the seeds.

Maybe we’ll run away instead. I’ll pack everything tonight and get her out of bed before anyone else wakes up. We’ll take the van past Whitehorse and stay in some sleepy town that no one’s ever heard of. There could be a medical clinic, maybe even a hospital morgue I can get a job at…

Her runaway fantasy stopped. Another voice cut in, the voice of Sharon Mullard telling her about Dallas Whittaker.

Dallas grabbed his boy—all up in his hospital shroud and everything—and took him to the Vincents’ place…The next day Jack Swanson swore he saw the Whittaker truck heading north of Nolan with little Jesse sitting in the passenger seat, blinking out the window. Blinking like nothin’ ever happened.

Camilla went whiter than she already was. She knew what happened to Dallas Whittaker after he tried running away with his son, Jesse. He was murdered. Murdered by his own boy.

She shook her head and lowered a seed into Stephanie’s heart. No! Abigail would never do that. Ever. But then she remembered Abigail’s eyes staring at her from across the dark bedroom the night before.

For you, Abby had said. The rope’s for you, mommy. I’ll hang you by your neck until your windpipe snaps and then dump you in the lake like those wretched Cory sisters.

“Stop,” she muttered, shaking her head vehemently. “Stop.” She continued sewing in absolute silence, stitching the chests first before mending the various knife marks scattered across the twins’ bodies. When all the wounds were sealed, she got to her feet.

Whomp! Whomp! Whomp!

The tenth blow from the ax (which she had taken from the Vincents’ toolshed) crashed through the ice, and water bled up from the pond, bubbling out as Camilla struck it again to widen the opening.

She dropped the ax and knelt beside the sisters.

“Last time,” she whispered. “I promise.”

With a nod of deference, she dragged Stephanie into the water and watched her albino face sink deeper and deeper into the darkness. The process was repeated with Erica.

It was odd. The whole time Camilla was carrying out the ritual, she knew that Abigail was watching. She could feel her daughter’s eyes coming from Peter’s old bedroom on the third floor of the funeral home, but when she looked up, all she saw were the room’s curtains barely shifting behind the frosted glass. Still, she knew. She could feel the seven-year-old’s gimlet eyes weighing down on her and piercing the back of her skull whenever she turned around.

Take a good look, girlie. Take a good look at what you did.

Camilla walked to the porch and up the steps, out of sight from Abigail, and sat on the wicker bench that she and Peter had once rested on while they waited for Todd to return to life. Except now she was alone; completely, utterly alone. No one else in the world—not in the Yukon, not in Nolan, not even in her own family—could be there to hold her head and tell her things would be all right.

She missed Peter fiercely. She missed the days when things were warm and when all they worried about was not getting caught kissing in the old tree house. She looked at the tree across the yard—the only fruit tree in the world that never died, not even in winter—with its green leaves still glittering underneath the powdery snow. Somewhere in those leaves was the place where she and Peter had first made love. It had been so beautiful that night. She wondered if she would give it up now, knowing that if they hadn’t been there then she wouldn’t have found the apple that brought on this living hell. Was it better to wipe out every happy moment with their daughter from the last seven years, or keep the same decision and face the consequences?

Camilla sat there for an hour and pondered the difficult questions that she had always ignored. Anytime a good memory came into focus, she would suddenly burst into sobs, and when she wanted to cry she couldn’t because her tear ducts were bone dry. The northern lights abandoned the sky, and the moon—the midnight sun—replaced the broiling colors with a ghostly, preternatural glow.

Suddenly the mood shifted.

Camilla straightened on the edge of her seat, staring at the pond.

A little girl’s hand reached out of the hole in the ice, followed by another. Stephanie pulled herself out of the water, then Erica was right behind her, clawing out of the gap with only four fingers on one hand and two on the other.

Camilla stood and walked toward them. Neither girl acknowledged her—they were busy examining their own bodies in the moonlight. One of them cracked her knuckles and stretched her neck while the other felt the hole in her face where her left eye should have been. Everything they did was slow and mechanical, as if they were just learning their motor skills again.

The closer Camilla got, the more she thought something was wrong. They were moving, yes, but they looked like they were stuck somewhere between death and life.

She stopped a few meters away and knelt slowly to the ice.

“Hello. Girls?”

The sisters didn’t acknowledge her. Instead, one leaned over and whispered something to the other.

Camilla couldn’t hear them. She slid closer.

The girls were whispering back and forth now, although there was no expression on either of their faces.

“Girls? It’s time to go home.”

She reached out to touch Erica’s arm, and that’s when it happened—the twins moved like two bolts of lightning and knocked her on her back with surprising force. Her head slammed against the ice and she felt a sudden flash of pain in her arm as she looked over and saw Stephanie sinking a row of sharp teeth into her biceps.

Camilla threw Erica off and pulled on Stephanie’s hair as hard as she could, attempting to toss her away, but Erica latched on again and tackled all three of them to the ice. Camilla screamed, but one of the girls grabbed her cheeks and bashed her head against the ground.

Camilla went limp, pain clouding her vision.

She felt dizzy, like her body was moving even though she was lying flat on her shoulders. Moaning, she blinked back to consciousness and realized that she was moving—the twins were dragging her to the hole in the ice—and the rush of a dreadful realization came all too late.

“NOO—!”

Camilla’s head was pushed under the water and forced to stay.

The pond erupted in bubbles as it muffled her hellish screams. From under the surface, she could see her killers sitting on top of her, staring through the jagged hole with moonlight framing their demented faces. She kicked and lashed with everything she had left, but darkness continued pressing in. Her mind raced faster than it ever had before, and in a final moment of clarity, it told her the only thing it could think of: stop moving.

And so Camilla quit moving. The bubbles stopped floating to the surface and her muscles went limp in the girls’ hands.

The one-eyed sister kept Camilla’s head submerged to ensure her victim was dead, but the other twin wasn’t as careful. Her grip relaxed, and all of a sudden—with a hidden burst of life power—Camilla’s arms flew up and then slammed down again on the solid ice. Erica’s brittle fingers shattered and Camilla’s hands flew free, grabbing the girl on top of her and throwing her out of the way.

Camilla’s head burst out of the water and arctic air inflated her lungs. She leaped up, gasping, and ran for the house, but just as she started making distance, she slipped on the ice and her legs gave out beneath her.

The twins were on her again with renewed viciousness. They ripped at her arms and shoulders and scalp…

Then Camilla spotted it ten feet away: the ax she had used to crack open the ice.

If a child goes bad, it must be abolished.

She jabbed the twins with her elbows and threw herself forward. Her hands landed on the shaft of the ax, and as the sisters leaped up, she spun around and sunk the blade into one of their sides. In another fluid motion, she tore the blade out and clubbed the other sister with the blunt end of the metal, sending her spinning over the ground and sprawling out like an unconscious snow angel.

Camilla drew herself up, panting and wheezing. She looked at the twins’ bodies—the shells that she had tried desperately to save—and watched with horror as they writhed painfully on the ice. Perhaps she would have felt more remorse if they hadn’t just tried to kill her.

She glanced up at the moon and it stared back, waiting to see what she would do next.

It didn’t take long to find out.

Camilla approached the bodies of the girls and hovered over them. Without a single word, she lifted the ax in the air and brought it down as cleanly as she could. Then she did it one more time.

Twice was all.
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Closed Caskets

The Cory sisters’ funeral attracted nearly half the town of Nolan. More than three hundred people crammed shoulder to shoulder in the pews of the old Anglican church, and another two hundred packed themselves wherever they could find additional space: the balcony, the basement, and along both sides of the crowded sanctuary. Capacity was double what the code allowed, but when the fire chief walked in, he took off his hat with the rest of them and stood solemnly at the back.

Camilla and Laura were standing in the farthest corner of the church dressed in blacks. Abigail was in front of them with her hands politely crossed; she was wearing a black dress with a white ribbon tied into her hair, complete with black shoes and a little black clutch containing all of a seven-year-old’s necessities—lip balm, four dimes, and half a stick of bubble gum. Camilla had dressed her that morning and neither of them had said a word to each other the entire time.

The minister—the same grandfatherly man who had married Lucas and Laura, then Peter and Camilla—entered from the back, clothed in his white funeral vestments. His stole and surplice rippled behind him as he walked somberly up the aisle, and as he passed each row, a chain of coughs and sniffles rose into the steeple.

The organist began playing the opening hymn as the pallbearers entered with the two miniature caskets. On top of each case was a beautiful casket spray of pink carnations. The pallbearers, four on each casket, were comprised of Mr. and Mrs. Cory, their siblings—all men—and Peter and Lucas for extra support.

Camilla watched her husband and brother-in-law help bring the caskets to the front plinth and set them before the Paschal candle. She saw Peter touch the arm of Mr. Cory, who had tears falling down his face, and Mr. Cory nodded back, mouthing thank you.

Camilla had felt sick all morning, but that one gesture—the image of Peter patting Mr. Cory’s tear-stained sleeve—nearly made her keel over. This was wrong. The whole funeral was wrong. Stephanie and Erica would still be alive and the church would have been empty on a Saturday afternoon if she had just handed over her daughter before anything awful came to pass.

Mr. Cory should be the one patting Peter’s arm and offering his condolences, not the other way around.

But Camilla hadn’t told the truth. She had lied through her teeth, claiming that she had found the girls washed up with the Cory’s canoe when she was out for a walk, and that her presence had scared off a lone timber wolf that, unfortunately, had found the sisters first. It sounded plausible enough—two kids sneak out on the lake, get tossed overboard, and freeze in the water—and no one had any reason to deny it. The parents were too decimated to question whether or not the canoe had been tied to their dock since the debacle began, and so Camilla forged a set of autopsy papers with the coroner’s signature that Jasper kept on file and the police closed the case the same day, leaving Nolan a few hours later. Finally, she had embalmed the girls herself to ensure that none of the Vincents would see the markings on their chests, and then went so far as to claim the wolf had done too much damage to bring them back the old-fashioned way. Indeed, Camilla and her daughter had both gotten off with the perfect murders.

“We have come here today,” the priest began as the pallbearers took their seats, “to remember before God our sisters Stephanie and Erica Cory, to give thanks for their lives, to commend them to God our merciful redeemer and judge, and to comfort one another in our grief.”

As Peter and Lucas walked along the front pew, Camilla saw half the heads in the congregation turn and follow them.

The tension in Nolan had been getting worse, and the Midnight Sun was capitalizing on the atmosphere by churning out stories that increasingly compared the town’s ambience to that of 1989’s. Someone at the prison had leaked information about the inmates being separated for “exhibiting unusually violent tendencies,” and there was a whole spread on how the hospital’s sedatives budget had quadrupled in one month, not to mention an interview from an anonymous nurse who claimed that a majority of the patients in the past three weeks were becoming sicker, not healthier. Even though the Vincents were never explicitly mentioned in any of the articles, they were certainly brought up in the Letters to the Editor section: “Everyone knows who’s behind this”, “Force them to share their registry; have every family checked,” “Either they move or we do. Who agrees?” Some less journalistically-inclined individual even took it upon themself to voice their opinion by throwing a rock through the Vincents’ south parlor window. Since then, Brutus had taken a strong defensive stance among their day-to-day operations; he moved several of the manor’s gun cabinets into the main hallways and insisted that if anyone left the house, they take a revolver with them for safety purposes. “We’re not the dangerous ones,” he had snarled. “They are.”

Camilla looked around the church. This occasion had been one of the few exceptions to Brutus’s new rule: the only Vincents concealing pistols under their jackets were Peter and Lucas, since as pallbearers they were the largest targets.

“God of hope,” the priest recited, “we come to you in shock and grief and confusion of heart. Help us find peace in the knowledge of your loving mercy to all your children, and give us light to guide us out of our darkness and into the assurance of your love. Amen.”

The congregation echoed a heavy “amen.”

Camilla looked down. She had just heard Abigail repeating the “amen” quietly with everyone else.

Pray all you want, girlie. It’s too late now.

She looked back at the caskets in front of the altar and stared intensely at the white sidings. Part of her expected the lids to smash open and the Cory sisters to come clawing out, reaching forward with their pruny, strangling fingers to finish her off.

But the caskets stayed still. The twins were dead—for good.

If someone would have unlatched the coffins and unhinged the heavy tops, they would have found both sisters stretched out in their Saturday bests. Camilla had dressed them with brand-new clothes that the Corys had supplied and achieved some of her best reconstructive makeup work since mortuary school. Their wounds were virtually invisible: the places where she’d smashed their skulls in with the ax had been reassembled with putty and concealed by locks of their own hair, and Stephanie’s eyeball had been replaced with a glass marble before being sutured shut. Thankfully, the pink embalming fluid had put some color back in their cheeks, and by the time Camilla had finished with them, the twins looked just like their cute little selves instead of the demonic monsters that had pinned her to the ice and tried to drown her.

The funeral service lasted only another twenty minutes. There was no eulogy, and when the commendation was finished, the priest looked down at the pews and offered his holy dismissal. “May the love of God, which transcends all understanding, bless and console you, and all who have known and loved Stephanie and Erica, this day and forevermore. Amen.”

One more “amen” echoed in the congregation, and the organ began the closing hymn.

The pallbearers resumed their posts and took the handles of the white caskets. They exited the church with the immediate family following suit, and then everyone else fell in behind, heads hung low, arms draped around loved ones. Camilla noticed a few of them shooting daggers at the crest on her jacket, but otherwise the townspeople were respectful of the situation and left without stirring trouble.

As the crowd trickled out, Moira came down from the balcony and caught Camilla and Laura hovering in the narthex.

“Stop standing there like mannequins,” she muttered. “Start packing up. The candles, the flowers, the mementos—we’re out of here in half an hour.” She clapped her hands chop-chop, and Camilla and Laura took off in separate directions.

In front of the church, the pallbearers approached the hearse as the rear doors clicked and hovered open automatically. The eight of them charged the caskets into the transport space before Brutus closed the doors and climbed into the driver’s seat. Mr. Cory’s eyes were bloodshot, but something about the service had appeased a part of his sorrow and stopped the flow of tears temporarily.

Peter and Lucas got into a town car that was parked behind the hearse—Lucas in the driver’s seat, Peter in shotgun—and watched the funeral car take off in front of them. Lucas put the keys in the ignition, but didn’t turn them. He just sat there watching the landau disappear down Geary Road.

“What’s wrong?” Peter asked.

Lucas shook his head. “You ever wonder if sometimes it’s better not bringing them into the world at all?”

Peter looked at the Cory parents standing on the sidewalk. Mr. Cory was still holding together all right, but Mrs. Cory was a wreck. She had tears and snot and eyeliner running all down her face, and since the decision was to have the twins cremated after the service, she wasn’t even going to get the immediate closure of seeing their caskets lowered into the ground.

“I think,” Peter said carefully, “we have a pretty slanted view of the world, doing this. Maybe I wonder sometimes what it would be like to leave, or what if mom and dad had been…I don’t know…electricians. But no, I don’t think I’ve ever second-guessed if kids are worth it.”

“Think of how good we have it.” Lucas shook his head. “And how much luck is involved. It could have happened to anyone—two little girls decide to go for a boat trip and that’s it. Or they ride their bikes across the street at the wrong time, or get into trouble when you’re not around. Next thing you know, you’re crying on a sidewalk because it’s all over. You don’t worry about Abigail?”

“Abby’s as smart as her mom. If anything, the two of them worry about me.”

Lucas nodded, but didn’t laugh.

“You know what,” Peter continued, “if something happened, I know I’d do everything in my power to protect her. And if I ever lost her, at least I would have known her. That’s better than never knowing her, isn’t it? If loss is the price of love, I think most parents would pay it.”

Lucas tipped his head against the headrest, appearing to mull over that last point. Peter perked an eyebrow. “Luke? Something on your mind?”

Lucas sat there for another couple of seconds. Finally he said, “Yeah. Yeah, Pete. There’s something I want to—”

Suddenly there was a knock on Peter’s window. He looked over and saw Abigail standing outside.

“Hey, kiddo,” he said, rolling the window. “What’s up?”

“It’s boring in there. Can I come home with you?”

“Did you ask mom?”

“No, she’s busy.”

“Did you ask grandma?”

“No, she’s grouchy. I told Uncle Jasper.”

Peter snickered. “All right, but if you get me in trouble…” He opened the door and picked her up, setting her on his knee.

“OK, chauffeur. Take us home.”

Lucas tipped an invisible hat and cranked the keys in the ignition. The look of deep thought had disappeared from his face for now, and as the car took off from the church with no one—not even Jasper—knowing that Abigail had just left with the two brothers, a dark wave of clouds began rolling over Nolan.

The Vincents had witnessed plenty of storms before, but none that compared to the one that was about to hit.

After dropping Abigail off at the manor’s front door, Peter and Lucas drove around back to help Brutus bring the Cory sisters’ coffins through the garage. When the caskets were unloaded, the director told them to oversee the cremations while he made one more trip to St. Luther’s.

Inside the crematory, the oven fired up with a bellowing roar. While the brothers waited for the chamber to preheat, they wheeled the caskets to the retort door and prepared the collection pails for the ashes. The two of them worked in silence; the only sound was the wind booming against the walls of the brick tower.

Lucas put his hands on his hips and squinted up at the belfry. “Remember hide and seek?” he asked. “I always swore you hid in here, but I never caught you. How about it. How’d you get out?”

“An illusionist never reveals his secrets,” Peter said.

“Illusionist? Right, and mom’s a swimsuit model. You’re so scrawny you probably slid through the cracks in the walls.”

“Now, maybe, but not then. Dad kept this place airtight. No mouse holes, no ceiling chinks, not even a crack for an ant to crawl through.”

The wind slammed against the crematorium and whistled through a dozen holes in the wall. It sounded like ghostly screams coming from the tall, dark void above.

“Huh. Maybe that’s him,” Peter said, looking up in the rafters. “He’s pissed off we let the place get so bad.”

Lucas went over to the workbench and fished out the old, brittle cord from behind the cremulator. He ducked under the table and plugged it into the wall, then came back up and tested the buttons. The blades inside swished around like a high-powered blender, ready for their bony meal.

“Yeah.” Lucas nodded. “Yeah. I guess things are pretty different, huh? You ever wonder what’ll happen down the road?”

“How far? Like when mom and the uncles are gone?”

Lucas shrugged.

“Well, we’ll still be here, won’t we? Our families, plus Maddock. Tell you the truth, I’ve always thought the two of us would fix it up someday. The men of the house, you know. Dad would be proud.”

“Yeah.” Lucas nodded again. “I think he would. Hey and, uh, speaking of family, there’s something I never finished telling you in the car.”

Peter looked up, noticing the struggle in his brother’s eyes again. He set down the tray he was holding and crossed his arms. “Shoot.”

Lucas scratched his head like an 800-pound gorilla, unsure of how to put something sensitively. Finally he looked up and just said it. “Laura’s pregnant.”

A smile broke across Peter’s face. “Luke, that’s amazing. Good for you two!”

Peter crossed the tiny room and threw his arms around his brother’s broad shoulders, smacking his back. A smile cracked on Lucas’s face.

“Thanks, Pete. She’s only two months. We weren’t going to say anything for awhile, but this just seemed like…like the right time, I guess.”

“That—that’s incredible. Who else knows?”

“No one. Laura still wants to wait.”

“My lips are sealed.” Peter hugged Lucas again, but this time his brother didn’t hug back. He pulled away. “What’s, uh, what’s going on? Is this what all that talk in the car was about?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Lucas said.

“No, you don’t worry about it. If this is the same ‘world’s not a safe place’ BS, you’ve got to put it out of your head. Every parent needs to at some point.”

“But does every parent have to deal with this?” Lucas pointed at the two coffins waiting in front of the oven. “I should be ecstatic, but all I can think about is losing a kid I don’t even know yet. You’ve seen what’s happening out there. The paper’s not spewing bullshit—something is wrong, and we messed up somewhere.”

The wind thrashed against the side of the tower again. A chill was blowing into the room, and all the warmth seemed to seep away through the cold, cracked walls.

“You think it’s one of them?”

“It has to be, it’s exactly what happened last time. The prisoners losing it, the sick getting sicker, the murders—”

“No one’s been murdered.”

Lucas opened his mouth, then closed it. Peter followed his brother’s eyes as they rolled over to the little caskets in front of the crematory.

“You think they were killed?”

“You don’t?”

“They washed up with their family’s canoe. They drowned.”

“But who’s to say someone else wasn’t involved? Maybe Camilla didn’t look close enough.”

Lucas reached out and put a hand on one of the coffins.

“Don’t,” Peter said. “Give them their peace.”

“But what if we’re about to incinerate evidence that could save lives?”

“We have other places we can go. Look, if it makes you feel better, I’ll set up interviews with all the families we’ve helped.”

“No,” Lucas said. “I went out yesterday, but the Mullards practically chased me off their yard, and the Pinktons said Camilla talked to them last week. Did she say anything to you?”

Peter furrowed his brow. “No. Nothing.”

“Then this is it,” Lucas said, moving his fingers over the casket’s latches.

“I said no,” Peter insisted, swatting Lucas’s hand away.

“You’re not in charge.”

