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    	Depiction of violent self-harm involving bloodletting and possible mortal wounds. Please take this seriously. Much of this book involves graphically depicted self-harm with possible suicidal intent.
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    	References to the Christiansen case, the deaths of those children, and the recollection of discovering Mik Christiansen’s body.
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    	Mention of heroin addiction, withdrawals, and flashbacks.
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    	Ableism (m**) when using the common vernacular for a brain condition/disease.


    	Depiction of a manipulative cis MMF polyamorous sexual relationship leading to murder-suicide by gunshot.


    	Implications of consenting double-penetrative cis MMF sex from a villain POV, with descriptions of physical intimacy from kissing to touching before it fades to black.


    	Lil bit of implied misogyny in playing to the male ego and the possession dynamics inherent in wives taking their husbands’ family names.


    	Brief, very lightly detailed descriptions of consenting penetrative cis MM and MF from a villain POV; not enough detail for condoms to be a factor, fill in your own implications there.


    	Deliberate breaking of trust in a polyamorous relationship to violate the relationship structure and implied agreed tenets.


    	Mention of prior abusive romantic relationships, including implication of dubious or possible non-consent.


    	References to ongoing manipulation and gaslighting used to make a main character question reality and his own involvement in the aforementioned murder-suicide.


    	Oblique reference to an asexual character not realizing the implications of potentially sexual or romantic behavior, mentioned from a POV contemptuous toward that character.


    	Use of acephobic slurs by an asexual character in defiance of implied criticisms of asexuality.


    	Mention of a past situation involving coercing sexual consent from an asexual character through use of mind-altering substances.


    	Mentions of drug use, withdrawals, and flashbacks.


    	Depiction of a highly troubled, disturbing pseudo-familial environment involving a hostage situation and forced compliance with behavioral expectations.


    	Depiction of attempts to coax a child to participate in violent acts.


    	Depiction of death by evisceration and dismemberment.


    	Depiction of a main character being hit by a motor vehicle.

  


   


  Content warnings for the S2E12 preview include:


  
    	The aftermath of a main character being hit by a motor vehicle.


    	Implication of a main character in mortal peril.

  


   


  Content warnings for the afterword, Q&A, and acknowledgments include:


  
    	Um…I don’t know, there’s not much. Discussing car crashes?


    	Oh! There’s mention again of all the fucked-up shite that happened in the episode. Mainly murder-suicide and violent deaths.

  


   


  Please read at your discretion, and make whatever decisions are best for you regarding content that may or may not be safe for you.


  Take care of yourselves, loves.


  –C


  [READING NOTE]


  THE CHARACTER SADE MARCUS USES the pronouns they/them/their as their preferred gender-neutral pronouns for a genderqueer and two-spirit person from the Lumbee nation. They also use the gender-neutral honorific “Mx.” rather than the gendered “Mr.” “Ms.” or “Mrs.” such as when Seong-Jae refers to them as Mx. Marcus.


  [0: I WANT THIS MUCH]


  THEY WERE SUPPOSED TO LOVE him.


  Tangling his fingers in his hair, running them through the strands over and over again, Sila stares into those familiar empty faces; into the shrunken hollows of their cheeks, the skin wrinkled together in seams like wet and translucent corn husks packed away until they fold in on themselves. Any smell has long gone, though he still remembers: the wet, the red, the meaty smell of a body opening and letting out its inner parts in delicate little tidbits, tiny tenderloins of humanity, the scent that has imprinted on him as mother and always, whenever he smells blood, making him think of her hair falling over him—and how she sang him stories of stars reflected in still green lakes.


  Every droplet a captured emotion; every glint of red a taste of memory, pure and true.


  He would bleed a thousand times to feel it again.


  Wishing on bloodstreams like wishing on stars.


  But there are no stars, today. Only a bright blue sky outside and here, the shadows, the smells of dust and age and decay, a subtle thing stinging his nose like sniffing dry leather, ah—perhaps it’s the smell of bone, overpowering even the heady, choking, silky scent of nigella run rampant, seeping in from outside.


  If he imagines hard enough he thinks they can see him, even though their eye sockets are just empty nothings, not even the last shriveled bits of eyeballs left. He wants them to see him.


  They wouldn’t look at him before.


  They wouldn’t look at her, either.