“Neither are you. Our job is to cremate these sisters, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do. If that’s not what you have in mind, then get out and I’ll finish it myself.”

“Our job is to keep people safe when we fuck with the dead.”

“Fine. So stop fucking with the dead and go play detective somewhere else.”

“Pete.” Lucas put a firm hand on Peter’s shoulder and looked him in the eye. “If someone’s started killing, you know they won’t stop. That’s all they do—they spread their rot as much as they can—and they’ll rot away this whole town. Have you been to the hospital? The patients aren’t normal. That’s how it starts: the weak lose it first. Soon enough the strong catch it too, and unless we stop this thing, it’ll just get worse. A lot, lot worse.”

Behind the fear, there was something dangerous in Lucas’s eyes. A look that said he would do anything to stop the kind of evil he was talking about.

“I understand,” Peter said. He put his own hand on Lucas’s arm. “But you won’t find anything in here. Camilla wouldn’t miss a paper cut. I trust her. It’s not necessary, it’s not respectful, and it’s not what dad would have done either. You know that.”

“That’s the reason he’s gone, Pete! He didn’t do what he needed to! He had him—he had fucking Jesse Whittaker in his hands—and he couldn’t…”

Lucas let go of Peter and ran his fingers through his hair like ten miniature steamrollers.

“He couldn’t blow a little boy’s head off? What, you think it’d be easy?”

“No. But at this point there is no easy way out. If we’ve messed up, we have to fix it. The rules have been too hard learned to just ignore them.”

“And we need each other’s support too much to start fighting.”

The wind screamed louder than before. Lucas looked long and hard at Peter. In the background, the pilot light on the cre-mator went out, signaling that the appropriate temperature in the primary chamber had been reached.

Lucas touched the white casket again, tapping it, and then took his hand away. “If you trust Camilla, so do I. But Peter, please. Something is going on and we need to remember what we’re up against.”

Peter nodded. He took an iron rod that was leaning against the oven and lifted the retort door on the crematory. Inside, the bricks radiated bright red heat, and the waves of natural gas shimmered into the cold air like blazing spirits escaping their hellish prison. With a quick heave, Peter used the rod to charge the first coffin into the chamber, then he slammed the door shut just as a jet of flame could be seen shooting down and engulfing the white casket.

Back at the church, Camilla’s and Laura’s arms were stacked with flower arrangements as they carted them out to the parking lot where Brutus had returned with the Vincents’ town car.

The last of the congregation were donning their coats and eying the dark skies through the chapel windows. Moira waited patiently at the back of the lobby while the priest embraced a sobbing woman, then approached him after the woman had left. The preacher tried to smile and seem pleasant for the members of the public who were still floating around the vestibule, but it was obvious that he was uncomfortable around Moira. She handed him an envelope with the church fees inside; he nodded curtly and walked off.

Just as Moira turned for the sanctuary again, a hand came up and touched her shoulder. She looked around to see an elderly man standing there in his best-pressed blacks and polished shoes.

“Moira. Good afternoon.”

“Dr. Lannigan. How are you?”

“Oh fine,” he said. “Better if I can make it home before this blizzard starts down. Looks like it’s going to be a brutal hit.”

“Yes, we’re trying to rush too,” Moira said, attempting to communicate as nicely as possible to please piss off.

“Well, don’t let me stop you. I just wanted to give my long-overdue congratulations—I didn’t realize you had a granddaughter. I saw her standing with her mother and aunt during the service, and she’s quite the cutie. So big already.”

“Oh yes, our little Abby. Seven years old, how time flies. Thank you.”

The doctor zipped up his coat and moved for the door. “Be sure to pass my congratulations to Laura. I’m sure she’s a wonderful mother.”

“Well,” Moira said, “I’m sure she’ll be wonderful someday, but her and Lucas haven’t had children yet. Abby is Peter and Camilla’s.”

“Oh really?” The old man lit up. “That’s wonderful! So glad to hear when adoption works out.”

“Adoption?” Moira said. “No, Abby is Camilla’s. It was a rough pregnancy too, thank God that’s behind us.”

The doctor paused at the doorway, frowning.

“What’s wrong?” Moira asked.

“Well… It’s just, I don’t understand. Did she have another surgery, or—or didn’t she mention anything?”

A shadow swept over Moira’s face. She stepped closer to the doctor and lowered her voice so that only the two of them could hear. “Mention what?”

The snow was coming down harder and harder outside. Snowflakes pecked at Camilla’s cheeks as she ran across the parking lot and up the steps to the back door of the church to collect the last of the funeral bouquets.

She yanked the door open and ducked inside. As she combed her bangs with her fingers, she saw Moira rushing toward her from down the hallway; the door had barely shut when she looked up again and saw a hand come down and slap her across the cheek.

“What in Christ’s name have you done?” Moira fumed, her crow’s feet twitching.

Camilla recoiled from the slap, holding a hand to the blossoming red splotch. Before she could even register what had happened, Moira cut in again. “Tell me you didn’t.”

“Didn’t what?”

“Didn’t do something so incredibly stupid that I ought to strangle you right here and now.”

Camilla could have denied knowing what Moira was talking about, but it was clear from the electricity between them that there would have been no point. Her secret was out.

“Where’s Abigail?” Moira pressed.

“I—I don’t know,” Camilla realized with growing horror. “She was around the whole service. I thought she was waiting for us to clear the church.”

“She’s not here now. Is there a chance she went with Peter?”

“Maybe.”

Moira looked like she could strike Camilla again. “Get in the car. Go.”

“Where are we—?”

Moira reached for the door and flung it open. The wind blasted inside and slapped Camilla’s face just as hard as her mother-in-law had.

“Back to the house.”

The oven door in the crematorium opened again and Peter reached in with a long-handled broom. Bits of Erica Cory’s bones were still intact among the pile of ashes—including a small fragment of her skull—and he used the bristles of the sweeper to pat them down and dust them into a collection tray. Afterward, he brought the tray over to the cremulator that Lucas had set up and dumped the ashes into the cylindrical tank. The switch flipped on and the blades came to life, grinding and mincing the little girl’s remains to a fine, sand-like substance.

Behind him, Lucas rolled the second sister’s coffin up to the oven. He opened the door, charged the casket inside, and slammed the ingress shut. “Back in a second!” He shouted over the whirr of the cremulator.

“What!”

Lucas pointed at the gurneys, mouthing: Taking these back.

Peter nodded and kept monitoring the human blender.

Lucas grabbed the two gurneys and wheeled them out of the crematorium, one in front of him and one behind. In the embalming room, he switched it so both gurneys were out front, then he pushed past the porcelain washing stations and the instrument cabinets before pausing at the room’s only windowpane.

Outside, the snow was flying thick enough that the entire view of the backyard was nothing but white. “Whoa, when did that start?” He smudged his nose up against the glass, but no matter how close he got, he couldn’t make out the mansion’s fence less than thirty feet away.

“Damn,” he muttered, shaking his head, and pushed the gurneys out of the room.

There was a stretch along the back hallway of the funeral home where the Vincents stored their out-of-use gurneys. Lucas rolled his neatly into place like a pair of shopping carts, then coughed and turned back for the embalming room.

He stopped.

Something had caught his eye.

He peered over his shoulder and looked all the way down to where the hallway ended.

The door to the basement was cracked open.

Lucas walked to the doorway and peeked downstairs. The lights were off. He closed the door and tested the handle—it jiggled, unlocked, in his palm.

As he turned around again, his gaze followed the walls of the perpendicular hallway to where the freezer room was located. That door was open too—just a crack—and cold air was spilling out in clouds of subzero smoke.

Lucas stepped down the hallway as quietly as he could. The fluorescent tubes flickered above, their cages creaking on their steel cords and casting a sickly green shine on the cement walls. Outside the blizzard howled demonically.

At the end of the hall, Lucas reached out and put a hand on the freezer door. Without hesitating, he opened it farther.

The sick light from the hallway spilled into the refrigerated room. Lucas’s eyes grew wider and wider; his mouth sagged and his breath stopped at the sight of something horrific.

Suddenly there came the quiet tap of size-two shoes on the linoleum behind him.

Lucas whipped around and saw Abigail turning the corner at the end of the hall. She was looking down, sipping a glass of water that she’d just gotten from the kitchen. When she looked up and saw Lucas, she stopped in her tracks.

“Abigail.” Lucas took a step forward. “Stay right there—”

But it was too late. Abigail dropped the glass and it smashed on the floor as she spun around and ran back through the hallway.

Lucas rocketed after her, leaping over the broken glass, and hung the sharp corner to see—

The door to the main part of the house, swaying on its hinges.

He ran for the door and burst into the old Victorian setting. A crash echoed deeper in the house, and Lucas kept bolting, following the black-and-blue floral wallpaper down the winding halls of the funeral home toward the source of the distant clatter.

He sprinted past the kitchen and the dining room and stuck his head into the north parlor.

Nothing there.

He stopped to listen for footsteps, but it didn’t help. The blizzard was beating its snowy fists against the walls and the window frames, and the old house creaked vociferously.

He slunk into the north parlor through one door and out the other, cutting across the rotunda to check the south parlor, and then ducked toward the chapel.

The chapel door was hanging open, daring him forward. He took a step closer and stopped when something terrifying caught his eye.

The door on the gun cabinet in the hallway was hanging open. A revolver was missing, and a carton of bullets was scattered over the floor.

Lucas reached in the breast pocket of his suit jacket and pulled out the handgun that he was still carrying from the Cory sisters’ funeral.

He peeked through the crack of the chapel entrance, but the lights were off: nothing was visible except a few rows of pews and the front lectern. The wind howled savagely, and on the next, loudest crack, Lucas dove through the doorway and crouched against the closest wall.

The Vincents’ chapel was large for a small-town funeral home. The ceiling was a dozen feet tall, and the long rows of pews could comfortably seat a hundred.

Lucas gripped the handgun in both hands. He put his head against the floor and checked under the benches—no sign of her—then got to his feet and edged along the wall, glancing into the rows to make sure he hadn’t missed anything deadly.

Suddenly, a sniffle broke the silence.

He looked at the front of the room. The whimper had come from behind the podium.

With the wind cracking against the house again and masking his footsteps, Lucas slid across the chapel and drew closer to the pulpit. As he moved, the sniffling got louder and louder.

Creak…creak…creak…

He took a deep breath, stepping up on the platform, and peeked slowly around the lectern.

Abigail was sitting on the ground with her back to the room and her legs spread into a V. Bullets were scattered like Lego pieces in front of her, and it was obvious that she was trying to jiggle the stolen gun open and jam them inside. Fortunately, it didn’t seem like she knew how.

Lucas hid his gun behind his back. “Put it down, Abigail. Put the gun down. Look at me, OK?”

Abigail stopped fidgeting with the weapon. She turned her head and met her uncle’s gaze with big, watery eyes.

“I’m sorry, uncle.” The tears started falling down her cheeks. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

“Stand up.”

Abigail sniffled again and started drawing herself off the floor, when suddenly she spun around and threw a handful of bullets directly at Lucas’s face. He reached up to block them, but he stumbled over the pulpit’s steps and lost balance, careening backward onto the ground. His fingers splayed out to break his fall, and the gun went plummeting across the carpet.

They both lunged for the loaded weapon, but Abigail got to it first. Her tiny fingers gripped the handle as Lucas’s monster-size hands clamped over her wrists to keep her from aiming it at his head.

Abigail squeezed the trigger and fired two shots—bang-bang! But Lucas fought back, holding his own as his niece screamed and writhed on top of him with surprising strength.

In the crematorium, Peter heard the gunshots go off like fire- crackers. He dropped his tray on the workbench and tore out of the room, ripping his gloves away as he sprinted out of the hall into the main section of the house.

“Luke? Luke!”

The manor groaned in reply. He rushed through the corridors and spotted the gun cabinet with the bullets scattered over the carpet. Suddenly his ears picked up the commotion coming from inside the chapel.

Peter burst through the chapel doors and saw Lucas on the platform at the front of the room, sitting on top of his daughter—little Abigail—who had tears running down her face.

“Luke? Abby?” Peter called, rushing forward. “What the hell is going on?”

“Daddy, help!” Abigail cried. “He’s hurting me.”

“Peter, stay back,” Lucas said. “She tried to kill me.”

Peter stopped at the sight of the gun in Lucas’s hand.

“I was right. Something is wrong in this town, and it’s her. I know you don’t want to hear this, Pete, it’s a terrible, terrible truth. But we all know what has to happen.”

Peter’s lips fell open, but he didn’t say anything immediately. He didn’t even look like he was paying attention to his brother anymore; he was staring only at Abigail, who had tears streaming down her rosy cheeks.

“Get off of her, please,” Peter begged. “You’re hurting her.”

“I can’t.”

“She’s an innocent girl, let her go!”

“She’s not innocent! There’s no innocence left, and you know it. She’ll rip this family apart and worse. Look at me. Listen to me, Pete.”

But Peter wasn’t focusing on anything Lucas was saying. He was still watching Abigail and listening to her struggling breaths, cringing as each tiny squeal escaped her crushed chest.

“I am so sorry,” Lucas said. “This family loves each other so much, and that’s why I have to ask you to leave. Please leave, Peter. Please go.”

“No, Lucas,” Peter said. “Get off of her now. Nothing is wrong with her. Just goddamn look at her—she’s my daughter! My daughter!”

“She killed the Cory girls. She’s infected, and she’ll keep killing unless—”

“DADDY!” Abigail let out a bloodcurdling scream. “Daddy, help me! He’s hurting me!”

Lucas’s voice was drowned out by Abigail’s. A new wave of tears came flooding out the little girl’s eyes.

Lucas was screaming too, and the walls and the roof were screaming with the cracking of the wind, and somewhere else in the house Peter heard the front door open and the rest of the Vincents come running inside, although he didn’t register it.

Suddenly every noise vanished as Lucas raised his gun and pointed it at Abigail’s head.

“Put the gun down!” Peter screamed, tears falling across his face.

Lucas shook his head and Peter saw him mouth I’m sorry one more time. Lucas’s finger gripped the trigger, sweat streaking down his forehead as Abigail continued screaming, and then his jaw settled and his mind was made up.

“No!” Peter shrieked. He reached inside his jacket and pulled out his own handgun, aiming it across the nave.

A single shot exploded in the chapel and Lucas collapsed over Abigail. His body sagged like none of its bones or muscles held it up any longer, and he crumpled into a lifeless heap on top of his tiny niece. A rill of blood trickled down his face, and the remaining light in his eyes dissolved just as the rest of the Vincents came running into the room.


PART III
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THE FAMILY CRYPT
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Entombed

Atremendous BOOM! slammed against the manor and drowned out the vehement screams of the Vincents like an atomic explosion. Then the wailing was back, multiplied, in new waves of horror as the light disappeared from Lucas’s eyes and he was gone forever.

Camilla had run into the chapel right behind Moira, Brutus, Jasper, Maddock, and Laura, and together they had witnessed the shot that caught Lucas’s temple and crumpled him to the floor. Peter was still standing with his arm outstretched when his grip fell dead and the handgun clunked to his feet. His face looked more ghostly than most of the corpses Camilla had seen, and the lights in the back of his eyes—the elusory fixtures that give a person’s gaze its special shine—had burned out.

Laura shrieked again and rushed forward just as Abigail came crawling out from under Lucas’s body. Abby ran across the room and latched onto Camilla’s leg, and Camilla was too stunned to move. She felt like shuddering away, like pushing her daughter off of her, but she was too shocked to even blink, let alone bat an arm.

There was more screaming as Moira sprinted by the pews and collapsed beside Laura. The two women clutched Lucas’s body and let out their floodgates of tears.

“He…he was sick.” Peter’s frail voice broke through the screams. His own tears trickled into his mouth. “He almost killed Abigail. I…I had to. I had to.”

Laura looked up from her dead husband and glowered so viciously that she seemed more animal than human. She pounced in an instant; Brutus tried flinging his arms around her, but she dodged his grip and tackled her brother-in-law to the ground, kicking and clawing and tearing in raw, unrestrained fury. Peter did nothing to fight back. By the time Brutus and Jasper grabbed hold of her and tore her away, she had already ripped his lip open and raked a series of gashes into his neckline.

Finally Camilla moved. She pushed Abigail back and ran ahead to take Peter’s face in her hands.

“Get away from him, you abomination!” Moira howled. Camilla had heard her mother-in-law scream before, but never with a tone that corrosive.

“This isn’t about her,” Peter called back. He got to his feet again and held tightly onto Camilla’s hands, shaking like a soldier in no-man’s-land. “Luke w-was…he was rambling. He must have been—someone must’ve infected him. We have to interview the families and find out who it is before it spreads.”

The more he spoke, the faster his words spilled out. His stream of consciousness was in overdrive to stop him from registering the magnitude of what had just occurred.

“We need to go!” Peter pleaded. “No time. We need to go right now before more people catch it. It’s our job.” Another wave of fear flooded his face. “Our job, our job. To keep people safe when we fuck with the dead.”

“Peter—” Moira moaned.

“Why are you all waiting!” he screamed, choking back tears. “We have to hurry—”

“Peter—”

“Come on!”

“Peter, it’s Abigail!”

Moira was standing now, towering over her dead son. Everyone in the room except Camilla peered dreadfully at Abigail, who was standing by the chapel’s doorway looking just as cute and innocent as ever.

“No.” Peter shook his head. “No. Impossible. It’s not Abby.”

“Impossible?” Moira said. “What’s impossible, Peter, is your wife” —she spat the term like it was a swear word—“getting pregnant when she’s infertile.”

An expression of confusion clouded over the hysteria in Peter’s face. He looked at Camilla and neither of them said anything.

“Tell him!” Moira demanded. “Open your liar’s trap and tell everyone the truth.” When Camilla stayed silent, her mother-in-law screamed, “She stole a seed! A SEED, PETER!” The old woman pointed a crooked finger at Abigail. “That little girl is not yours.”

The air in the chapel turned cold. Peter’s eyes dragged from Moira to Abigail to Camilla. With barely any strength left in his voice, he asked, “Is she telling the truth?”

Camilla forced herself to make eye-contact. Then she spoke for the first time since arriving, her voice cracking with the walls of the house. “Remember that night of the picnic? When I went to the hospital? I couldn’t say anything because—”

“Is she telling the truth?” Peter repeated, slowly and clearly. The tears were welling up fresh again.

The wind boomed against the roof.

Camilla looked away. “I did it for our family.”

“You are not part of this family,” Moira hollered. “You’re a stain on our name. I might have loved that little girl, but so help me my heart is already broken. The Lord shows no mercy on souls like the two of yours, and neither will we.”

Brutus and Jasper stalked forward. Their faces were tortured and miserable, yet decisively set in stone, like two gargoyles closing in.

Camilla stepped back, blocking Abigail from the encroaching harm. She didn’t know why. Abigail was dangerous; she should have given her up. But some hardwired impulse refused to let them take her away. Abby is all I have now.

“Stay back,” she said, pushing Abigail behind her legs.

“I’m sorry,” Jasper said. “We have no choice.”

The two men got closer—too close for her and Abigail to turn and run—when Camilla felt her daughter slip something cold and heavy into her hand behind her back. Her stomach sunk as her palm rubbed against the handle of the gun and her finger teased the trigger.

Camilla took a deep breath and brought Lucas’s gun in front of her.

Jasper and Brutus stopped as everyone’s eyes widened.

“Haven’t you killed enough already?” Moira razed.

Camilla ignored her mother-in-law and looked straight at Peter. Straight into his prostrate, grief-stricken eyes. “Come with us,” she whispered.

“Son!” Moira bellowed. “That is not your family. They are Satan’s—see what they’ve done!” She collapsed over Lucas again and opened her hands above his body. “See what they’ve made you do!”

Peter was frozen in the center of the room, his wife and daughter on one side—the side closest to the door—and the rest of his family at the altar. The emotional tug-of-war was so palpable that there could have been a rope pulling him in either direction.

“Daddy?” Abigail whispered. “Come with us. Please.”

Peter looked down at Abigail, who was peeking out from behind Camilla’s legs. Tears spilled down his cheeks and he lowered his chin to his chest, shaking his head once and only once.

Camilla bit down. The decision was made. “Run, Abby. Go.”

Abigail bolted away. Jasper and Brutus flinched, but Camilla cocked the gun again and they kept their distance. Then slowly she backed out of the chapel herself, all the while keeping her weapon level with her own family, until she was through the doorway and into the lobby. Finally she turned and took off as fast as she could run.

The door of the funeral home banged open and Camilla threw herself into the raging blizzard. Blinded by snow and relying purely on memory, she torpedoed across the porch and down the driveway to where Abigail was already waiting at the front gate.

“Keep running!” She grabbed her daughter’s arm and dragged her away from the Vincent grounds, glancing back as the manor disappeared in a sea of white. Then suddenly a pair of orbs shone through the storm and Camilla realized that the family had wasted no time in getting to their van.

Her feet swished faster and faster through the rising snow. It was up to her heels now—past her shins, past Abigail’s knees—and as they fought their way from the house, they were engulfed in a total whiteout.

Camilla clutched Abigail’s arm, knowing that if she let go they would be separated instantly in the storm. Abby wasn’t even wearing a jacket; her bare skin was red and raw, and her black dress was swathed in so many snowflakes that it appeared pure white.

Outrunning the vehicle was impossible, so instead of following the gravel road, she pulled Abigail ahead and made a leap of faith into the dense woods. The surrounding trees blocked the wind and afforded a fraction more visibility; behind them, they could see the van’s headlights crawling through the manor gates and turning right, away from their trail for now.

“Mom! Where are we going?”

I don’t know. Anywhere warm, anywhere away from here.

Camilla started off deeper into the forest, Abigail’s arm in one hand, the gun in the other. As the two of them ran, she remembered this route from when she had once chased Todd—the wedding-crasher-slash-Sun-photographer—over the same terrain almost a decade before.

Suddenly the image of Lucas’s dead body flashed into her mind—

But she pushed it away. Concentrate on running, she told herself. Find someplace safe, we need to find somewhere warm, we’ve got to get to shelter...

The trees began peeling away and they came upon the backs of the cottages on Stag Crescent. Camilla spotted the Beaudrys’ yard and boosted Abigail over their five-foot fence, then scaled the boards herself. They ran alongside the house and out the front yard when she spotted their best chance of survival directly across the street.

Nolan’s graveyard.

Anywhere else would have been too public—they couldn’t risk being seen—and this was one of the few places where the current inhabitants wouldn’t go tattling on a couple of fugitives.

Camilla pulled Abigail across the street and was suddenly thankful for the ferocious blizzard; it was ample cover from Nolan’s ever-watchful eyes.

They ran through the graveyard’s gate and up a knoll toward the cemetery’s collection of crypts. Camilla stopped at the closest mausoleum on the grid and took in the name inscribed above the entryway: Goodwynn. She examined the edifice and ran her fingers carefully over the door, testing the frailty of the wood by tapping a few places along the edges, and then rapped on the iron grill and listened for an echo. Anyone home?

She peeked over her shoulder to double check that no one was watching, and then thrust her gun against the side of the doorframe. The butt of the pistol beat down on the pegs that held a strip of brass sealant in place, then the pintles snapped off and the strip came crackling loose. The door jerked open with a brittle snap!

“Hurry,” she shouted, raising a foot and kicking the entrance open a sliver more. Abigail dashed ahead without any qualms and Camilla followed suit, shutting the door behind her and sealing them inside with the mice and the Goodwynns.

The tomb was dark, soundless.

Camilla’s face was still pressed against the door. Her shoulders heaved up and down, her throat wheezed for breath.

“Mom?” Abigail’s voice sounded stony and hollow.

Camilla didn’t turn around. She stayed against the door, silent, with her fists ground into the frame as a pair of shoes shuffled up behind her.

“Mom? Are you OK?”

“Get away!”

Abigail startled, tripping backward, and fell flat onto the dirt floor.

“No one’s OK,” Camilla quivered. “I’m not OK. The Corys aren’t OK. Your uncle is not OK. Everyone is devastated because of us and nothing can fix it now. Nothing!” She turned around, mopping up tears with her palm. “I hope you took a better look at your father than I did, because we’ll never see him again.”

Fear washed over Abigail’s features and her bottom lip began to tremble. “Why?”

The mountain of ignorance packed into the one-word question was astounding.

“Because he hates us. How about that? And he’s got every right to. You’ve ruined our lives, Abigail. You’ve ruined so many lives, but at the end of the day those murders hang over my head.”

Camilla’s memory flashed on the Cory girls: Stephanie’s squashed eyeball, Erica’s missing fingers, the rips in their cute little dresses.

She gave her daughter a look of utter contempt. All the questions she had been afraid to ask now fought on the tip of her tongue to be the first to blurt out. She needed to know how Abigail had gone through with it—how she had lured the sisters into the shed and murdered them, unnoticed, while their parents were up at the house—and how long it had taken, and how she had managed to clean herself without anyone seeing. Yet one question overshadowed everything else. Ironically, it was the same question she had just answered for Abigail.

“Why?”

The wind howled through the cracks in the crypt. It seemed like no matter where they went, the screams of nature followed.

“Why did you do it, Abigail? Why did you kill the Cory sisters?”

“They were mean.”

Camilla closed her eyes. She felt like she was going to be sick. “How?”

“They said mean things about our family.”

“Is that it?”

“They had dumb rhymes about me. They were always whispering rumors that weren’t true, and they called you and dad witch doctors.”

“You should have come to me!” Camilla wailed, mortified at the realization that two girls had been mutilated over a bout of teasing.

“You wouldn’t have done anything.”

“I wouldn’t have killed them, if that’s what you mean.”

“Then they would have kept doing it.”

“So what! So what if you had to hear it again and again and again. Did you ever think of the consequences your actions might have? That we would be chased into a crypt? That your uncle would be dead? That the whole town’s going to be hunting us until we’re dead too? No. No, you didn’t. You don’t think like a person at all. You look like a little girl, but you’re not, you hear me? You are not my daughter.”

Camilla swallowed the painful lump that was caught in her throat and stared, stone still, at Abigail. She flinched when the little girl got off the floor and moved closer.

“I’m sorry.” Abigail sniffled, hugging her mom’s leg. Camilla didn’t move. “But you’re wrong, mom. It’s not over. I promise I’ll take care of it. I’ll fix everything.”

“Abigail—”

But Camilla didn’t get another word in. Abigail swung behind her and turned the handle on the crypt door, which flew open in the ferocious wind.

“Abigail!” She lunged for the little girl’s arm, but it was too late. The seven-year-old bolted outside and vanished in the white of the storm.
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Among the Dead

For the first time in her life, Camilla cried herself to sleep. The cold floor did little to comfort her while she lay against the tomb and sobbed for the loss of not only Peter and Abigail, but for her whole family. It was a kind of loss that she had seen so often in the faces of those who had swept through the funeral parlor over the last eight years, but it wasn’t until now that she finally felt it tug her own heart to the ground. If anyone had been walking by that night, it would have been a chilling thing to hear the soft sound of weeping coming from inside the crypt, but the grief that coursed through Camilla was venom for which the only purge was tears. The wind wrapped her in an icy shroud and coldness sunk into her bones until she was nothing but a hunk of frozen flesh on the sepulchre floor.

Her eyes drifted shut, then suddenly Camilla was running.

She emerged from the darkness into the Vincent manor. The house was different somehow. Dim and muted. Unsettled.

As she dashed down the dark hallways, she saw nooses hanging in every doorframe, swaying like someone had just finished tying them. Hovering in the alcoves were pairs of eyes watching her run by, and as she emerged in the dining room, she saw the Vincents sitting at their dinner table facing the other direction.

The family craned their heads around—

And they were severely deformed. All of them had long, stretched-out faces with hollow eyes and gaping black mouths, and when they saw Camilla they started to scream.

She bolted away, bursting through the embalming room, and slipped on a pool of blood, falling down…

Down…

Down…

Down through darkness, down through pain and pressure…

And landed with a smack! on the basement floor.

Then she was running again. She raced along the dark corridor that Maddock had once chased her through and dragged her hands along the walls, feeling the iron bars of the makeshift cells rippling under her fingertips.

Except the cells weren’t empty this time. The rooms caged the entire progression of dark experiments from the Vincents’ murky history.

A deer with bullet holes in its forehead bucked against the bars.

Two men hanging by their necks screamed obscenities at each other.

A decapitated torso walked in circles in one cage, and its severed head muttered nonsense in the next cell over.

Camilla reached the doorway at the end of the hall and burst through, stumbling into the chapel upstairs.

A hauntingly familiar gunshot fired, and she saw Lucas drop to the floor. The Vincents, who were already huddled beside him, turned around again with their demented, transmogrified faces and started screeching. More gunshots fired, and as she turned and ran, she felt the sharp sting of bullets pepper her body.

There it is! The exit! she thought, running for the front door. But as she crossed into the rotunda, the stained-glass dome exploded above her with a sonic BOOM!

Glass hailed down like a jagged tsunami. She kept her head down, continuing to run, but her legs were freezing up. Each foot felt like it gained twenty pounds with every step, yet still she grunted, staying fixated on the front entrance as it inched closer and closer and closer.

The exit was twelve feet away.

Then ten feet…

Then five…

Camilla reached out and pawed the handle. Her legs couldn’t move, and she cried out in frustration as the tips of her fingers batted empty air. She let out a scream and threw herself forward with everything she had left.

The door flung open and her legs could suddenly move again. She burst through the frame, elated, but the feeling was quickly dashed.

She hadn’t escaped—she was in her bedroom upstairs.

Laughter assaulted her eardrums. She looked around in terror, realizing that all the skulls on the surrounding shelves were shrieking from under their elaborate hats.

She turned around—the door was gone. She turned back and the room was suddenly silent. The skulls were no longer roaring with laugher; they were motionless again, dead as they should be.

The only way out was the window at the far wall. As she tiptoed over the rug—past her bed, past the closet—the hairs on her neck tingled with the feeling that she wasn’t alone. She paused beside the vanity table and looked into its deep, glassy mirror.

She saw her own reflection…

And Abigail standing right behind her. Her daughter was wearing a bright-white dress covered in blood.

“Don’t worry, mom. I’ll fix it. For you.”

Camilla spun around. Abigail wasn’t there.

The reflection had lied.

She turned to the mirror again and shrieked. Her face was long and demented, and her eyes were gaping black holes, just like the Vincents’ had been. A rope was cinched around her neck and it pulled on her throat while she screamed murder and whorled into the air, writhing and suffocating, as her whole existence faded to a pinprick of light, then went godlessly black.

Camilla’s eyes popped open in the tomb. Her fingers were clawing at her neck, trying to tear off the invisible rope, and her legs kicked up a small dust storm on the mausoleum’s foundation.

Her hands shot to her head and felt for her eyes and mouth. Other than the fact that her cheeks were as cold as two slabs of meat in a butcher’s freezer, she was still herself.

I’m fine. I’m all right. I’m OK.

Eventually her breathing leveled. She sat up and massaged her head, which felt twice as full of fluid as it normally did. “Anybody in here have ibuprofen?” She moaned around the crypt. “No? Fine.”

She lied down again, too exhausted to start thinking or strategizing, but too terrified to fall asleep. She sat back up and leaned against the wall. As her breath formed cold, condensed clouds, she crossed her arms and sniffled against the freezing cinder blocks.

Morning light had begun streaming through the cracks of the crypt. It must be seven or eight, she thought, but there’s no way of telling. As she looked around the space, something sent a shiver up her spine that had nothing to do with the cold.

It was a sobering experience, she had suddenly realized, to be among the dead—to really be among them, not as a practitioner or puppeteer of abandoned vessels, but as a humble houseguest. There was something in this place that Camilla couldn’t explain. Presences, perhaps. Or maybe imprints was a better word. Imprints of people who had all known each other and bonded together in life as well as death, leaving some sort of collective stamp on the world that was greater than the sum of its graves. It only made her feel more alone.

Don’t worry, mom. I’ll fix everything.

Her daughter’s voice echoed over the nightmarish vision of the nooses hanging in the Vincents’ doorframes. Abigail’s innocent tone had Camilla on edge. It had been the kind of tone someone might use to say they’re going to shovel the walk, or take out the garbage. What was she planning? How was she going to “fix” it?

The horrifying possibilities solidified the inevitable truth: Abigail had to be abolished. That thought was the sharpest and clearest of them all. If Camilla didn’t do anything, she would be risking others’ lives to protect a devil in a cute, curly-haired disguise.

The Vincents had known it. Lucas had known it. Even Peter had known it through his tears of rage and pain. Losing her would be devastating, but keeping her would be worse.

If a child goes bad, it must be abolished.

It wouldn’t be easy—neither emotionally, nor logistically. The Midnight Sun would inevitably run a story revealing her and her daughter as Nolan’s number one and two enemies, which would make moving around virtually impossible. Even if I could get around, she thought, I have no idea where to begin.

Camilla’s stomach let out a tiny gurgle. She frowned. That’s the last thing I need to worry about right now. But as she looked around the mausoleum, a part of her wondered how long she could keep Maslow’s hierarchy flipped on its head. I have no food and not much heat. I can melt snow for water, but how long will that be able to keep me going? Another gurgle escaped, louder this time, and she adjusted her legs, forcing all thoughts of meals as far away as possible. I’ll worry about it when I worry about it. Until then, I’ve got serious thinking to do. So Camilla retreated into the warm cocoon of her own mind, suspending her physiological needs, and concentrated on the one thing she wanted most.

Abigail. Where on earth is Abigail?

The time turned out to be much later than Camilla had thought. At two o’clock, the Anglican church bells tolled twice and she sat up, wiping the crystals of frost away from her eyelashes. She leaned back and looked at the floor in front of her—there was a rough sketch of Nolan’s main landmarks etched into the dirt at her feet. She had tried reproducing the town from memory, starting from Main Street and working her way outward to the Midnight Sun, the post office, the graveyard, the school, the hospital, the deputy’s office, and finally the Vincents’ house. Most of it was there, reconstructed with a combination of rocks, sand, and dead ants.

“You’re here somewhere,” she muttered, narrowing her eyes over the dirt map. “Where are you, Abigail?”

Suddenly there came the sound of car tires crunching over loose stones. Camilla stood up—the roof was just tall enough that she didn’t have to hunch—and crossed a row of burial vaults to the far wall. She squatted and peeked through a crack in the cinder blocks. Hmm. The fissure was too small. She picked her handgun off the floor and jammed the handle against the stone, chipping a few chunks off, and carved out a wider peephole. She checked again.

The skies had opened up since the blizzard died off during the night, and visibility was greatly improved. Across the cemetery, clear as day, she could see a vehicle entering the iron gates.

But it wasn’t just any vehicle.

It was a hearse.

Camilla shrunk back as the Vincents’ funeral coach slunk toward the neighborhood of mausoleums. It pulled nearer, gliding down the road at an ominous pace, and stopped right outside her crypt door.

The gun was quivering in Camilla’s hand. She had no idea how many bullets it had left, but then she was frightened at herself for even wondering.

Thunk-thump. A door opened and closed. The Vincents’ town car pulled up behind the hearse and parked with the engine still running. Thunk-thump, thunk-thump, thunk-thump.

The whole family was here. Their polished dress shoes crunched over the gravel, and then came the familiar click of the coach’s rear door releasing automatically. A shadow passed over the peephole, and for a second Camilla expected Moira’s hawk eye to appear in the crack with a look of bloody, scavenging triumph. We’ve got you now, you miserable trollop! Come, let us rip you apart.

But the shadow passed, and Camilla saw for the first time that the structure directly across from the Goodwynns’ tomb bore an ornate V insignia carved into its archway.

It was the Vincents’ crypt.

Camilla’s lips trembled as Peter stepped into view. Seeing him in his black suit—looking as dead as she felt—was immobilizing. She was a ghost watching from another plane, unable to comfort him or receive any comfort back.

She watched as Jasper, Brutus, Maddock, and Peter approached the back of the hearse and rolled Lucas’s casket out of the rear compartment.

The casket was strong and sturdy for a strong and sturdy man. Moira unlocked the crypt with the third key on the closely guarded chain around her neck, and then she and Laura helped brace the weight of the casket on their bony shoulders. Once they were balanced, the family moved together, proceeding as one, through the doorway that each of them would reenter in their own time and never return from. Truly, they were a family bound to the end.

Somewhere in the distance a siren went off, but Camilla paid it little attention. She was focused on the crypt, and when the Vincents emerged five minutes later—just as silently as when they’d entered—she watched them return to their vehicles with heavy-laden feet. Laura was being held up by Maddock, Moira by Brutus. Peter walked by himself. Where he once had a father and a brother, a wife and a daughter by his side to prop him up, he was now alone, like Sisyphus with the same circular doom.

How do you stop this? Camilla reeled. How do you end the vicious cycle and give this family their peace?

Then out of a dusty corner of her mind, she heard a voice tell her: Once the fire was out, the murders stopped. Like the bad had been bottled up in that one place. The voice triggered a thought: it starts with the sick and spreads from there. Suddenly more voices and images were cropping up, faster and faster, as activation spread from one axon of her memory to the next.

News headlines of hospital spending on the rise.

Rumors of patients not getting better.

Pictures of a candlelight vigil. ‘A pair of nurses at the hospital went loony and killed five patients…Thank Christ for the fire—something caught the hospital morgue and burned the whole goddamn thing down.’

Camilla watched the Vincents drive away, and for the first time she noticed the peak of a tall, black structure in the distance.

She looked down at her feet and studied the dirt map of the town with fresh eyes. Then the sound of the distant siren—the wail of an ambulance—came into focus, and everything tied together for the first time that day.

It starts with the sick and spreads from there. That’s where I need to go.

She leaned forward and stuck her finger determinedly in the dirt, dragging a big, fat circle around the rock that was nestled between the graveyard and the Deputy’s Office. The rock that marked the hospital.

“Don’t worry, Peter,” she whispered her daughter’s words. “I’ll fix this. I’ll fix this for you.”
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Quarantine

Camilla had predicted the hospital would be under stricter surveillance since the Sun started churning out features about it, but she hadn’t expected a total lockdown.

From a copse of trees across the street, she spied two police cars parked directly in front of the entrance. A pair of officers was stationed by the doors, and every time somebody tried entering the building, the cops would stop them for a thorough pat down and a series of pointed questions. If the arrivals weren’t orderlies, doctors, or administrators, they weren’t getting in. Period.

Around back was the hospital’s loading bay. Camilla slipped into the alley unnoticed and bypassed the ambulance zone for a series of small window gutters along the foot of the wall.

She looked left, looked right, then bent down and stuck her fingers between one of the windows and the frame. Sven, the hospital’s undertaker, kept it propped open so he could smoke inside without setting off the fire alarms. He’d been caught several times, but—being the only licensed pathologist in Nolan—he sloughed off his supervisor’s threats with the safety of knowing that his job was never really in jeopardy. “I work with the goddamn dead,” he once told the Minister of Health and Safety during a formal inspection. “They’re not complaining.”

Sven’s shift was from ten to six, but he usually knocked off half an hour early to make it home for Star Trek reruns. Just to be safe, Camilla had waited until seven to slip out of the Goodwynn crypt and sneak up to the west edge of the graveyard where the hospital was only a block away. She peeked around the shadows and confirmed the room was empty before scooting her feet through the frame and dropping into the abandoned basement below.

The morgue was deserted. A row of stainless-steel body drawers dominated the right-hand wall like a grid of polished gym lockers; the rest was a series of adjustable ceiling lamps, industrial sinks, and washing stations. The only decoration in the entire room was a grinning Kit-Cat Clock hanging beside the door, its black pendulum tail tick-tocking with the gaping cartoon eyes that had seen more death in one day than most people see in a lifetime.

Camilla unbuttoned her blazer and crossed the room to a laundry hamper. She snagged a green hospital gown and slipped out of her shoes and socks, rolling up the cuffs of her pants and dress shirt, and slung the gown over her shoulders. Her skin prickled as the fabric settled down; even Camilla, who was used to everything morbid and macabre, got the heebie-jeebies thinking about the fact that the gown had been worn by a corpse not that long ago. She reached around the back and worked the strings into a little bow, then gathered up her jacket and shoes and stalked across the chilly linoleum.

A freezer compartment swung open and a pair of wrinkled feet popped free. She slid out the tray and folded back the white shroud to unveil a shriveled arm with a hospital bracelet looped around the left wrist. The limb was so emaciated that Camilla was able to reach down and slide the band clean off.

Isobel K. Zuckerman.

She forced it around her own wrist, then placed her jacket and shoes on Isobel’s chest before sliding the compartment back in and shutting the door.

Finally Camilla moved to the cupboards and found a pair a shears in the nearest drawer. With a deep breath, she bunched up her hair in one hand and made a monstrous snip with the scissor blades. Ten inches of red locks rained over the trash can and disappeared in its rumpled black mouth. Roughing out what was left of her truncated hairdo, she allowed herself one wince before ducking below the sink and searching for phase two of the disguise.

Disinfectant wipes, Dawn Power Dissolver, mildew remover, cotton swabs, latex gloves, hydrogen peroxide, ammonia, all-purpose cleaner, rubber gloves...

She took a pair of rubber gloves and put them on, then retrieved the peroxide and ammonia and cracked them open above the sink.

Her hands hesitated. “Don’t wimp out now.”

Camilla craned her neck over the basin and tilted her head forward, closing her eyes as peroxide and ammonia came trickling over her skin and sloshed down the glugging stainless-steel drain.

The door of the morgue peeked open and Camilla stepped through...

She was wrapped in an aqua hospital gown with a paper surgical mask covering her mouth and nose. Her hair, which typically hung below her shoulder blades, was barely to her jawline now, and its rich red color had transformed to a dull, washed-out dirty blonde. Thanks to the corrosive concoction of diluted ammonia and hydrogen peroxide, the strands were fried in all directions and her scalp burned like hell.

She ruffled her bangs, but it was a lost cause. A few loose tufts fell to the floor and settled on the tiles. I think I’m going to be sick.