  When he’d been small, when he’d been just a little thing so tiny he could count his age on both hands and didn’t even need his toes, he’d learned that family meant blood. Mama had taught him that. Mama had taught him that so he wouldn’t cry when Daddy looked through him just like they looked through him; so he would try and try and try to love Daddy even when it hurt, even when it was hard.


  But Daddy hadn’t loved him.


  Even though Mama had been right.


  Family did mean blood.


  And all it took was blood spilled to make a family whole.


  “You’ll smile for me when I come to see you, won’t you? Will you reach for me with open arms?” he whispers to the corpses huddled in the shadows; to their bared and leering skeleton teeth. He winds his hair around his fist, tighter and tighter, until the pull burns. “Didn’t I bond us by blood? Didn’t I teach you to love me? Didn’t he?”


  They don’t answer. Not even in his mind, in those cracks and corners riddled with voices he can’t always control, can’t always silence, scars engraved on his mind like notes engraved on an old phonograph, turning and turning and turning and playing the same horrible, hateful melodies over and over again even when all he wants is silence.


  But it’s silent now, isn’t it.


  Only no—no, it isn’t.


  Not when outside, there’s the sound of an engine.


  The slam of a car door. Doors. One, two.


  He hopes—he hopes for only one set of footsteps. Hopes that he can show his Papa what he’s become, stained and unclean as he is, no longer pure. No longer worthy of being spared, the perfect doll not so perfect anymore.


  But no. No, instead the sound of two careful treads, first shushing the tall grass and the fronded sweet nigella out front with stealthy rhythmic steps, then weight creaking on the porch, that particular stride that he knows almost as well as he knows himself when he has made that dragonfly a part of him, drunk down a magic potion made of the glitter of crushed wings, crushed dreams, crushed love.


  How bitter it tasted. How bitter it tastes still.


  And he wonders if, when he dies, he’ll finally become the wind, ascended to become a force of nature, unseen and yet all-powerful.


  Only one way to find out.


  As those steps draw closer, as he catches the familiar cadence of those loathsome voices, he curls his fingers around the hilt of the blade resting across his thighs, then pulls his clenched fist out until his hair stretches in a taut sheet. He lays the fine edge of the blade against the strands, so keen, already a few parting, going slack. He twists his wrist.


  And suddenly his head feels light, the liquid caress of loosed silk falling down against the backs of his knuckles, gripped tight in his fist.


  He stares down at the platinum blond sheaf for long moments, then begins to coil and coil and coil it around his hand, until it’s a shining, perfect ring. One he rests against his thigh, as he lifts the blade again and sends more, shorter strands showering down like starlight rainfall as he strokes the blade’s oily-feeling cold edge against his scalp with the strangest scraping noise; until under his fingers what remains feels like velvet, and there’s only enough left to still mark him as himself.


  It's finished.


  He’s finished.


  And he raises the blade one last time, and presses it against his throat.


  Lifting his chin, he exposes those tender veins beneath his skin, the blood that will one day cease to flow and leave no one left. No one left but that one little boy, far away in California, cut free from the curse of his blood and left to live an ordinary life in an ordinary world.


  Sila will be the last, he thinks.


  Now that she is gone, perfected and loved just as Mama was.


  He will be the last.


  And that’s all right.


  He caresses the cold, curving edge against his throat, a thread-fine kiss of sharpness, barely a hair’s breadth of steel and yet it’s enough that all he has to do is press in, when the time comes. Press in, and that micro-sharp surface will part his atoms, slip between them, separate them from each other until he splits and bursts in a shower of red.


  Soon.


  So soon.


  But not yet.


  Not until his last witness and testament has been heard.


  And then?


  And then.


  One way or another…


  What began that night will end here. Now.


  He’ll finish the story his mother told him—and sing, sing soft, sing low.


  Sing himself to sleep.


  A wordless lullaby, bringing the dark and bringing the end.


  Forever.


  [1: CANNOT SEE]


  ANJULIE ZARATE Y SALAZAR KNEW her own house.


  She knew it the way some people knew the body of a lover, the familiar shape in the dark that occupied all the right places in the bed and against her body. She knew the way she fit against that house; where it gave, and where it pushed back. She knew what belonged, and knew what didn’t. She knew how its flavor changed when someone else blended into the particular aura that made it home, how it grew warmer or cooler, sweeter or more bitter, how sometimes the air was harder to breathe and sometimes it went down smooth and soft as swallowing silk.


  And she knew, even before Gabi’s voice called from the guest room…


  Something had changed.


  “Anji…?” Gabi said. “Can you come here for a minute?”