She choked back the urge to vomit and climbed the stairwell to the first floor, pausing outside the door to the main lobby. There was a clique of nurses around a circular check-in desk, and behind them hung a list of wards with tiny arrows giving directions down the appropriate hallways. Cafeteria to the right, outpatients to the right. OR straight ahead. Imaging to the left. Recovery ward second floor.

Second floor it is.

She stepped away from the door and took the flight of stairs up another level.

The second floor had a triage desk and a common area situated in front of the elevators, followed by a long hallway with recovery rooms flanking either side. A handful patients were watching an episode of Divorce Court on the old tube TV in the corner, while a few others pretended to partake in higher forms of entertainment—newspapers and crosswords and issues of The Economist—when, really, they too were glued to Judge Lynn Toler’s hammer of justice in between commercials for Freddy’s Fun Fry Chicken Wings and rainbow Snuggies.

At first when Camilla stepped into the room, she thought she could hear the fluorescents humming above the silence, but then she realized it was just the sound of her blood in her ears.

The receptionist barely glanced up. As Camilla walked by, she noticed in the reflection of the nurse’s glasses that the woman was too busy sorting through an online shopping cart to notice anything short of a power outage.

Camilla’s heart rapped harder and harder against her chest as she passed an elderly man with a Midnight Sun lying in his lap. The front page showed Camilla and Abigail’s picture underneath the giant headline: VINCENTS ACCUSE DAUGHTER-IN-LAW AND GRANDDAUGHTER OF CRIMES AGAINST NOLAN. The photo, with Peter cropped out, was taken in their courtyard two summers ago. She imagined Moira hacking apart the picture and her blood began to boil. How long had it taken the old hag to rush to an album and find the appropriate snapshot she wanted to cut up? And how much satisfaction had she felt when she finally got to slice the two of them—the cancerous, rotted limbs—off her family tree, despite seven years of living together and claiming to love them as much as the rest of the family?

Camilla pressed on, not entirely sure what she was looking for but hoping she would know it when she saw it.

As she stepped past the recovery rooms, she peeked inside and saw most of the patients passed out on their mattresses, or looking lazily out their windows at nothing in particular. Is it supposed to be this quiet in here? The thick silence combined with the atrophied, degenerated looks in the Nolaners’ faces reminded her not of a recovery ward, but of a palliative care unit. Or worse, death row.

She got to the end of the hallway and arrived at the hospital’s neonatal unit. A large windowpane was fixed in the wall so that excited parents could look inside and watch their newborns doze peacefully in their incubators.

Except all the incubators were empty.

She touched the fingerprint smudges on the glass and imagined hundreds of parents pressing themselves against the window to be as close to their children as possible. The Mullards, the Pinktons, the Corys. Herself. No parent could predict what would become of those little bundles any more than they could see their own futures, but they had all stood there the same, wishing and praying for the best. Camilla shook her head. The best doesn’t always come to pass.

“Hey! Stop it!”

Camilla spun around as a monstrous crash thundered through the hall. Someone was screaming inside one of the rooms.

The nurse at the front desk snapped out of online-shopping mode and started pecking numbers on her phone like a terrified hen. Barely ten seconds later, two burly orderlies came bursting out from the stairwell and went running into the room where the shrieking was coming from.

Camilla slunk to the doorway. Inside, the orderlies had a man—a skeletal, white-haired patient—pinned to the floor. He was thrashing like a 60-pound walleye with a hook caught in its face, and his scraggily arms pulsed with sinewy strength that was difficult to restrain, even for two fully grown men.

But his veins weren’t the only parts of him rushing with blood. There were lines of crimson trickling down the corners of his mouth, and when he roared at the top of his lungs, the spaces between his teeth flashed the same sanguine bloodstains. Camilla gaped in horror at how much the man’s dark, screaming rictus reminded her of the Cory sisters’ demonic faces.

The blood trailed across the floor to another man: the one who was shrieking the loudest. He was rocking against the far wall in a mortified fetal position, a chunk of his cheek bitten clean off. One of the nurses was trying to wrap a bandage around his face, but he wouldn’t stay still.

“Fucker bit me! I was sleeping, and he just bit me! Just—just bit me!”

“I’m comin’ for the rest!” The man with the blood in his teeth gnashed.

“Hurry up!” shouted an orderly. “Stick ‘im!”

A syringe flashed through the air and plunged into the attacker’s wrist. The man wailed, but the staff kept him down while they pulled over an IV cart and fought with the tubing. Finally they got a drip going, and it wasn’t ten seconds later that the deranged patient lost his edge, then another five before he was out cold.

Without a moment’s pause, the orderlies lifted the unconscious cannibal off the floor and dumped him into a wheelchair. They marked a big black X on his hospital wristband, then gathered the cart and wheeled him out of the door. Camilla stepped back as they took the sedated man to the elevator and punched the Up button, then disappeared inside.

Just like that, the chaos was over. The perpetrator was gone in three minutes flat, and the receptionist was already on amazon.com again, browsing second-hand designer clutches and all the related accoutrements. No one else seemed phased in the slightest. Someone had turned the volume of Divorce Court up a few notches, but otherwise it seemed like everybody was used to this kind of occasional ruckus.

I’ve got to know what happens next.

Camilla strode briskly through the common area and ducked into the stairwell, taking one more flight of steps up to the top of the building.

The handle was locked from the inside.

Camilla spied through the window in the door: the third floor was darker than the second. Two banks of fluorescents were out, which left one strip of lights pulsing at the end of the hall. It was completely deserted, except for one person: Officer Mick “The Prick” Logan. He was stationed at the far end with a semiautomatic rifle tucked under his bony arm, and behind him was a glass wall that someone had covered with a tarp and spray-painted NO ACCESS across in thick, red lettering. Beside him was a direct telephone line with no keypad or turn-dial, its cords trailing haphazardly across the room and disappearing into the far wall.

The elevator dinged and the two orderlies appeared with the sedated patient from the second floor. As they rolled the catatonic man down the corridor, the staffer doing the pushing had to jerk the chair to the right every five or six steps to keep it on course. Apparently one of the wheels had a screw loose, just like the man it was ferrying.

When they got to the far end, Mick reached down and checked the patient’s wristband. He saw the black X and stepped away from the door, giving a small nod as the orderlies pushed the rickety wheelchair into the tarp-covered area and disappeared through the sliding glass. Just as the doors coasted shut, the elevator dinged again.

“Wait!” someone called out. The nurse from the second floor sprinted down the hall.

Mick cocked his rifle dangerously.

“It’s his watch,” came the nurse’s voice again. “The bugger dropped it in the room.”

“He’s gone now, sweet cheeks,” Mick said.

“Come on. Please. Let me give it to him.”

“No can do.”

“But he just went inside. I can still see his shadow…”

The nurse reached for the door, but Mick cut her off with the barrel of his gun. “’Fraid not. You know the rules.”

The nurse huffed. She leaned in, quieter, and Camilla strained to hear her whisper. “You don’t understand. He was my neighbor growing up. It’s—it’s his dad’s. It’s all he’s got left. Please, would you give it to him?”

The nurse held out a wristwatch.

“I’m sorry,” Mick said, taking the heirloom and examining the band, “but you don’t understand. He’s gone. There ain’t nobody to give this to.”

He threw the watch into a metal trash can, and there was a smash of shattered glass. The look on the nurse’s face cracked too. Her mouth bunched up and she was twitching so hard that it seemed she might slap the cop any second, but then she spun on her heels and stormed back down the hall before anything turned violent.

Camilla ducked below the window as the nurse charged past. She waited until the whir of the elevator gears started up again before looking back through the door.

That’s it. It has to be. Her eyes focused on the tarp. The quarantine unit.

She knew Abigail wouldn’t be there—she had known that before she set foot in the hospital—but maybe someone inside had seen her or heard something in the last two days. It’s a blind shot, but it’s the only one I’ve got. I have to take it.

She started down the stairs again, two with every leap, and by the time she reached the basement, she had most of the next phase fleshed out. All the break-in required now was a wheelchair, a marker, and enough guts to get through one more round of self-mutilation.

Camilla sunk the needle into her skin and pierced the nearest vein. As she wiggled an IV tube into her arm and taped it down, she felt the cool trickle of saline drip into her bloodstream. She squirmed, but then it felt normal, even exhilarating.

Her hand reached up and turned the label of the saline pouch to the inside of the cart. She was suddenly reminded of college when her and her friend Vickie would give each other homemade IVs after too many vodka screwdrivers during finals season; the perfect solution was a mixture of water and salt to a .9 percent concentration, then injected for a near instant hangover cure. If only other students realized how handy chemistry could be.

Camilla took a marker and stroked a black X through Isobel K. Zuckerman’s name on her wristband. She stared at the mark and felt a twinge of fear, knowing that she had just signed her own death warrant. “You live in a crypt,” she muttered to herself. “You’re dead already.” Her palms closed around the handles of the wheelchair she had taken from under the stairwell and rolled it to the elevator.

Ding.

The gunmetal doors peeled open, and Camilla guided her chair inside. She pressed the top button with a shaky finger and took a seat in the apparatus, adjusting her IV. The elevator lurched upward.

Ding. Main floor.

She ruffled her wiry hair in front of her face and patted the wrist tube one more time.

Ding. Second floor.

Her heart dropped with every inch of the shaft. This was as far as the plan went; she had no idea what awaited her through the quarantine doors—and no idea how to get out again—but she pushed those thoughts away and concentrated on the electric floor indicator instead. Focus on getting in first.

Ding. Third floor.

Her hands smoothed out her gown and she wilted as the elevator doors parted open.

Mick stirred at the end of the hall. He sat up with his heavy assault rifle, alert, at the unexpected arrival.

“Hey!” he shouted. “You’re not supposed to be up here.”

Camilla didn’t respond.

“Get back down, all right?”

She stayed dead still, her eyes nothing but slits as her breath sucked the surgical mask in and out, in and out, like someone hyperventilating in a brown paper bag. She told herself to slow her breathing, but it felt like the bottled air might rupture her lungs any second.

A chair scraped across the floor, and a set of boots came stalking down the hallway. She heard the rifle strap loosen off Mick’s shoulder, and then his shadow fell directly over her.

He recognizes me. Dear God he recognizes me, he’s loading his gun and he’s bringing it up and he’s…

A calloused hand came down and snatched her wrist. It took everything she had not to scream.

“Well, well. We got ourselves another X.” He hacked back a throat full of phlegm and hocked a loogie on Camilla’s head. “Welcome to the third floor. Freak.” He sniggered and took the handles of her wheelchair, rolling her out of the elevator into the hall.

Camilla closed her eyes as the glob of mucus ran down her forehead and along her left temple. Never before had she wanted to move so badly—to wipe off the snot and shove it back down The Prick’s throat—but her muscles stayed frozen as the slime continued slipping across her cheek and into the corner of her lips.

The door to the palliative care unit clanked open and the wheelchair pushed through the tarp flaps. Instantly she smelled something awful. It wasn’t pungent or rancid; it was a warm staleness that dried out her mouth and got caught in the back of her throat, like fungal thrush. The wheelchair stopped and Mick walked off again—this time, she noted, a bit quicker. Other than the footsteps the room was silent.

As soon as Camilla heard the door close, her hand shot up and wiped the loogie off her face.

She opened her eyes: there were a few distorted shapes beyond her ruffled bangs. Suddenly a sixth sense went off—someone’s watching me—and she brushed her hair aside, turning to see an old man standing right beside her. His pupils were glazed over with a thin, milky film, but something mean flickered behind the haze.

Camilla leaned back but the man didn’t move. His IV was filled with a real sedative, and she surmised that he was too stoned to even blink. Thank God.

There were a dozen other people parked haphazardly around the space—some in beds, some in wheelchairs, some on benches—all staring at her with their flickering, grabby eyes.

She knew immediately that this had been a bad idea. These people didn’t want to help her; they wanted to kill her. There was no doubt in her mind that they would have tried too, if they weren’t tranquilized like rabid beasts.

The rot spreads…it gets worse…it must be abolished.

She pulled the IV out of her arm and pressed the tape to stop the bleeding. A drop of blood escaped and dripped to the floor; in unison, all of the eyes in the room flitted to the blood, then back up again as fast as the flap of a moth’s wings. It was singularly the subtlest, creepiest thing Camilla had ever seen.

She got out her wheelchair—careful not to make a sound—and slipped past a few of the bodies, moving to the edge of the room. The patients’ pupils followed her every step. There was a needle disposal bin mounted on the far wall, and beside it was a two-foot-by-two-foot stainless-steel hatch. She pulled the handle back and stared inside a metal duct that sloped downward into a black void. The smell of trash wafted up—a potent mix of soiled linens, discarded sanitary bags, molding compost, and used colonoscopy bags. Never in her life was she so happy to smell the stink of a garbage chute. Bingo. Let’s get the hell out of here.

“You’ll never find her,” a voice croaked.

Camilla whipped around and stared back at the eyes that were watching her. She couldn’t tell who had spoken.

“You’ll never find her,” it repeated.

She met the gaze of the patient who had arrived just before her. He was grinning with the blood of his last victim still crusted around his lips and lining the gaps of his teeth. “You’ll never, never, never find her…” His voice got quieter on every “never” until it faded to nothing more than lip movements.

Camilla hesitated. She stepped away from the garbage chute and crossed the room toward the man slumped in the chair.

“Where is she?” she whispered.

The man’s lips were still moving, but no sound came out.

She edged closer and knelt down to his seated level, searching his milk-white gaze for the answer she desperately wanted. Then for one of the few times in her life, Camilla Vincent missed a vital observation. Even when her knee touched the pool of liquid on the wet floor, she was too distracted to notice that the man’s IV had been chewed clean through, and that the sedative was dripping into his lap and down the spokes of his wheelchair instead of into his veins.

“Where is she?” Camilla pressed.

The man curled his lips into a bloodstained smile. “I cut her up and ate her. Ate my wife and drank her blood.” The cloudy film vanished from his eyes. “And you’re next.” He lunged out of his wheelchair and seized Camilla’s arms, tackling her to the ground.

Camilla screamed as the cannibal gnashed at her with his razor fangs. His surprising strength had returned, and it took every band of muscle to stop him from sinking his teeth into her neck.

The door crashed open and Mick ran in, squaring his rifle with the cannibal’s forehead. Three shots exploded in the air, but the cannibal whirled around in time to scamper out of the way and ram a wheelchair across the room. The chair caught Mick and buckled him to the floor, sending the rifle sailing out of his hands.

“Help!” Mick screamed into his walkie-talkie. “Backup! Help!”

The officer and the cannibal lunged for the gun at the same time and wrestled tooth and nail for the handle. Another round of shots rang out and sparks showered over the room, plunging the space into strobing darkness.

Camilla was blinded. She groped around the wall for the garbage hatch while more blasts erupted behind her, exploding the windows and TV sets and security cameras like glass bottles in a high-powered rifle gallery.

Her hand bumped the familiar stainless-steel handle, and she winced with relief, ripping it open as a gust of cool, rancid air whooshed into the room.

There was another flash of sparks and something slammed against the wall beside her. She looked over in horror to see Mick’s dead eyes staring back, parts of his nose and lips torn off with blood gushing down the front of his face.

A hand grabbed Camilla’s shoulder—she screamed and turned around to see the cannibal still chewing on the officer’s flesh. His sinewy hands seized her neck and she had to cling to his fingers to stop from choking to death.

Somewhere in the distance the elevator dinged and more officers could be heard scrambling to the unit. The cannibal’s guard fell for a split second, but it was all Camilla needed; she reached over and yanked the plastic container of discarded hospital needles off the wall, then slammed it upside down over the cannibal’s head. He screeched and let go just as the other policemen came bursting into the room.

Camilla didn’t wait to see what happened next. She flung herself headfirst into the garbage chute and disappeared down the metal duct as three, four, five more shots exploded behind her.

The chute opened up on an industrial-size dumpster and dropped her into a sea of debris. Gunfire was still echoing through the duct, but she didn’t stop to listen. She clawed her way over the mounds of garbage bags and tore off into the trees behind the hospital, all the way back to the crypt, just as the last rays of the sinking sun cast a bloody hue over every inch of Nolan.
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St. Luther’s

The night was cloudy and the colorful streaks of northern lights had vanished from the sky. Not even the crescent moon shone through the cracks in the crypt as Camilla sat there, alone in the dark, hearing the hiss of the old cannibal in her ear. I ate her. Ate my wife and drank her blood. And you’re next.

A water driblet plopped somewhere in the darkness, and Camilla pictured her own blood hitting the hospital floor. She saw the milky eyes flitting down and flitting back up again, hungry for a taste of flesh.

She shuddered. The hospital gown was drawn over her body like a paper blanket offering imaginary warmth, and as a deadly chill crept into her skin, she felt her feet going numb in the plastic booties on the cold tomb floor. She had left her shoes and her jacket at the morgue—and my hair, God, my hair—but that wasn’t all that was absent. She had also lost her last cantle of hope.

A patter of rodent claws scurried past her head and broke her train of thought. She knew she would never sleep again. Not in here, at least. Not in this mental twilight zone where the stony surfaces were worse than padded walls and the cold air squeezed like an icy straitjacket. If she didn’t get out now, she realized it wouldn’t be long before she drowned in her own stream of consciousness and went completely insane. Yes, insanity itself suddenly seemed like a tangible river that she was dipping her toes into. Every second she stayed in the tomb was another swish forward, and the drop-off point, which was invisible from above the current, could be twenty feet away or as close as one step ahead of her. It was a testament of her willpower, her incredible luck, or substantive proof of a higher existence that she had made it this far already, but in any of those cases there was a fine, fine line between persistence and stupidity. This was it, the breaking point on the precipice of madness: stay and freeze to death or try to survive.

The pot lights in St. Luther’s were left on at quarter brightness. The ceiling fans were off, the altar was bare, and the smell of incense still steeped the air long after the thurifer had swung his censer earlier that morning. Even though the building was empty, the floorboards creaked and crackled as if invisible members of the congregation were moving about the benches.

Camilla emerged from the shadows at the back. She stepped down the aisle and suddenly felt as small as a church mouse in St. Peter’s Basilica. As she tiptoed farther inside, she spied the doorways and the corners of the room to make sure she was alone, and when she got to the middle of the sanctuary, she awkwardly genuflected—do Anglicans do that?—and took a seat in one of the pews.

The goose bumps smoothed over her skin as the warm room thawed her frozen limbs.

Her neck cracked.

The backs of her legs burned like fire.

She ran a few sheaves of her wiry hair through her trembling hands and massaged the scab where the IV had been. I’ve put myself through hell, she thought, and for what? What do I have to show for it? Nothing.

Her whole body trembled, and the tears started falling. They flowed harder than ever and dripped down the back of the pew in front of her, pooling on the bench like a light, dappling rain.

She clamped her hands together and leaned forward, resting her head on top. It felt alien, but she forced herself to do it anyway. It was the only approach left—the only method she hadn’t tried yet—and there was nothing left to lose. No pride. No personal philosophy. No scientific pretentiousness. As Jasper had once told her, she was outside the realm of science now, and there are no atheists in foxholes.

As Camilla closed her eyes, the truth finally sunk in. She hadn’t been smart enough. She had followed her only lead to a bloody ending where at least two more people were slaughtered, and still she had no idea of her own daughter’s whereabouts. Cut to a church and the image of her sitting with her head in her hands, weeping, on the brink of begging for help and forgiveness from something that she had always dismissed as empty air. If there really is a God, she thought, I don’t deserve anything from Him.

She sniffed. Still, a distant thought nudged her, what about mercy and forgiveness? If all these Christmas-Eve Christians can get into heaven by showing up at candlelight services and singing “Silent Night” once a year, why can’t I get a little help when I really need it?

Camilla looked up at the stained-glass wall above the altar and tried to see it for more than what it was. She leaned back, taking in the window as a whole—as more than thousands of carefully arranged fragments—and tried to find God somewhere in the glass. She stared longer, unblinking, but nothing appeared. Even if Father Almighty could transfigure Himself as some mystical stereogram, she considered, she still had no idea what on heaven or earth she should say.

Stop expecting Him to put on a show and just pray like a normal person.

She clasped her hands together again, as if somehow it might strengthen the frequency of her prayers, and bowed her head. Her lips and mind were quiet.

“Dear God,” she started. Her voice cracked, echoing in the rafters. “Forgive me. Please. I’ve been in denial. In doubt.” Her hands reached up and squeezed her head, frustrated at not finding any of the words that she wanted. “Help,” she settled on. “Please…I need help.”

The balcony at the back of the church groaned, sending a ripple of crackles throughout the rest of the building. She looked over her shoulder and wondered for a cynical moment if something other than the wind had caused it to creak, but there was nothing in the shadows.

Camilla buried her head again as the tears welled anew. The prayer unlocked an inundation of memories: hiding in the bathroom when she was Abigail’s age, listening to her father beat her mother; then the teasing in elementary school; the doctor telling her she was infertile; the touch of Erica Cory’s dead fingers; her nights in the crypt; the horrors at the hospital. Amid the loneliness were good images too, but they were harder to distinguish. The evening she arrived at the Vincent house, the first night she spent with Peter, her wedding day.

She tried keeping her eyes open, but the combination of physical and mental exhaustion was too much. She cried herself to sleep in the pew, her head hung in her hands, until eventually her body curled up on the stiff bench and she drifted off under the watchful eyes of the stained-glass Saints, unaware that her prayer had already been heard.

The crescent moon rolled over the sky, peeking through Mother Earth’s long, misty fingers before vanishing again under her cloudy palm. Its pale eye had seen much over the millennia, but it had missed a lot too.

The shadow that fell over Camilla’s body was not a cloud. Another silhouette rose above it, lifting higher and higher, and formed the clear outline of a cross. A soft murmur started in the silence—a voice pleading under its breath—but Camilla did not stir.

The shadow shook and sputtered like a spitting fire. The crucifix reached its peak, wavering, and then came swinging down with the full skull-crushing force of iron behind it.

Suddenly another shadow flew across the room and flung itself into the first. There was an ear-splitting CRACK as something hit the pew beside Camilla and splintered off a chunk of wood. Her eyes snapped open and she dove instinctively to the floor, rolling backward below the pews while fighting to gain her bearings.

Ten feet away, there was a large man crumpled in the aisle. He was groaning and clutching his head like a dumb troll that had been knocked down by the Billy Goats Gruff. In front of him, another figure got to its knees and stumbled for the broken bench.

“Camilla?”

The voice wasn’t real. It was just another blown resistor in her sanity’s fuse box.

“Camilla!”

She looked closer and saw a familiar pair of boots gliding beneath the pews.

“Peter!” Camilla gasped, jumping up and seeing her husband standing in the middle of the aisle. She flinched as if to run to him, but held back. There was a heavy second of silence carried over from the last time they were face-to-face.

The hush was broken by the groans of the troll on the floor. It rolled over, and Camilla saw the church’s priest lying on his back in his dark cassock and starched white collar. He was rubbing his head as consciousness slowly washed over him.

“Careful,” Peter said. “He tried to kill you.”

Camilla looked at the spot where she had been sleeping and saw the broken bench. There was an iron crucifix lying in the splinters like a blunted ax.

“How did you—”

“I saw him from the balcony. Got down here just in time.”

“Conspirator!” the priest spat.

They looked back at the reverend as he shambled to his feet. “Conspiring with that—that abomination is seditious. God will burn you together!” The old man coughed, crossing himself with one hand and cradling his head with the other. A bump was already showing above his temple.

“Quick,” Peter said, “let’s get out of here.” He grazed Camilla’s arm, and her heart fluttered—it was the first touch in days that hadn’t been someone trying to kill her. Even after his hand swept away, the warmth of it lingered.

“Where will you run!” the priest hollered as they jogged from the sanctuary. “No house or hollow—not even the grave—will guard you. Your collusion with the damned will be brought before the Host, and this insurrection will be punished!”

The priest’s condemnations faded away as they ran out the door and down the steps of the church. Knowing it was a thousand times more dangerous out here than it was inside, Camilla grabbed Peter’s hand and pulled him around the back of the churchyard. They sprinted away from the chapel like newlywed outlaws—partners in crime—until they reached the graveyard on the south end of Nolan and went rushing for the stretch of tombs.

Camilla heaved herself against the Goodwynn crypt, and the door swung open. Peter eyed the mausoleum with utter disbelief before following her inside and sealing the entrance behind them.

“Like what I’ve done with the place?”

Their eyes were still adjusting, but Peter was already doing a full three-sixty of the room. He took in the caskets and the columbarium first, then hospital gown folded in the corner, and finally the handgun lying by the map of Nolan sketched in the dirt.

“Where’s—”

“She ran away.”

Peter closed his mouth. Camilla watched him survey the room again and shake his head in disbelief.

“It’s actually not that bad…” she huffed. Then she saw the glisten of tears in his eyes and told herself to stop talking.

Each of them sniffled. They faced one another soberly and felt the weight of their previous exchange sink in again. Something had changed in the last two days. It was more than the tired lines on Peter’s face or Camilla’s hair or the room they were in. It was like they had been reincarnated in a different century and were just seeing each other for the first time, wondering why it felt so strange and questioning whether or not they had belonged together in a past life.

“You were there the whole time, weren’t you?” Camilla asked. She remembered the creak in the rafters when she was praying and connected it to him. “You were in the balcony before I even got there.”

Peter nodded. “I’ve been there every night.”

“Why?”

“I…I really thought I’d never see you again. When you ran away, it felt like you were gone for good.” His face sagged and the moonlight made the bags under his eyes look a hundred pounds each. “I’ve felt dead for three days.”

“You’ve felt dead?” Camilla gnawed her lips. There was so much swirling around in her head that she had trouble choosing what to say next. She held up a helpless shrug and motioned around the tomb, spilling her breath in a puff of angry, hurt laughter. “You have no idea what dead feels like, Peter. You’ve been depressed, maybe. You’ve been crying yourself to sleep. But you have not been here. You have not been freezing in somebody else’s grave and disfiguring yourself so you won’t be recognized when you go out to hunt your own daughter.”

“My daughter?” Peter said softly. “I thought you made it clear the last time we talked that she was never my daughter.”

Unbelievable. Camilla shook her head. “Don’t tell me you can separate yourself from her that easily, ‘cause I’ve tried. You loved her. You weren’t going to let Lucas do it because you refused to believe him—”

“Why would I?” Peter’s voice toughened. “Why would my wife lie to me about something like that for eight years?”

“I was trying to make us happy—”

“But the fact that you knew…you knew and you still protected her.” His voice was shaking now. “The fact that I didn’t and I killed my own brother over such a…such a sick lie.”

The words stung, but Camilla couldn’t just back down. Not when one choice—one unselfish sin—was tossing her into deeper and deeper circles of hell for the wrongs of others. “Nothing I did was supposed to hurt anyone. Nothing,” she stressed. “And I’ve been killing myself trying to fix it because I know sorry isn’t enough, but apparently there’s nothing I can do. I’m damned, Peter. I am truly damned if I do and damned if I don’t.”

He shook his head. “Abigail is damned. You saw the writing on the wall.”

“I was blinded just as much as everyone else. Just as much as you were.”

“Yeah, I was blinded, all right. But it wasn’t by Abigail. It was by you.”

Their chests heaved up and down, breathless from the run and from arguing with each other, and Camilla hunched even lower, drooping like an animal on its last legs. She was spent. She had no energy left to stay on her feet—let alone defend herself—any longer.

“Please,” she whispered. “I can’t fight anymore. I can’t.” The wind whistled through the cracks in the tomb, and she wiped another tear from her cheek. “If you hate me, go home. Go tell your family where I am. I’m done. I’ve made every wrong decision and I’m done trying.”

“I won’t leave until I know.” He grabbed her shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me the truth?”

Camilla covered her face. She wanted to say, for the sake of our family or because being a dad was important to you, but she couldn’t bring herself to make any more excuses. That was pinning the blame again. This was her fault, all of it. The Corys’ deaths. Lucas’s death. Abigail. So she looked deep into herself and searched for the true answer.

“Because I’m still a scared little girl, Peter.” The tomb was silent. Every word she spoke hung on the cold air in swirling, spectral clouds. “I’m the same girl who watched her father beat her mother and never told a soul because she was afraid of being alone. That’s who you married. You married someone who pretends she doesn’t have cuts and scars and then stains everything she touches with blood. And she can’t wipe it up. God, she tries, but as soon as she wipes it, it spreads. And it spreads, and it spreads, and it spreads…”

Peter reached up and pulled her hands away from her face. They were stiff, but they didn’t give much resistance.

“The girl I married,” he said, “is right here. Maybe the haircut’s a little…different, but we’re breathing, aren’t we? This isn’t over until we die or we give up. And I’m not giving up. I’m not giving up on you no matter how much shit we’ve been through because we can’t get through this alone. We’re not leaving each other again.”

Peter leaned forward and kissed her. Camilla tensed at first, but then she felt the hesitation fade away as she kissed him back, pressing their mouths together to say everything they couldn’t with words. Finally she turned her head and squeezed her arms around his chest. He squeezed back and they slid down the cinder block wall, curling up together with Peter’s frame engulfing her body and shielding her from the drips of ceiling water and gusts of wind that slipped through the stone cracks.

Neither of them said anything else for a long time. She curled up in his arms with her head against his shoulder and absorbed the kind of safety and comfort that a frightened child would get in the arms of someone who truly loves them.

For the first time in two days, Camilla was warm.
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Abigail’s Gift

“You went to the hospital? Into quarantine?”

“Yes,” Camilla said, and then off Peter’s look: “I know. But I thought I’d find something.”

“Her?”

“Maybe not her, but a hint at least. Someone who’d seen or heard something. She’s seven, for God’s sake, how long can she hide on her own?”

Peter shoved the last morsel of bread into his mouth and licked a glob of strawberry jam off his fingers. He had brought them breakfast—a loaf of Nature’s Own, two jars of Miss Rosa’s jam, and a liter of orange juice—from the 24/7 gas station on Alpine Road. “What were the patients like?”

“Awful. They keep the sick ones on the second floor and the really bad ones sedated on the third. When you see those… those people—or whatever they are—you can’t even feel sorry for them. You’re so terrified that all you want to do is run away.” She paused and thought about it. “Your throat goes dry and your stomach churns like you just ate something rotten. You can actually feel it creeping around you.”

“So it’s spreading pretty badly.” Peter shook his head. “God, it comes quick. And all from…ugh.”

All from one little person, Camilla thought. One bad apple spoils the bushel. One rotten little girl.

As Peter tipped the jam over another slice of bread and spread it around with his pinkie, Camilla watched him with a feeling of disbelief. She didn’t deserve to have him back. She was the one who had started this rot and lied about it for eight years, yet here he was, like any good man, bringing her breakfast and keeping his vows. She was afraid that if she looked away he would be gone when she turned back, and then she would realize that she was truly alone. Mumbling to myself, spreading mud on rocks, pretending it’s bread and jam. Camilla Vincent: nuttier than a squirrel turd.

She touched Peter’s hand and slid their fingers together, squeezing tightly. He wasn’t a hallucination. He was there, in the flesh, which made him either the craziest man in the world or the most faithful. Despite all their tribulations, they were still together—man and woman, husband and wife—inextricably linked. ’Til death do they part.

Peter finished a swig of orange juice and wiped his lips with his shirtsleeve. “I think I know where Abby is.”

Camilla didn’t register the words right away. She was reaching for a slice of bread when her hand froze inside the bag.

“She’s at the funeral home,” he continued. “I think she’s hiding in the tree house.”

“You’re sure?”

“I was in her bedroom two nights ago and I saw something crawl through the fence into the courtyard. I’m ninety percent sure it was her.”

“Does anyone else know?”

Peter shook his head.

“We have to—”

“I know.” Peter squeezed her fingers tighter. “I know.”

Camilla studied the cold resolve on his face and drew some strength from it. He looked back and added, “But it’s our responsibility. I don’t want my family to be part of it.”

“Can we lure them away from the house? Just in case things get…loud.” She remembered her experience with the Cory sisters and how violent it could be.

“I’ll check what the parlor’s schedule is like. There’s a chance everyone will be out on pickups at some point, and with any luck maybe an extra call or two will come in.”

Camilla looked past Peter and saw the sky lightening through the cracks in the wall. “You’d better get going before morning hits”—she frowned—“or they’ll wonder where you are.”

Peter nodded. They leaned over and kissed again, two, three times—each kiss deeper than the last—before he pulled away and zipped his coat to the top of its neck warmer. “I’ll see you again tonight. With pillows and blankets.”

“And carbs. Bring more carbs.”

“Love you.”

“Love you too.”

They kissed again, then Peter left the crypt, ducking across the graveyard, and disappeared for the rest of the day.

The morning and afternoon stretched on and on, and never in Camilla’s life had she thought the sun moved so slowly across the sky. Finally Peter returned around midnight with food, blankets, and an even split of both good and bad news.

Laura wasn’t coping well. She had been admitted to the hospital after trying to burn some of Lucas’s possessions in the fireplace and almost setting the house on fire. A vote had been unanimous: she should be put on watch before she hurt herself or anyone else, and as much as it pained the funeral directors to give a family member over to the public health system, none of them had enough time to look after her themselves.

On the bright side, the morgue had scheduled a pickup for the evening of the seventeenth at the same time when Moira would be taking Laura her dinner. So while Moira delivered the meal, Brutus, Jasper, and Peter were supposed to handle a collection of bodies with Sven, the hospital’s undertaker. If Peter acted sick, Maddock would have to fill in and the manor would be left empty for a good hour, possibly two.

The bad news was that the seventeenth was four days away.

Anything could happen in four days. Unfortunately, there was no alternative short of involving the rest of the Vincents, so with both hands tied, Camilla stayed in the crypt and watched the sun stretch along its slow course day after day after day. Peter continued smuggling her food and clothes and daily issues of the Sun every night, but by the time he showed up around one a.m., he was usually exhausted and could never talk long before drifting off to sleep.

The four days seemed like forty.

When seven o’clock finally rolled around on February the seventeenth, Camilla’s hands were already waiting on the door of the crypt.

She looked over her shoulder and scanned the burial vaults and the stone shelves. The urns were dusted and the floor of the sepulchre was freshly swept, as if some grave nanny had come through and tidied everything up. Hopefully the spirits approve. She couldn’t get rid of the blankets or pillows, so she had tucked them behind the one of the cement vaults and left them for the next unfortunate refugee. Lastly, she’d taken her gun and etched Camilla Goodwynn: February 11–17 above the tiny peephole that faced the Vincents’ crypt.

“Thanks for having me,” she whispered.

The crypt was quiet, as always.

She patted her pockets like someone checking to make sure they had everything before stepping out of the house—tissue in the left, gun in the right—and then opened the door and dashed into the blackening horizon.

The Vincent manor was as tall and foreboding as the day Camilla came to Nolan. Stepping through the front gate, the fug of death in the air was thicker than factory smog—or the smoke of a crematorium.

Camilla looked both ways and hurried to the grand fountain in the middle of the yard, shimmying around it, and sprinted toward the porch. Her feet lunged up the unshoveled steps, then she slipped around the corner of the veranda and waited while her heart assaulted her rib cage. Barely three minutes later she heard an engine start in the distance, and before she knew it, the unmarked van came crawling around the other side of the house and down the driveway.

Camilla peeked around the wall and watched the van roll by. Brutus was driving and Moira was strapped in the passenger seat, balancing something—presumably Laura’s dinner—in her lap. If everything had gone according to plan, Jasper and Maddock would be riding in the back, leaving Peter and Camilla alone on the grounds with their darling serial-killer daughter.

The van disappeared through the gate, and Camilla waited until the sound of its tires faded down the road. She walked to the front door and grasped the knob, feeling a shiver chew into her vertebrae.

This was it. The timer was ticking, the sand was falling. In one hour it would all be over.

She pushed open the door and entered the place of her nightmares.

“Thank God.” Camilla sighed, peeking into the north parlor and seeing Peter by the window.

“That was the easy part,” he said with a look of dark determination. “We’ve got one hour. Let’s get to it.”

“Is she out back?”

“I think so. I watched the tree house through the attic all night and nothing moved.”

“She just stays there?”

“Sometimes. Some nights she comes down, but never before midnight. We should be good.”

Camilla looked down and saw Peter’s gun against his leg. “Ready?” She sunk her hand into her pocket and felt the trigger of her own handgun. They leaned forward to kiss, and as soon as their lips touched, a door slammed shut somewhere in the house. Footsteps were shuffling quickly toward them.

Peter peeked through the curtains. “Van’s back!” he whispered. “Get out!”

Camilla ducked through the north doorway just as Jasper stormed into the west entrance.

“Peter,” he lit up, huffing. “Have you seen the removals clipboard?”

“Clipboard?”

“Yes, yes. The one with the pickup slips and ankle bands.”

“I don’t think so…”

“Blast. I’ll have to check the office.” Jasper turned for the doorway, then turned back. “Why are you wearing a coat?”

Camilla cringed around the corner. Busted. But Peter didn’t drop a beat. “I was going to shovel the steps.”

“Shovel? Good Lord, you’re sick. Take that off and get some rest.”

Jasper was already crossing the parlor for the same door Camilla had gone through.

“Un-uncle,” Peter stammered. “C-can you…uh…” He reached out to stop Jasper, but his reflexes weren’t quick enough. The director glided through the doorway and sailed right past Camilla without noticing her; she was pressed into a dark alcove so hard that she thought she was going to break through the drywall.

“Then again…” Jasper mumbled, stopping. “What am I thinking?”

He turned around and Camilla was gone, having slipped out not a second too soon. He walked back in the north parlor where Peter was still standing, extremely tense, just as the heels of Camilla’s boots disappeared through the other doorway.

“What?” Peter croaked, undoing his coat button by button.

“We’ve got forms in the reception desk.”

Jasper moved for the door that Camilla had just gone through, but Peter successfully blocked him.

“Don’t you still need tags?”

“We can tag them when we get back.”

“But…” Peter fought for words. “We’re supposed to do it at the morgue. You stay here, I’ll get the board for you.”

“Really, Peter, it doesn’t matter. What’s important is getting there before your mother goes into hysterics. Now please, get some sleep.” Jasper pushed past Peter into the rotunda.

The oak reception desk was across the room, and Camilla was underneath it, clutching her knees and praying that her hiding spot would hold.

Jasper’s feet clacked across the marble floor, closer and closer. She saw his polished boots approaching, and there wasn’t even time to take a deep breath before he came around the back of the desk and pulled out the office chair.

Camilla was fully exposed, cowering like a trapped animal.

Jasper’s eyes registered her and bulged behind his spectacles. “You!”

Camilla kicked out her legs and felt a stab of remorse as she buckled the old man to the floor. She scrambled from under the desk, but her uncle-in-law’s gnarled fingers seized her arms and pulled her back down, yanking her beside him on the marble surface. Their arms and legs grappled as they fought for the upper hand, but the ground was slippery with melted snow and neither of them could find their footing.

Camilla was suddenly on her back. She leveraged her legs and propelled Jasper off to the side; he went spinning across the marble as she jumped to her feet.

“Stop!” Jasper cried. “Don’t move!” His hand was fumbling for something inside his vest. As he drew out an old pistol with a weak, trembling hand, a loud thonk echoed in the room, and the old director crumpled to the floor.

Peter was standing above Jasper’s body with the golden shovel from the parlor’s fireplace. “Sorry,” he panted. “Had to find something that wouldn’t kill him.”

Both of them looked at their unconscious relative sprawled across the floor, when suddenly there was a honk! honk! from outside.

“Shit,” Peter swore. “All right. OK. I have to go talk to them.”

He dropped the golden shovel with a loud clang and did up his coat again, rushing for the front door.

“Wait,” Camilla called. She flung open a reception drawer and pulled out a stack of blue forms. “Take these.” Peter grabbed the stack and darted outside.

Camilla stepped over Jasper and entered the south parlor, peeking through the window shades to see what was happening on the driveway. She watched Peter approach the passenger’s side and tap on the window. Moira rolled it down, a look of confusion creased in her face, and they exchanged a few words. He tried pushing the blue forms inside, but she refused to take them and kept pointing insistently at the house, mouthing Jasper at least four or five times. Peter shook his head and persisted with pushing the forms in the vehicle, and after a good minute of arguing, Moira snatched the papers—not pleased—and smacked Brutus on the head with them. Drive!

The van took off. Peter hopped back up the veranda and reentered the front hall as Camilla rushed to meet him.

“What’d you say?”

“Uncle got a phone call from the revenue agency and has to sort it out. Pretty weak.”

“Whatever,” she sighed. “They’re gone.”

“Yeah.” Peter stopped. Suddenly his eyes were zipping around the room.

“What?”

“They’re not the only ones who are gone.”

Camilla backed away and looked around the rotunda. At first, she didn’t know what he was talking about, but then it was glaringly obvious. Jasper was missing.

Peter picked up the golden ash shovel from the floor and motioned Camilla behind him. “If he comes at you again,” he whispered, “don’t be gentle.”

Peter gripped the bar in both hands and put his back against the north parlor frame, like a cop about to burst into a dangerous scene. He stopped and listened.

It was completely silent. Not a creak in the house.

He paused for another few breaths—swallowing some nervous spit—and then threw himself around the corner and plunged into the parlor.

Camilla stayed back, watching him vanish inside. Suddenly there was a loud clank of the shovel crashing to the floor.

“Peter!” she screamed. She bolted into the room—

And stopped dead in her tracks.

Peter was standing in the center of the parlor, but he didn’t turn as she ran up behind him. And she wasn’t looking at him either.

Both of them were staring straight ahead at Jasper’s body. It was splayed over the lid of the baby grand piano with a long carving knife protruding from his chest. His head was missing, and the blood from his neck was dripping down the black-and-white ivory keys, cascading to the plush piano bench, and pooling under the polished gold pedals of the 1892 Steinway. Behind the piano—above the mantelpiece—was a bloody message scrawled across the faces of the Vincents’ ancestors in their beloved family portrait.

To Mom and Dad, love Abigail
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Divided

The gory tableau—Jasper’s headless body sprawled across the baby grand—curdled Camilla’s stomach fluid and sent tremors vibrating through her body. But the worst part wasn’t the pose. Or the blood. Or even the flaps of skin sagging around the stump where his head used to be.

It was the serrated knife sticking out of his rib cage.

Mom, do we own a long knife? Uncle Jasper needs a long, long knife; a long serrated knife. I need to saw his head off with a LONG, LONG KNIFE. And a rope. For you, mom. A rope for you…

Camilla’s hands went to cover her throat as her daughter’s voice gonged between her temples, louder and louder, overlapping in a deafening cycle until she felt a set of hands close around her waist and pull her out of the room.

“Look at me. Look!” Peter forced their faces so close that their noses were touching. His hand dived into Camilla’s pocket and pulled out the gun, forcing it into her palm. “Take it. Keep it up.”

But his voice sounded like it was fifty feet underwater. Camilla looked back at the north parlor and saw Jasper’s blood oozing into the vestibule. Her hands drooped, but Peter grabbed them again and jostled them back to her chest. “Up! Keep it up!”

Camilla snapped out of her trance, tightening her grip on the gun. She was ghostly white and glistening with sweat, but she nodded, scared and alert.

They slunk through the arch beside the reception desk on the balls of their feet. She noticed the door on the gun cabinet was hanging askew, and as Peter rushed forward and filled his pockets with extra ammo and another pair of Glocks, she scanned the area outside the chapel. It was still. Silent.

BANG!

They whipped their necks at the hallway toward the dining room. The slam had come from one of the doors at the back of the house.

Peter rushed ahead, and Camilla jogged to keep up. The alcoves flashed by on either side. She tried her best to target her vision on Peter’s back, afraid of seeing the beady eyes and the swaying nooses from her nightmares in the spaces flashing by, but in every black corner Abigail was waiting for her. Waiting to pounce.

Show yourself, Abigail. Don’t hide or try to scare me with those fake, phantasmal pinpricks anymore.

They emerged in the grand dining room and followed the wall to the door that separated the public half of the manor from the stark, surgical half.

This was the door that slammed.

Peter reached out and tested the handle. The tip of his Memento mori tattoo stuck out of his sleeve, and Camilla silently wished that he had used the other arm instead.

The door croaked open and revealed the back hallway, washed in its nauseas-green hue. The lights hummed like cages of hornets daring them to step inside and get stung.

There was no cover as they passed the threshold and slunk down the narrow hall. Their guns were pointed firmly in front, but if Abigail sprang out of the embalming room or popped around the corner at the end, they’d be fish in a barrel.

Their heels clacked quickly over the floor. It was only forty feet long, but it seemed like four hundred. Camilla’s blood pounded in her ears as they reached the embalming room and Peter braced himself against the double doors. He shouldered his way through—

Boom, boom!

And the lights flashed on, revealing…

Nothing.

Camilla stayed by the doors, peeking out the portholes for signs of danger, while Peter looked in the closets and cupboards around the embalming tables and the crematorium.

“Not here,” he concluded. “Ready?”

Camilla checked the portholes—both directions—and nodded.

They slipped out again and rushed to the end of the hall. Their backs slammed against the corner that turned onto the last stretch of the house, and Peter lifted his fingers and mouthed a silent countdown: three…two…one…go.

They hurled themselves around the corner, gun barrels first, and spun into the final hallway.

It was empty too.

There were three doors—one to the garage, one to the basement, and one to the walk-in freezer—all standing wide open. For a second Camilla saw nooses swaying in the frames, then she blinked and they were gone.

But Peter wasn’t looking at the doors. He was staring at the row of gurneys lined up like shopping carts along the far wall. “Luke took the gurneys,” he whispered. Some blurry realization seemed to be coming into focus.

“What?”

Peter didn’t answer. He was still mumbling to himself. “She was already back here…back here. Why?”

Camilla was first to step forward this time. She walked to the basement door frame and stared down.

The light was on at the foot of the stairs.

She put her first boot through the doorway, and Peter hissed, “Wait!”

“She’s not down here,” Camilla said, taking one more step onto the staircase.

“How do you know?”

“The bulb’s not swaying. It’s been on awhile.”

“That doesn’t—”

Too late. Camilla vanished, and Peter was forced to rush after her. As he pattered down the rotting steps, he called out quietly, “Camilla? Camilla?” And when he curled around the bottom landing, he saw her standing at the oak cabinet across the den, rifling desperately through the cupboards and drawers.

“What are you doing?”

She stood on her toes and felt along the top shelf. “Praying again.”

“Sorry?”

Her hands dove into the deepest and darkest crooks of the cabinet, but there was nothing there.

“When Abigail watched me bring the Cory girls back—”

“What!” Peter spit. “You brought the twins back?”

“Yes.” She came off her tiptoes and slammed the cabinet shut. “It didn’t go very well. But worse, Abby saw the whole thing.”

Peter ran his hands through his hair. “So you think…what?”

“I think we’ve got a problem.” As she turned around, the naked light bulb that dangled above her head elongated the shadows on her face and accented her look of fear. “The seeds are gone.”

“Gone?”

“Gone.”

“Well,” he said slowly, “what’s she gonna do? Dig up a few bodies and drag them all the way home with the whole goddamn town watching? She can’t even lift a shovel.”

“You’re right,” Camilla said, a swell of new panic adding to her spectral face shadows. “Why dig up bodies when she’s got a whole freezer of fresh ones right here?”

Their eyes popped open and they rocketed back up the staircase, erupting into the hallway and tearing toward the farthest door—the freezer room—that was standing wide open.

The light burst on and bathed the room in a cold blue flicker.

“Oh my God,” Peter moaned.

The room was bare, save for the very center. There was a hacksaw and a scalpel lying in a pool of dried-up blood, and beside them was the family’s forbidden chest. The sacred box was smashed open, splinters shelled over the floor, and all of the seeds were missing, along with the racks that normally lined the walls of the refrigerated room.

“The yard—” Peter said.

But Camilla was already moving. He whipped after her for the garage, and as they tore past the hearse and the town car, she already had her hands up to push the back exit open. She erupted outside, gun in front, and stepped into the courtyard.

Her legs stopped as Peter caught up behind her.

“Aw, shit,” he groaned again.

Between their footprints was a set of parallel lines running through the snow. The tracks stretched in front of them, trailing all the way down to the edge of the pond where they reached a part of the ice that was completely smashed in. And floating in the water among the broken ice chunks were three stainless-steel body carts.

“That little fucker.” Peter rubbed the back of his neck. “That smart little fucker.”

As the sun set beyond the courtyard fence, a cold wind blew through and sawed at their cheeks like a serrated knife. Beyond the pond, the ominous tree rippled as though it was laughing at their unavailing plight.

Camilla pictured heads starting to pop out of the water: a whole score of Cory sisters rising up with deep, sunken eye sockets, about to run at her with their strangling fingers. She looked up and noticed a pale crescent moon starting to appear in the sky.

“AHHHYEEAA!”

The bloodcurdling scream shattered the silence and echoed inhumanly on the wind.

“That’s—”

“The front yard.”

Peter flew up the patio, and Camilla was right after him. Inside, the wailing pierced the walls and crescendoed as they ran through the kitchen, the dining room, the rotunda, and the chapel corridor before erupting onto the front veranda.

The screaming was coming from Moira.

She was keeled over by the front gate, her mouth hanging open as she let out a wretched wail. Brutus and Maddock were beside her, both of them as pale as the white van parked in the background.

Camilla blanched when she saw what Moira was screaming at.

It was the grand fountain in the middle of the yard. The pump hadn’t been running for months, but now there was a dark red liquid dripping off the circular tiers from the top to the middle to the base. At the very peak, impaled on the pinnacle spike, was Jasper’s decapitated head.

“Mom!” Peter shouted, flying across the driveway toward them. “Turn around!”

“Who did this?” Brutus hollered. “WHO DID THIS!”

Camilla stepped around the fountain, and the look in Moira’s eyes turned molten lava. Moira stumbled ahead, her face contorting with rage, but Peter seized her shoulders and held her back.

“It’s Abigail,” he shouted. “This is Abigail’s doing, not Camilla’s. We’re stopping her.”

“She betrayed us,” Brutus fumed. “Come here, you!”

Brutus rushed for Camilla, but Peter let go of his mother and raised his gun, blocking the space between his family and his wife.

“Move!” Brutus shouted, taking out his own gun.

“No,” Peter replied. “Get out of here, all three of you. Go.”

“Brutus,” Moira spat, “for God’s sake, put the gun down. Listen to me, Peter. Listen. She led to this.”

“Get out, mom.”

“Peter—”

“Leave!” He charged ahead, arms outstretched, and corralled his family past the van. They continued hollering, but he forced them to the gate on the gamble that Brutus wouldn’t start firing.

“We took you back,” Moira seethed, “and this is how you repay us? By choosing the liar—the one who abandoned you? She’s the reason your uncle and brother are dead. Her! If you turn on us, their blood is on your hands too!”

Peter reached up and pushed his mother through the gates. Maddock shriveled away instantly, but Brutus puffed out his chest and thrust his nephew into the snow. “You runt! You’ll never be half the men your father and brother were.”

Camilla rushed forward, but Peter raised his gun in the air and fired two warning shots. Everyone froze on the spot.

“Get out,” he demanded as he got to his feet. His voice was rattled, but loud. “Get out!”

Brutus and Moira stumbled back, speechless, to where Maddock was standing behind the fence. Peter grabbed the wrought-iron gates and swung them closed, barring his family out of their own yard as they stood on the other side, smoldering.

“Your father would never turn his back on us,” Moira said with her most acidic tone. Peter flinched as he looped the gate’s chains around the iron rungs and slipped on the heavy lock. “You’re as dead to me as he is. You’re worse—I wish I’d never had you. At least then I might still have one son I’d be proud of.”

The lock shot home and bound the links together.

“Mark me,” Moira said. “We’ll be back with half the town. We’re coming for you and her. This gate will fall and we’ll abolish every bit of evil behind it, so help us God.”

“Good-bye, mom.”

Peter turned, unable to look at Moira anymore, and went to Camilla. He put his hand on her back—a move his mother cursed—and guided them toward to the house.

“Good-bye, Peter!” Moira shouted. “I hope you’re happy with your family, while it lasts.”

Peter and Camilla went behind the fountain and vanished from the view of the Vincents, who had already taken off on foot.

“I—I’m sorry…” Camilla started, but words failed her. She fell against Peter’s chest and clutched her hands against the back of his shirt. “What do we do?”

“We keep going,” he whispered. “We’re finishing this. We have to.”

“How? The moon’s already out. We’re gonna have a mob on either side of us.”

“We split up. One takes Abigail, one takes the backyard.”

Camilla looked at the manor and knew immediately what her choice had to be.

“Abigail.” She bit down. The two of them had started this debacle, and one of them would end it. “I’ll take Abigail.”

“All right.” Peter nodded. “We can do this. Promise me.”

“Promise.”

He surrounded her in a hug. They kissed, and then Camilla watched the only man she had ever loved tear himself away and take off through the hedges beside the house. In a few seconds he scaled the fence to the backyard and was gone. She was alone once more.

She wiped her nose on her sleeve and ran up the porch. The wind stirred the snow banks as clouds blew across the sky and the moon shed its twilight veil.

Then for the last time that night—for the last time in her life—Camilla stepped into the Vincent Funeral Home. Inside, the floor of the entrance hall creaked as loudly as it had in her nightmares. The walls snapped and the short corridor suddenly seemed to stretch on and on into darkness toward the faint light of the lobby up ahead. Gun level, at your chest. Keep it up.

Suddenly she stopped.

Her eyes widened and her blood turned to ice as something materialized in the shadows a few steps in front of her.

There, hung in the doorway at the end of the hall, was a recently tied noose.

So recent, it was still swaying.
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Camilla blinked, but the noose did not disappear this time. It rocked back and forth from the frame of the entrance hall like a homemade gift from a demon kindergartener. Do you like it, mom? I made it just for you.

She drew closer—where her strength came from, she didn’t know—and put her hand on the rope to stop it from swaying. Through the center of the loop, her eyes settled on the rotunda.

It was a 360-degree trap. If she stepped into the circular room, there would be no way to cover her back, no matter which way she faced, and Abigail could be waiting in any doorway with her finger on the trigger. But the clock was ticking. She had to book it.

Go.

She tucked her chin to her chest and ran.

The glass cupola appeared overhead like a red, Godly eye, and for a split second she expected it to explode into a million fragments like in her dream. But if it did, she didn’t notice—the sound of her own rushing blood drowned her eardrums as she barreled into the vestibule and rammed herself through the door on the other end, catapulting directly into the lobby outside the chapel.

Her heartbeat was still filling her ears. She checked the corners of the room for glistening eyeballs—nothing. No flicker of movement, no crackle of noise. The house was stiller than she ever remembered.

Come out, come out, wherever you are.

But the silence betrayed neither of them. Not then. It sunk in heavier and heavier, waiting for the first gust of breath or a slight shift of weight to forsake the weaker predator to her prey.

A mechanical growl erupted out of nowhere.

Guurrrrvvvv. Clank, CLINK, clank.

Camilla whipped around and stared down the hallway to the dining room.

CLINK, CLINK, CLINK. Guurrrvv! Gurrvv, clank, guurvvv.

The grating got louder—metal rasping against metal—as an electronic hum startled to life and groaned with unoiled hinges.

Camilla’s knuckles whitened on her handgun. She stepped over the carpet—the metallic racket stifling the sound of her steps—and dipped into the hallway. Her sight disappeared in the darkness as the iron sputtering got louder and louder around her, every clank like the strike of a blacksmith’s anvil, until she erupted into the dining room where moonlight illuminated her surroundings once again.

CLINK, CLINK, CLINK. Guurrrvv! Gurrvv, clank, guurvvv.

The clanking was coming from the manor’s two-story elevator lift. Behind a golden accordion gate, the steel cables and iron mechanisms clattered their way down the shaft at an agonizingly slow pace.

She held up her gun, wavering, and trained it on the lift.

Suddenly everything stopped. There was a high-pitch ting like the bell on a concierge’s desk, and the accordion doors popped open on loaded springs, slamming into the walls on either side.

Camilla flinched and hugged her trigger, a pascal of pressure away from firing.

The elevator was empty.

She kept the gun cocked and weighed the dare in front of her. So you want me upstairs, do you?

The elevator waited patiently. It was clear who had the upper hand so far, and she didn’t like it. She crossed the room to the lift and tapped the second floor button with the end of her gun before sliding the golden gate shut and standing back.

To hell with you if you think I’m actually riding that thing up.

The machinery whirred back to life, and Camilla rushed for the winding staircase, her footsteps stifled by the clink, clank, clink of the elevator shaft once again.

She scaled the stairs two at a time and peeked over the top step just as the lift arrived. There was no one waiting in the open area—no eyes peeking out from behind furniture or between the leaves of the potted ferns—so she crawled to her feet and dipped into the hallway ahead.

Jasper’s office was the first door on the left.

Inside was a rat’s nest of filing cabinets and bookshelves packed with catechisms, psalm binders, and rows upon rows of sacred sheet music that put the Vatican’s collection to shame.

A cramp curled in Camilla’s stomach when she saw a little red light blinking from the answering machine atop the desk. Whatever message was waiting, it would have to wait for eternity. Ninety percent of the person you’ve tried to reach is leaking over his grand piano, and the other ten percent is impaled on top of a water fountain. She glanced around the room—nothing behind the door, nothing between bookshelves—and ducked out again, moving across the hall.

The showroom, which had once been filled with Peter’s beautiful hand-carved caskets, was much different than the last time she was there. In place of the artful coffins were rows and rows of generic urns stacked along the shelves like Ikea: Funeral Edition. In the middle of the room were cardboard boxes that contained more urns and caskets piled as high as the ceiling. Some of them were taped shut, while others were cracked open and puking out sheets of plastic wrap and packing peanuts all over the floor.

Something flapped around a wall of boxes.

Camilla squinted. She moved forward, trying to avoid the packing peanuts, but it was almost impossible. Every time she stepped on one, it banged like a Styrofoam land mine.

Another flap.

She stopped. Her right foot hovered unknowingly over another peanut as she craned her head around a wall of boxes and saw a sheet of plastic flapping against a furnace vent. Thank God.

Gradually—as if in slow motion—she lowered her foot again and detonated the white packing peanut underneath, pinching out a tiny squeal.

BWOOM!

The entire wall of boxes thundered down on top of her. She buckled under the landslide and cracked her skull against the floor, feeling a dull coma wash over her as another sensation tightened around her wrists and bound them behind her chest.

She tried worming away, but the pressure swelled in her head as the fluorescents burst on and amplified her migraine tenfold. Then came the unmistakable swish of shoes wading through the packing peanuts, and the sound of her gun being booted across the floor.

“Hi, mom.”

Through the shower of sunbursts floating across her eyes, Camilla saw the outline of Abigail come into focus. The girl’s face was blotted out by the ceiling lights, but draped in her hands was the silhouette of a long, thick rope.

“No!” Camilla screamed. “NO!”

She writhed across the floor and watched in horror as Abigail came closer and closer with the serpentine cable. My hands. She winced. She tied my hands. Then another flash of panic hit when she tried to kick out, but couldn’t. My feet are tied too!

Abigail leaned down, and at last they were face-to-face.

“What happened to you, mom?” Abigail asked with a twinge of sadness. “What happened to all your hair?”

“You!” Camilla teared with anger. “You’ve done this to me, Abby.”

Her daughter frowned, failing to understand. “Don’t worry. I’m fixing it. I’ll bring you back too, then no one can hurt us.”

“You can’t—”

“No one will be mean to us.”

“Stop!”

“No one will chase us.”

“I said ‘stop’!”

Abigail leaned over and looped the rope over Camilla’s pale neck. “Everyone will join us.”

A bestial scream rose from Camilla’s gut and blasted out of her mouth. She swung her legs with every ounce of energy she had left and caught Abigail’s feet, crashing her into the boxes beside them. Instantly Camilla’s hands shot to her own ankles and yanked the knots apart, then she sprung up and flew out of the showroom like a bat out of hell, her wrists still bound behind her.

The hall was pitch black. A gunshot exploded off the banister in front of her.

BANG! The elevator cage.

BANG! A pot of ferns.

Camilla threw herself into Jasper’s office and barely missed another explosion in the wall beside her. She whimpered and thrashed around like an animal caught in a trap, but it was no good—her hands were still tied with the heinous cord, and the more she struggled, the more blood she could feel seeping through the raw skin around her wrists.

Scissors. I need scissors.

She ran for the desk, but suddenly there came the patter of small shoes running down the hallway. Wincing again, she abandoned the desk and dove behind a bookshelf just as Abigail’s shadow spilled across the office floor.

There was a small gap between the ground and the bookshelf; a shadow flickered below it, then vanished. Camilla considered her waist size and the width of the gap and concluded it was the only way out: as soon as Abigail stepped around the corner, she would slide under the bookshelf and bolt back through the office door.

Get ready.

Camilla dropped to her knees and listened for her daughter’s feet.

The shoes were gone. The room was silent again.

She took a deep breath and lowered her cheek against the carpet.

Abigail’s face was right there, staring at her under the bookshelf with those wild black eyes.

“Found you.”

The barrel of the gun came up level with Camilla’s head, and just as it was about to fire, Camilla threw her entire body against the bookshelf in a final heave of desperation. The wood cracked with the sudden force and then splintered, sending the whole shelf crashing down on top of Abigail.

Camilla scrambled over the heap of destruction—her hands still bound—and jetted for the exit, not stopping to see what became of her girl in the dust and rubble behind her. She emerged in the hallway and shot straight down the staircase, landing on the first floor, and bolted through the back hall to the embalming room.

The double doors blew open, and Camilla stumbled inside. A gunshot went off somewhere in the house, but it didn’t sound close. Maybe she didn’t see me come this way. I need time—I need to get my hands free. She ran for the scalpel drawer and jimmied it open behind her back.

Another gunshot blasted out. This time it was closer, somewhere on the main floor.

Camilla fumbled the blade in her bound hands. She forced the razor edge against the rope and began sawing up and down.

BANG! BANG! The shots were closer, from the dining room now.

Camilla felt a moan vibrating in her throat. She struggled with the scalpel in what seemed like slow motion—up and down, up and down—and felt the cords beginning to fray.

Even if I get this off, she started to think, she’s got a gun. A gun! I’ve got nothing.

Another door slammed and Camilla pictured Abigail less than thirty feet away, stalking down the hallway.

She stopped sawing the rope and ran to the only other room she had access to: the crematorium. Forcing down the handle with her forearm, she unlatched the door and shouldered her way in just as Abigail’s shadow crossed underneath the doors to the embalming room. But as the hinges swung open, Camilla jerked to maintain her balance and accidentally dropped the scalpel on the hard linoleum.

The tinkle of metal was like an atomic bomb going off.

The shadow in the hallway stopped.

There was no time to pick up the instrument. Camilla used her last nanosecond to slip inside the crematorium and close the door just as the embalming room’s entrance swung open.

The crematorium was dark and drafty. Its circular brick chimney stretched up and up to the tallest peak of the funeral home like the inside of a castle turret.

Camilla backed away from the door, but she didn’t take her eyes off of it. Please let her miss the scalpel. Please let her miss the scalpel. Please let her miss the scalpel.

Her hands bumped the oven behind her. There was nowhere left to run—the dead end had finally come—and with both hands still tied behind her back, it wasn’t even a fight anymore. She was up against the firing wall.

Abigail’s shadow appeared under the door of the crematorium—

Please let her miss the scalpel. A rivulet of sweat trickled down her forehead. Please let her miss the scalpel. Please let her miss the scalpel.

—Then came the quiet, heart-wrenching sound of metal being dragged across linoleum. A terrified sob sputtered out of Camilla’s lips as she shook her head in angry disbelief.

The handle on the crematorium started turning.

Camilla’s eyes widened in horror…

And then the door pushed open. Abigail was standing in the frame, a scalpel clutched in one hand and a gun in the other. The little girl looked straight into the crematorium.

And frowned.

From Abigail’s point of view, the crematory was empty. No one was there, and there was no exit they could have slipped through.

Inside the crematorium oven, Camilla bit her lips together so hard they started bleeding. She was lying headfirst on her stomach in the retort chamber, as still as a corpse ready for cremation. She could feel her shoulders and knees were torn up from throwing herself in at the last second, but it didn’t matter—she had made it. She had gotten inside and closed the door not a second before Abigail had burst into the room.

Camilla stayed absolutely still for what felt like minutes. There was complete silence from outside, and finally she realized—with relief and overwhelming joy—that the trick had actually worked. I fooled her. I fooled the little demon. I can slip out and find another gun, then start the whole hunt over again.

Suddenly there was a deafening whoomph followed by a deep electrical hum. Before she registered what was going on, a bolt shot home by her feet, and a metallic crank echoed high above her, accompanied by a cold winter draft.

Camilla screamed.

She wailed louder than her throat allowed, tearing apart her vocal cords, and kicked the retort door with her weakened, degenerated legs, squirming like a rat caught in a sewer pipe. But it was no use—she was locked inside the claustrophobic crematorium, and as her own screams howled around her, the cold draft that she had felt up until then was slowly replaced with a warm, rising chinook.

The oven was preheating.
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The Pond Floor

Peter dropped from the top of the fence and landed in a four-foot snow mound. He teetered forward, his center of gravity tugging on the tip of his nose, and then his joints locked and he found his balance again. Eyes alert, barrel up, he strong-legged his way through the drifts that were packed beside the house like well-tamped tobacco.

As he emerged in the courtyard, his gun swung left, then right, then back to middle. The body trays were still floating in the broken-up pond, but otherwise there were no signs of movement. Nothing fidgeted—not yet. The soundscape was gone too. No chirping, no hooting, no howling. All the wildlife, both the strongest and the most innocuous, had made themselves scarce tonight.

Skirting the pond, he ran for the toolshed with his shotgun jangling on its shoulder strap. His hands came up and rattled the door on its ice-crusted hinges, shaking viciously until it jiggered open.

Inside, the shed seeped with the intoxicating smell of gasoline and dead grass. The summer and fall equipment—rakes, weed whackers, propane tanks, a pair of gas lawnmowers—were shoved to the back, and the winter gear was piled helter-skelter at the front. At one point, somebody must have spilled a sack of fertilizer all over the floor because there were aqua-colored crystals in every nook and splinter. Not someone—Lucas. It would have been Luke, with his strong, meaty hands trying to tear along a fine dotted line.

Peter kicked a few beads of fertilizer away and circled a set of snow blowers. He turned his attention to a wall of shelves and poked at the contents with the tip of his gun. Dissatisfied, he delved deeper into the shed, frowning in every direction.

Then he spotted what he was searching for: two jerricans beside the twin lawnmowers. He ran over and picked them up, one in each hand, and felt a decent amount of fuel sloshing around inside.

He rushed out of the shed with both jerries bouncing beside his legs and jogged to the tree that towered over the courtyard. Kneeling beside a section of roots—and throwing nervous glances over his shoulder to watch for movement in the pond—he spun off the caps and started dousing the bark in gasoline. “You’ve done enough damage,” he huffed under his breath. “See how this feels.”

Peter soaked the roots until the fuel containers were almost empty, then he backed up and raised his handgun, taking careful aim.

BANG! The bullet snagged one of the cans and it spun harmlessly across the dirt. Nothing else happened. The jugs lay there, mockingly.

Peter fired another shot, then another. The last bullet clipped a piece of metal at just the right angle and there was a sudden spark; the flash touched a puddle of gasoline and a flame whooshed up. It wasn’t an explosion, but it did the trick. The fire came to life in the cold winter air and spread across the roots, then up the old, stony bark.

He looked over his shoulder—still nothing in the pond—and watched the fire tails swirl for a second longer as the wind blew ferociously through the yard.

He bit his lip. The flames weren’t spreading fast enough. They weren’t catching the wood, either; they seemed to be feeding solely off the gasoline.

Peter pivoted and ran back to the toolshed. When he came out again, he was carrying two of the barbecue’s propane tanks. He rolled them toward the tree and they settled perfectly amid the flickering gas flames, then he slung his shotgun off his shoulder and took aim. The butt kicked back and a propane tank exploded. Fire spewed into the branches and ignited the leaves underneath their shawl of snow, and the flames at the base of the trunk crackled and licked the bark with a blaze that lit the night sky like a Roman funeral pyre.

The blaze polished a brief gleam of satisfaction in Peter’s eye. He allowed himself to watch it roar for another second, then he turned to the pond.

Still motionless.

He glanced at the sky and saw that the stars had appeared out of nowhere. They sat behind the moon and watched the world like distant audience members nestled in their mezzanine seats; the show had already begun, but with any luck, it would end before any other performers took the stage.

Peter surveyed the pond one more time and made a split-second decision. His guns clattered onto the nearest bench as he pulled his sweater and undershirt over his head and kicked off his boots, then without any time to talk himself out of it, he dove headfirst into the ice water and vanished below the surface.

Peter’s nipples turned into stone arrowheads and his testicles sucked inside his stomach. His face was pinched shut, but he forced himself to open his eyes and peer through the murky water.

The pond was deep at its center—deeper than anyone would have guessed—and he couldn’t see the bottom through the tenebrous grime. He had to go farther.

The lower he dove, the darker and colder it became. The moonlight didn’t stretch far below the surface, and he was quickly consumed by dirt and shadows.

Suddenly, something came into focus.

It was the bottom of the pond.

His eyes popped open. Ten feet below him, lying on the dark gray sediment of the pond floor, were more than twenty corpses. Some were slumped lifelessly on top of each other, while others had drifted apart. A few of their faces were buried in the sand or stuck underneath another cadaver’s limb, but most of them stared up with glossed-over eyeballs and black, cavernous mouths agape. It was like an image from a ghostly shipwreck.

Peter clenched his teeth and swam closer to the bodies, reaching out for a man’s shriveled arm. The arm was waving eerily in the water—back and forth, back and forth—but his distant expression read dead. Their fingers were an inch away from each other’s, when all of a sudden something moved in the corner of Peter’s eye.

He spun around.

The bodies were all waving eerily back, but none were animate. He dismissed it and reached toward the man again, grabbing the shriveled wrist with a Viking handshake, and pulled him loose of his jettisoned peers.

Peter’s head broke the surface of the water. He gasped and the freezing air filled his lungs, turning his insides as cold as his extremities. He breaststroked to the icy shore and pulled the man’s body out of the water, dragging it to the lawn, and then ran back and dove into the water again.

Plumes of mist rose off the pond and mixed with the black smoke burning in the tree above. The crackles and pops sounded like a northern campfire, and the glow alone was enough to melt a wide circle of snow around the base of the trunk. Patiently the flames spread—the tree was enormous and it would take time to consume it all.

Peter’s head emerged sooner this time, now that he had known where to go. He hauled two more bodies out of the water, both women with identical gashes across their throats, and tossed them beside the first man. They lay there, lifeless, like a line of war casualties. And because he had gotten them out in time, they would never move again.

Below the pond’s surface, Peter torpedoed for the bottom like a prizewinning marlin. When the corpses came into view, he kicked to the closest one—a heavier man with bulging chest muscles—and clutched an arm with both hands.

The man’s legs were stuck underneath an older woman, and no matter how hard Peter pulled, he couldn’t yank the corpse loose. He let go of his original grip and threw his arms around the man’s waist, straining his neck muscles as he tugged and tugged with every ounce of submerged strength he could muster. Finally the man slid free and the old woman fell in slow, underwater motion to the smooth marine floor. As she settled onto her back, a bubble escaped her wrinkly lips.

Peter kicked one leg for the surface of the pond, then stopped.

He looked down again and saw another bubble, then another, float up from the old woman’s mouth. He glanced around and noticed bubbles coming from the other corpses’ mouths as well.

A string of bubbles floated in front of his own face.

Peter gawped as the man in his arms stiffened. Before he got a chance to kick to the surface, the clouds in the cadaver’s eyes peeled back, and the two of them were suddenly staring at each other less than a finger width away.

Peter let go, but the man grabbed him in a bear hug and their bodies began thrashing in the glacial water. The pool churned, stirring up grime and pebbles, and the moon cut in and out from behind the billowing smoke off the burning tree. If it weren’t for the orange glow of firelight on the surface of the pond, all sense of direction would have been lost.

Writhing viciously, Peter kicked and kneed and squirmed within an inch his life. His skin was white and his lips were blue, but no matter how hard he struggled, the strength of his enemy was as overpowering as a polar bear in arctic waters.

Peter weakened. The juggernaut cinched his death grip and forced the last bursts of air out of Peter’s lungs, when suddenly the look on the killer’s face went pale too. The bubbles stopped pouring out of the man’s mouth, and before either of them could black out, he let go and went sailing for the surface.

Peter sunk through the water, blinking slower and slower, when another pair of eyes peeled open in the darkness. Then two more sets flickered to life. The new trio was up, paddling toward him with their purple, bloated hands.

A final bolt of terror galvanized Peter’s system and he spun around and paddled for his life. His legs scissored harder and harder as the predators below him graced his toes and ankles, and then suddenly—wondrously—his fingers touched a solid chunk of ice on the surface.

He pulled himself up on the ledge, choking back water and air like a hydro-vac. The muscular man was towering over top of him, trails of ice frozen across his barrel-size chest, and a meaty fist reached down and grabbed Peter’s arm at the exact moment that another hand lurched out of the pond and seized his leg. Suddenly, Peter’s body was the rope in a lethal game of human tug-of-war.

“Mmmph—rrr—ahhh!” he screamed in and out of the water, his head smashing against the ice as he fought for gasps of oxygen.

The huskier man grabbed a hold with both hands and yanked harder, practically tearing Peter’s arm out of its socket.

Peter’s mouth flew open as he let out another howl—

And then he saw it: his shotgun lying in the snow behind the hulk’s frame. God let me get to it before I’m ripped apart. He acted fast, dipping his legs deeper into the water, and felt another set of pruny hands close around him, then a fourth set. Suddenly the tug-of-war game was four against one, and the corpses in the water overpowered the one on land. The first man slipped on the ice, and Peter swung him around, sliding him into the pond on top of the creatures that had a hold of his legs. The brawny man’s frame knocked the four smaller ones off, and Peter lunged across the ice, grabbing his shotgun, and whirled around.

BOOM!

A corpse blasted a foot in the air. Another one came leaping out of the pond, scuttling for him like a demonic crustacean, and he fired twice. BOOM! BOOM! A shell slammed out and tore away the second man’s face. The third punched a hole in another one’s stomach.

Peter panted, eyes lit up with warlike electricity. He grabbed his sweater and threw it over his sopping torso.

The pond was still rocking. Together with the crackling fire, the sound of waves filled the air while he waited for the next challengers to burst through.

As his breath gushed out in thick clouds of smoke, he turned and looked worriedly at the manor. “Where are you?” he whispered. “C’mon, c’mon. Hurry.”

A response echoed in the wind, though it wasn’t the reply he had hoped for. Voices were coming from the other side of the house, louder and louder, as the sounds of a mob approached the Vincents’ front gate. Peter could hear his mother’s voice above everyone else’s, shrill and bloodcurdling, screaming at the house to “give up these possessed children.” The chains on the gate rattled like metallic snakes and the throng hollered with her, banging their rifles and axes and sledgehammers against the iron bars and calling for vengeance. The shouting was so loud that Peter missed the screams now echoing out of the crematorium chimney.

Behind him, the water stirred again.

He whipped around and gripped the rifle with white knuckles, stepping backwards to the porch.

He was trapped on both sides now: a deadly assault in the backyard and a bloodthirsty mob in the front. There was no chance they would make it out alive anymore—the best they could do was go down fighting.

Peter stopped at the top of the veranda and stood there, waiting. He watched the bonfire continue to consume the tree, and his eyes followed the smoke as it coiled around the Yukon moon and evanesced among the stars.

The pond rippled again, and suddenly a forehead poked out of the water. Then two, then five, then ten.

Peter stared at the eyes from the patio and they stared back, glistening, looking straight into his soul. Nothing moved for a moment as the skulls bobbed there, black sockets planning to kill him, until finally he lifted the shotgun and let out a cry. The cry for his family—his father, his brother, his uncle—soared through the air and was followed by cold, screaming bullets as he started to shoot.
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Battle of the Yukon

Camilla’s screams were amplified in the hellish cylinder, spinning around and around, burrowing into her ear canals like sonic drill bits.

Her hands were still bound behind her back and there was less than an arm’s length of wiggle room on all four sides. But claustrophobia wasn’t the issue. She could handle tight spaces; what she couldn’t handle was the heat.

She saw the crematorium in her memory, picturing the jet of flame that shot down from the roof and consumed caskets like campfire kindling. The belly of the dragon was warming up fast, and even if it took forty-five minutes to reach its peak temperature of 1,800 degrees, she knew she would be dead long before then. At the rate it was rising, she had two minutes tops.

Her feet slammed harder on the oven door, but it didn’t budge. The temperature continued climbing.

Camilla looked up at the roof of the chamber. There was a nozzle aimed straight down, like a hot tub jet, which would spew the flames when the time came. Knowing her entire body would soon be nothing more than an 8-pound pile of ash was almost more terrifying than the thought of the accompanying nonexistence. Eight pounds. We leave the world the same weight we come into it. She looked the cremator in the eye and cursed at how unforgiving it was. It would blast her with no remorse, offering no chance for forgiveness, and be done with her. Of course, she considered, if God exists, He might do the same thing in the next minute or two, in which case this rising heat is a not-so-comforting hint of what could be in store.

She forced herself to look away from the nozzle and laid her head on the cement shaft. It was as warm as a hot sidewalk in July. She couldn’t think. The stifling heat and the panic were too much. This is how I’m going to die.

She peered up and saw only blackness. Sweat shimmered on her forehead, down her cheeks, and above her upper lip while she choked on the warmth. As her eyes began to close, there was a little twinkle, and then everything went black.

Death hugged her in its torrid blanket, about to raise its veil over her mouth and suffocate her for good, when she frowned. Camilla looked up—blinking—and saw the little twinkle again, a dot high, high above her. Then there was another one beside it, and another.

Stars? If I can see stars, the exhaust shaft must be directly above me…

She leaned on her side with a new glimmer of hope set in her features. Her hands felt the frayed ends of the rope around her wrists and grinded back and forth until the final threads snapped and she slipped out of the cords. Another wave of hope shot through her system as she squeezed her arms in front of her body and reached into the chimney.

Hide and seek! The memory rushed back. This is how Peter escaped! He said he tied a rope up the shaft and climbed out before Lucas could find him.

Looking up the shaft was like looking up from the bottom of a narrow well. A dozen variables were uncertain: Am I skinny enough? Strong enough? Fast enough? But one question counted more than any of the rest. If that one variable was missing, the others would never matter.

Is the rope still there?

She reached as high as her current angle would allow, but nothing reached back. She scooted herself up, curling her spine uncomfortably through the hole, and weaseled her entire upper body into the shaft like a finger sliding into a snug glove. Still nothing. With one more grunt, she scraped her back along the edge of the hot cement and forced her rubbery legs underneath her; she was now standing straight up in the shoulder-to-shoulder chimney with both hands clawing frantically above her head.

It’s not here. THE ROPE ISN’T HERE. It got burned up, just like you’re about to be.

She cried out and gave herself one more desperate boost from her tippy toes; all of a sudden her eyes popped open as she felt the frayed ends of a thick manila rope grace her fingertips.

A rush of energy shot through her body and she seized the rope, pushing herself against the hot wall as leverage. Her weakened muscles banned together and lifted her a foot into the air. The success energized her more. Hand over hand, she began scaling the shaft one painful inch at a time.

The heat chased her, boiling her feet with its hot breath and burning the exposed skin between her shoes and pants hem. The rope was greasy with decades of ash and soot cooked into the threads, and the closer she got to the end, the greasier her hands became. Every six or seven pulls, she slipped and had to hurriedly blot her palms on her shirt before resuming.

Just as the top of the shaft appeared within five feet, the furnace rumbled and sent a powerful heat wave blasting into her face. She coughed, closing her eyes, and clung on for dear life. Then grunting—heaving one hand over the other—she kept scaling the cord with her eyes closed, clambering higher, higher, higher until…

A sudden whoosh of cold air blew the scorching heat away.

Camilla coughed as she pulled herself over the lip of the smokestack. Shivers rippled up and down her body, and her skin felt molten hot and freezing cold at the same time. For a second she breathed in the fresh air and felt completely relieved, but the sensation did not last long.

Someone was screaming.

She wobbled off the chimney and slid across the snowy shingles toward a bright flare in the distance. The roof was steep and slippery, but there was no time to slow down. When she got to the eaves troughs, the rear courtyard came into view like a miniature battlefield laid out below.

The flames bellowing off the giant tree illuminated over a dozen bodies scattered across the snow. Some were motionless, while others circled another figure—Peter—who had ditched his shotgun in exchange for two .22 Glocks. The bodies had the strength and agility Camilla recognized from the hospital and the Cory twins, and they used anything they could find to attack with: lawn ornaments, yard tools, flaming branches from the burning tree. Peter’s guns had them at a distance, but he must have been low on bullets because he was doing more pointing than shooting.

Camilla wanted to jump down and help, but the ground was a forty-foot free fall away. Moreover, she still hadn’t caught Abigail, and if there was any chance her daughter was still in the house, she had to go for it—now or never.

A loud CLANK echoed behind her. She ducked to her stomach and wormed her way to the top of the roof again, peeking over the other side of the house to see a mob of townspeople attempting to crash through the front gate. The iron rocked violently, then another CLANK burst as someone’s shovel came down and broke the lock on the chain links. Moira flooded in first with Maddock and Brutus right behind her, and in their wake were at least a hundred Nolaners, all of whom were crying murder as they spilled onto the grounds.

Camilla looked behind her, then in front again. On one side, the undead horde had Peter up against the porch, and on the other, the mob was surging forward with rifles and hatchets and war cries. The two of them were caught between pincers, and it finally hit her that they would never make it out alive. They couldn’t win; they couldn’t do anything except run the clock.

There was a dormer—a semicircular window that rose up from the shingles—at the front of the roof. She shimmied toward it, aware that if anyone spotted her, she would be shot down like a duck in hunting season. She made it all the way over when the whole mob suddenly went quiet.

No! She cringed. They’re staring straight at me. Here come the bullets…

But the Nolaners weren’t staring at her. They were frozen halfway across the yard, looking up at Jasper’s decapitated head on top of the fountain. Suddenly, they didn’t seem so eager to enter the house.

“Keep moving!” Moira hollered. “There’s three of them and a hundred of us!”

The Nolaners weren’t reassured. While they continued staring at the severed head, Camilla slipped around the dormer and pushed firmly on the sill, sneaking inside with barely a peep.

She was standing in the attic now. The air was as musty as it had been when Peter proposed to her in this same spot more than eight years ago, and she doubted that anyone else had come up since then. But as she rounded a pile of antique trunks, her hypothesis was quickly disproved.

The attic’s staircase was hanging wide open.

Camilla froze. She noticed a track of footprints—size twos—in the dust, coming up the stairs and trailing off into the sea of clutter.

Her breathing stopped. She followed the prints through the room, tiptoeing along the dotted path, and came all the way to the north wall. And there, standing on a trunk in order to see high enough out the window to the courtyard, was Abigail.

Camilla didn’t believe the apparition. But there the devil was, standing on her tiptoes, surveying the chaos she had created in less than an hour. The blazing tree, the dead bodies, her fighting father. As the little girl continued watching her little chess match play out, she had no idea that for once someone was watching her.

Camilla felt herself pulling on the rope that was still looped around her left wrist. She hadn’t planned how she would do it until now, but wasn’t it obvious? Hadn’t it played out too perfectly, as if one of them had to die that way like it was the only choice? Yes. This is it. This is the way a mother kills her daughter, the same way she fed her to life. With a rope—a manila umbilical cord—tightened around her throat to ease her gently into that dark, cavernous sleep that bears no consciousness.

She pulled the rope taught, summoning some reserve of unknown strength to slip it over her daughter’s neck.

Do it for Peter. He’s out there fighting so you can do this; don’t back down. If she had the chance, she wouldn’t think twice. Just do it.

That was it. No more thinking, only doing. She raised the rope and tiptoed within five feet of Abigail, then four, then three…

Then two…

Then…then…

Then as a last act of vile deception, the Vincent manor betrayed her with a crack under her step. Abigail spun around and saw her mother towering over her with the rope, and she screamed—not a quick, shrill screech, but a full-bodied wail unlike anything Camilla had ever heard—as the rope came down around her neck.

Abigail was too quick. She slipped away and went barreling through the attic, knocking over the pyramids of clutter as her mother tore after her.

Camilla vaulted over broken clothes racks and flew down the staircase just in time to hear Abigail’s feet patter down the stairwell at the end of the hall. She shot through the corridor—past the bedrooms, past the viewing room, past the showroom—and leaped down the steps three at a time, landing on the main floor with a solid thud.

There was a slam! nearby. Camilla bolted past the dining room and into the kitchen, where the backdoor was still shaking on its hinges.

She knows she’s trapped. She can’t get out the front, so she’s joining her playmates in the back.

As Camilla bolted for the porch, she snatched a meat cleaver from the island and emerged in the courtyard, seeing Abigail’s white dress weaving through the blood-drenched snow toward the blazing tree at the far end.

She raced down the patio steps, entirely fixated on her daughter, and never noticed the contorted man running toward her at ninety degrees. The man leaped through the air, his broken jaw flapping off the side of his face, when another figure soared through the air and drove him into the mud. The second figure grabbed a chunk of marble from a broken fountain and hammered the contorted creature’s head in until it stopped moving.

“Peter!” Camilla shouted, helping her husband off the corpse. There were gashes covering Peter’s body, and his shirt was nothing but shreds.

“You owe me,” he grunted. “Again.”

Camilla reached up and wiped the blood off his face. “Are you all right?”

“All things considered. Is Abigail...?”

“No. She just ran by.”

“Then go, hurry!”

“Peter…” She didn’t know how to put it. Her assessment of the situation and all its alternatives was more than bleak: it was conclusive. “It’s over. The town’s through the gate, and any second—”

“Don’t worry about that,” he shot back. “I love you. Now go! Go!”

There were half a dozen undead still stalking the perimeter of the yard, their hollow concentration-camp faces waiting patiently for the right time to attack.

Camilla turned for the tree, about to take a step forward when all of a sudden another voice erupted in the air.

“ENOUGH!”

Camilla’s eyes bulged at the sound of Moira tearing out of the funeral home. The old woman billowed from the house with a pistol clenched in her gnarled hand. No one else was with her, but that didn’t mean they weren’t close behind.

Moira stopped. She took in the sights of the burning tree, the bloody yard, and her bleeding son, and quivered with antipathy.

“This ends now!” she screamed. The daggers in her eyes and the gun in her hand pointed straight ahead as she flew down the steps…

“Mother—”

“YOU’RE NOT MY SON!” Moira screamed. She locked her vision on her targets like Camilla had when she was running after Abigail. And just like Camilla, Moira never saw the attack coming from the side.

There were two undead—one man, one woman—on her instantly. They pounced like panthers, and Peter’s warning cries were too late.

They wrapped Moira’s arms around her back and threw another hand over her mouth to stifle her screaming. Peter raised his gun, but the creatures used his mother as a shield while they backed across the yard and dragged her to the edge of the pond. When her old legs touched the water, Moira began thrashing even more desperately, but it wasn’t enough. The corpses smiled as they pulled her in, deeper and deeper, and then all three of their heads vanished under the surface of the water. A second later, only two came back up.

“Go,” Peter whispered, letting the tears run down his face. “Last chance. Go.”

Camilla gripped her cleaver. No more hesitating. She sprinted away and resisted the urge to look over her shoulder again as she trained her eyes on the blazing tree in front of her.

She could see Abigail clearly now. The blotches of red on the girl’s little white dress sharpened into more defined splatters from fifty feet away, then clearer from forty and thirty and twenty.

Abigail was already backed up against the burning roots. She leaped over a line of fire and grabbed hold of the ladder boards that snaked up the side of the tree. The tree house wasn’t on fire yet, but the flames were closing in fast.

Camilla leaped over the flaming roots and went for the ladder too. With one hand she gripped the planks and with the other she swung the cleaver; the blade stuck into the wood and helped her reach the next highest peg. She kept climbing this way, like a mountaineer with a meat cleaver instead of a pickax and a short scrap of rope hanging off her wrist instead of a safety line, and reached the halfway point.

Abigail’s feet were scrambling like mad. They kicked down chunks of wood and dirt, but Camilla was catching up. She lunged higher with her cleaver, only half a meter away from Abigail’s foot, and stepped up and tried again.

Abigail reached the platform and pulled herself into the tree house just as the cleaver came down where her leg was a second ago.

Camilla took the last step up.

Instantly a foot came flying toward her face. She raised the cleaver to shield herself, but the seven-year-old’s shoe made contact with the knife and sent it spiraling to the ground. Camilla didn’t waste a second. She jumped into the tree house and threw herself at her daughter.

Abigail slipped free and dove through the only other available exit: the window. There was a thick branch that stretched to the farthest tips of the foliage, and the little girl darted along it with incredible balance. It was as if the tree wouldn’t let her fall—like it was helping her get away.

Camilla bent her body through the window and set a foot on the branch. Balance didn’t come nearly as easy for her as it had for Abigail.

The uncontrolled fire roared all around them. The leaves were crumbling as the knotted bark popped with miniexplosions. It was even hotter than it had been in the crematorium.

Camilla paused, sweat pouring over her face, and looked down: the branch was forty feet above the shallow edge of the pond. There’s no chance it’s deep enough to save a fall. She glanced at the yard, knowing this would be her final view, and saw Peter battling the last of the undead corpses. He was down to his fists, having run out of ammo, and fought just as vigorously, standing in front of the porch to stop them from escaping through the house. He had sacrificed so much for her, she thought. It was time she sacrificed herself for him.

“You can’t stop this,” a meek voice called out. Abigail was staring back. “It’s too late.”

“No,” Camilla said. “This ends. Right now.” She crawled farther down the branch, and it groaned under her weight.

“Please, mom,” Abigail pleaded. The oily darkness drained out of her face, and suddenly she seemed like a regular girl again. In that moment Camilla saw her real daughter standing in front of her, a daughter she might have had in another life. “Let’s leave Nolan. It’s the town, I promise. It’s not me.”

“Everything you say—everything you are, Abigail—is a lie. This can’t go on.”

Camilla edged nearer. She was close enough to jump and take both of them down.

The branch cracked louder. Around them, the flames seared so brightly that she could barely keep her eyes open.

This is it, Camilla thought, planting her feet on the bark beneath her. Then just before she jumped, she turned and took one final look at Peter wrestling with the last creature across the yard.

I love you.

Camilla turned back, but before she could lunge at Abigail, Abigail lunged at her.

Their bodies crashed together. Camilla’s spine slammed against the bark, and Abigail shrieked on top of her. Her hands shot for her mother’s neck, but the branch jolted beneath them and threw Abigail off balance, allowing Camilla a split second to lash back and toss her daughter over the edge. Abigail went tumbling away, but just when Camilla felt a microsecond of relief, the rope tore across her skin and ripped her off of the branch too.

Camilla squeezed and clung to the bark with her right arm while the left side of her body dangled perilously from the tree. She looked down and saw Abigail holding onto the cord around her wrist and swaying high above the shallow water.

The bough cracked.

Camilla slid under the weight, but the rope slipped first. Abigail howled as the knot pulled loose and the whole cord unraveled in her hand, giving one final scream as she fell through the air and crumpled into the depthless pond, tumbling away like a rotting apple.

Peter snapped the neck of his last attacker right before a thundering CRACK shot through the courtyard. He spun around in time to see the whole branch Camilla was hanging from explode off the burning trunk and plummet towards the ground.

“No!” he screamed.

But there was nothing he could do as the limb crashed into the pond and sent a tidal wave gushing into the air. The water hissed like a monstrous serpent. He ran into the haze, and as he disappeared in the mist, the back door of the Vincent manor burst open with the entire mob of townspeople spilling outside.

The Nolaners stopped.

The sight of the backyard was chilling.

All over, the snow was stained with blood. There were twenty bodies scattered about, and the giant tree that towered over all of them was afire, its smoke curling off the pond like some omnipotent, vaporous dragon.

Slowly, the Yukon wind blew through and revealed a silhouette hunched in the pond. The figure didn’t move. It was just standing in the cold water, up to its waist, clinging to something that was slung motionless in its arms.

The Nolaners didn’t dare move closer, and in a second they didn’t have to. For when the wind cast the mist away, they could all see that the figure was Peter Vincent, frozen at the edge of the pond, with his wife, Camilla Vincent, drooped lifelessly in his arms.
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Requiem

There was so much blood in the pond that Camilla’s sheaves of hair had reverted from dirty blonde to deep, sanguine red. It wasn’t the same as her natural shade, but it helped her look a version of herself again while slung in Peter’s arms. No semblance of horror or surprise was carved into her face; instead, it seemed like she had gone peacefully, her eyelids sealed together and her lips touching in a perfectly neutral expression. She looked as though she was sleeping contentedly with no nightmares to haunt her.

Peter’s expression was neutral too, appearing numb or unaware. His skin was cut open in countless places along his arms and legs, and his blood—which trickled out in thin red creeks—pooled in Camilla’s cuts, and her blood seeped into his. Their veins connected them just as their vows had, and for that moment, they were in each other’s bloodstreams. It was impossible to become any closer.

The faces of the Nolaners were more animated than Peter’s and Camilla’s. A dozen of them had turned their heads to vomit, while others—as many as fifteen or twenty—buckled to their knees and burst into tears or passed out in the snow. Brutus was among the ones who fainted, like a heavy punching bag finally beaten off its chain. Maddock bent down and held the funeral director’s head off the cement. A few other men stepped forward, their jaws set and nostrils still flaring at the repulsive sight and smell of rotting flesh.

Still, no one dared cross into no-man’s-land: that eerie space between the porch and the pond where twenty corpses were strewn across the snow. The feeling of danger had abated, but there remained a very palpable line that no one seemed willing to pass.

The two sides faced each other in chessboard formation, one side fully stacked against a field of slaughtered pawns and a cornered king mourning the broken queen in his arms. They stayed that way for a long time, in stalemate, until finally Peter spoke.

“It’s over.” His words were slow and quiet, but the wind carried the message across the yard. “Go home and be with your families.”

But the townspeople didn’t move. Their eyes hovered over him and Camilla. Some of them lowered their guns, others raised them.

“How do we know?” a woman shouted from the mob. It was Sharon Mullard, standing beside her husband, Lou, and their son, Hudson.

“Who’s left to stone?” Peter said. “Me? Go ahead, kill me. See how much better you feel.”

The point resonated. There was no danger left in the backyard, and the stark shift in mood confirmed it. The hate and hostility in the air had quelled to nothing more than a cold, ghostly silence, the same kind that seeps from battlefields when both the winners and losers stand back to survey the body count.

“If you won’t kill me,” Peter said, “help me.”

He told them to bring caskets from the second floor of the house. A group of men went in and returned a few minutes later carrying plain wooden coffins. They brought them to each of the bodies, and together with help from the other Nolaners, they loaded the cadavers respectfully and sealed the lids.

A couple of men whom Peter had never met before brought a casket to the edge of the pond. He waded through the water to join them, and when he got to the plain, shoddy container—the complete opposite of what Camilla deserved—he lowered his wife’s body inside with trembling arms.

He stood back and looked at her.

Something behind his eyes fought the urge to grab her back and run out of the yard, but then the lid came down and the two strangers began nailing it shut.

Whack! Whack! Whack!

Peter held out his hand as if to stop them, but when they paused, he took one of the men’s hammers and placed its head on the last protruding nail. Whack! Whack! The nail went flush, and the coffin was sealed. It was finished.

The men nodded solemnly and went off to help the others. Meanwhile, Peter slipped the hammer into his coat and walked across the perimeter of the pond, coming to Abigail’s body. She was facedown in the shallow water, and if there had been blood, it had since rinsed away.

He picked her up and took her to the blazing tree. The roaring fire lit up their faces and melted the icicles from their hair. When he reached the roots, he set Abigail in the flames and turned back, offering no sign of deference or homage, before walking away. Behind him, her body burned on the pyre, the flesh hissing over her bones as it boiled and melted off.

When all the bodies had been put into caskets, Peter told the townspeople to pick them up and form a line. The Nolaners did as he said, and once the line was ready—himself and three other pallbearers at the very front with Camilla’s casket—they walked out of the side gate and strung through the front yard in single file. The parade of twenty-five caskets crossed over the driveway and curled onto the dirt road that swung gradually toward Nolan’s town square.

They marched along the road in complete silence, the midnight sun hanging large and low overhead, the stars still watching from their mezzanine seats. Farther down, the wind died off and the beautiful northern lights came out to dance for the solemn procession. The entire Yukon seemed to be mourning its people.

The string of Nolaners curved with the road and delved deeper into the trees. Finally they came to the edge of the town’s cemetery and crossed under the iron archway. Once they were through, they peeled off in different directions toward their families’ and friends’ plots.

Peter and his pallbearers brought Camilla’s casket to the Vincents’ mausoleum. He took out the crypt key and inserted it in the lock. Together they passed through, and then barely a minute later they returned outside. Peter shut the door and locked it as each of the pallbearers gave him a firm pat on the back and took off to help other families bury their loved ones. Peter stayed in front of the mausoleum for another few seconds, looking up at the crest that was chiseled into the stony edifice, and his face remained as numb as it had been in the courtyard. He whispered something—a prayer, maybe—and turned and went to help the other mourning townspeople. Not all families were fortunate enough to have burial vaults; a lot of graves needed digging tonight, and the mindless shovel work would give his head a break and feel good on the hands.

The Nolaners dug all night. The ground was still frozen, but their determination kept their shovels going at an inexorable pace. By the time the sky was starting to lighten, there were almost two dozen fresh plots where coffins had been planted like garden seeds and covered with chunks of earth. The exodus from the graveyard was just as unified as the entrance had been. Everyone stayed until the last grave was planted, and then the minister from St. Luther’s Northern Parish came forward and said a few words about love and forgiveness and trust in God—all the while, his goose egg gleaming piously above his left eye—before they all echoed a quiet “amen” and exited the cemetery together.

Back at the Vincent manor, Peter entered the front gates just as the family’s town car was pulling out of the garage. Brutus and Maddock had skipped the mass burial and, from the looks of the three faces in the Lincoln’s windows, gone to pick up Laura from the hospital before returning home and chucking as many possessions as possible into one car load. As the vehicle with the three remaining family members skidded past, Peter made eye contact with them one final time. The animosity was still in their eyes, but it was overshadowed by profound grief. Vengeance would not be able to slake it—nothing could but distance and time—so with a final turn from their heads, the three of them made a silent, unanimous vote and excommunicated Peter from their family. The town car swerved out of the yard and burned rubber down the road, starting its first of many miles between the remaining clan and their abandoned funeral home.

Peter skirted around the lawn, avoiding the fountain where Jasper’s head was still mounted on top, and followed the driveway to the open garage. He went in and came out the other side, reentering the courtyard where most of the chaos had taken place.

The tree was still burning, although not as violently as before. He walked to the place where he had left Abigail’s body and saw nothing but a pile of unidentifiable remains, like the charred bits from a burned log in a fire pit. His hand reached down and took a branch that had escaped the blaze. Walking closer, he held the stick up and dipped it into the flames.

The fire caught instantly.

He walked back across the yard, swinging the stick and watching the tail of fire ripple through the air, until he arrived at the porch again.

Without hesitating, Peter tapped the stick against the kitchen door and watched the fire catch onto the screen. He walked over to the patio furniture next, lit the cushions, and then tapped the windowsills and the gables. The fire latched onto the hundred-year-old wood and started spreading as calmly as Peter was walking.

He stepped off the porch and turned to see the fruits of his fiery labor. Finally, his arm came up and lobbed the stick in the air; it landed on the old shingles of the manor where the snow had melted away, and the fire caught there too, lapping up the roof and connecting with the gutters.

From the front of the house, nothing looked wrong yet. It would be over half an hour until the flames became visible from the road, and then another hour until anyone noticed. By then it would be too late to do anything (of course, whether or not the fire chief would’ve actually called in the trucks was a different matter).

An engine started to life in the garage, and then two headlights peeled into the front yard and down the long driveway. It was the parlor’s piano-black hearse, with Peter at the wheel, and it crawled slowly across the yard before passing through the broken down gates at the front of the estate. As he drove off the lot, his hands anxiously at ten-and-two, Peter stared in the rearview mirror and took a last look at his family’s house while the smoke from the courtyard curled into the twilight sky.

The hearse followed the dirt road all the way to the graveyard. It drove right up to the Vincents’ crypt and parked by the doorway.

Peter got out of the driver’s seat and walked to the entrance of the mausoleum. The cemetery was cold and quiet. Everyone was back at home, sleeping, blocking out the night’s terrible events with unconsciousness.

But Peter couldn’t sleep.

Not tonight. Not now.

Inside the Vincents’ crypt, the vaults were cloaked with shadows. Then a crack of light cut through the darkness as the door opened and Peter stepped inside.

In the center of the room was Camilla’s coffin. He crossed the stone floor and knelt in front of it, eyes flitting quicker as his hand reached inside his jacket and pulled out the hammer that he had been holding on to since nailing the casket shut.

Peter wedged the forked end of the hammer into the lid and yanked back as hard as he could. A nail popped out. The hammer slid down to the next nail and cranked back again, then the next, and the next.

There was a thump from inside the coffin, and Peter sucked back a sharp gust of breath as he slammed the hammer harder against the splintered case and forced the flimsy top clean off the remaining pins.

The lid crashed beside the casket as a pair of hands shot through the opening. Peter reached in at the same time that Camilla reached out, and their arms wrapped around each other as tightly as they could. They kissed feverishly, Peter running his fingers through Camilla’s crusty red hair as she swept her hands all over his head and the back of his neck.

Torn between not wanting to waste any more time and not wanting to let each other go, it was Camilla who finally pulled away from the kiss. Peter took her hand to help her out of the coffin, and then without looking back, they left the casket behind them, broken open, and went running out of the tomb.

The hearse waited patiently. As Camilla approached, the rear doors clicked and hovered open automatically. She crawled in as fast as she could—being spotted would ruin the getaway—while Peter locked the crypt and returned to the driver’s side.

The hearse started up again and pulled away from the graveyard. As it drove through the iron gates and onto the streets of Nolan, Camilla peeked out of the little window curtains in the back and watched the buildings roll by, just as she had on the night that she arrived more than eight years ago.

It worked. I can’t believe it. It really, really worked.

Tears of happiness tumbled down her cheeks.

Her mind flashed back to the seconds following her collapse from the flaming tree. While Abigail had landed in the shallow part of the pond, Camilla had fallen farther out, and the branch had managed to break through the weakened ice and absorb the crushing blow. When Peter had come splashing through the mist, she had been hanging off the buoying wood, weak but alive. Still, there was no escaping the backyard. Not alive, at least. In a flash of panic and madness—and inspired by how she had once tricked the Cory sisters when they tried to drown her—Camilla suggested she pretend to be dead. They would inter her body in the family crypt, and then Peter would come back with the hearse and they would smuggle her out in the rear compartment, away from Nolan forever.

And it worked. Holy shit, it worked.

The old buildings on Main Street passed by, followed by the cottages on the outskirts of town. For once, no one was watching through the windows. The citizens were all sleeping, their vigilant gazes turned away as the hearse crawled by, completely unnoticed.

Camilla leaned back and breathed easier. She saw the town’s sign float away beyond her window, right before the forest swallowed them up in its wooden teeth and they began climbing a steep, bumpy hill.

At the top of the canyon, the space between trees opened up and the hearse came rattling out of the brush, joining the Top of the World Highway as it curled left and ran toward Dawson City. Camilla took one last look out of the window and saw the valley of trees stretched below, as well as a billow of smoke rising up from somewhere in the northwest. Once the smoke died out, Nolan would be lost in the rolling canyons, and she knew that if she ever came back, she would not be able to find it.

The hearse picked up speed and glided smoothly along the highway, the only speck of life for miles and miles ahead. The sun was just coming up over the hills, and as its beams stretched brightly into the back of the hearse, Camilla reached up and closed the velvet curtains. She slid down and rested her head against the wall, thinking not of nooses or fires, but of the open road that now lay ahead.

Of building a new home—a new life—somewhere else.

Of hugging her mother again, and introducing Peter.

Of starting fresh and suturing the wounds from the last seven days until they were nothing but faded scars that drew less and less attention in the coming years. And as sleep washed over her, so too did the peace that came with knowing the nightmare was finally over.
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