  Anjulie closed her eyes and turned her head to bury her face against the pillow, breathing for just a moment more. Pretending for just a moment more that her life wasn’t her life, and a million problems weren’t waiting for her, the fires ever burning and a new one springing up every time she put the last one out.


  Then she dragged herself out of bed, stuffed herself into a pair of boxers and a sloppy oversized white undershirt, and hauled herself into the gray predawn light of a house that felt as if its color had changed, and it had tilted itself just a few degrees in the wrong direction.


  Gabi leaned in the guest room doorway, her arms hugged tight to herself, bunching her favorite short silk robe against her. She worried at her full mouth; the colorless illumination leached the tone from her rich coppery-brown skin, turning it ashen.


  Or maybe that was the worry in her eyes, sucking the hues and shades and vibrant colorful tints right out of her.


  Anji ruffled a hand through her hair sleepily and let out the yawn she’d given up on holding back about thirty seconds ago. “What’s wrong?”


  “It’s…Sade. I…” Gabrielle glanced over her shoulder, into the room. “When I woke up, the closet door was open. They weren’t there, and their bag was gone. I checked downstairs, and nothing, and…I mean…because of the thing…”


  “The dead cop.”


  Gabi winced. “That. Yeah. I thought…you wanted to keep an eye on them.”


  “This was never a prison. They came here voluntarily, and I never arrested them.”


  And Anjulie damned well knew what Gabrielle meant, because if Anji was doing her job then she’d have had Sade in cuffs ages ago, or at the very least wearing a fucking GPS anklet—not that the crafty little spider wouldn’t have found a way to get it off or disable it in minutes.


  But Anji wasn’t doing her job.


  Anji didn’t know what the fuck she was doing.


  And she didn’t know if she was worried, that Sade had disappeared…


  Or relieved.


  Relieved that as long as she didn’t know where they were, she didn’t have to take them into custody, prosecute them, do what was technically the correct thing but not necessarily the right thing.


  But Gabi fidgeted, and Anji eyed her.


  “There’s something else,” Gabi said.


  “…there always fucking is, isn’t there.” Anjulie pressed her fist against her temple, then inhaled and exhaled like she could draw the peace of the house into her lungs and disperse it throughout her body, except today her house didn’t have any peace to give. “Okay. So what’s the something else?”


  Rather than answer, Gabrielle just stepped back, into the room—her head tossing in a little jounce of bronze and copper and gold-streaked curls, beckoning Anjulie to follow. Into the guest room. To the folding closet door, open with that little nest of blankets Sade had made their own still puddled on the floor.


  And in the center of the blanket nest…


  A phone.


  A little cheap black Tracfone, crouched there like a different kind of little spider.


  She bent, picked it up, hit the power button. It came up, the little LED screen washed out in pixelated colors. Nothing on the home screen. She checked the call log; nothing recent. Nothing at all. But in the address book…


  One number.


  And instead of a name, it was saved as ICE.


  ICE. In Case of Emergency. Most people kept an ICE contact in their phones in case they were ever taken into the hospital with no emergency contact on record with their insurance, but somehow Anjulie didn’t think what was what Sade had meant.


  ICE.


  If you need to reach me, in case of emergency…here I am.


  Anjulie’s fingers tightened on the phone. The little seam along its side bit into her palm.


  Okay, little spider, she thought. Okay.


  But you’d damned well better hope I never need to know where you are.


   


  C


  WELP.


  Still alive.


  Aanga Joshi curled up on his uninjured side, struggling to ignore the little feelers of pain trying to puncture holes in the dulling wall of the oxycontin while he scrolled through data on his tablet. He probably shouldn’t even be trying to work right now; the oxycontin was making him just a little floaty, his cognitive faculties not necessarily at their best, and the only thing grounding him to earth and making everything make sense was the creeping edge of pain. Maybe that was why he didn’t call for a nurse to up his pain meds, possibly knock him out.


  Or maybe it was that the nurse would likely take his tablet away, and he’d already had to deal with one hell of a tongue-lashing to even get his hands on one in the first place.


  From her chair parked next to his bed, Gretchen rattled away at her laptop—its screen the brightest light in the room with the overheads dimmed, casting silver edges against her dark brown skin. He stole a peek at her past the edge of the tablet. She’d told him he had an hour and a half before she confiscated it, and he was pretty inclined to believe her.


  As if she sensed his regard, her lips quirked. Without looking up from the laptop, she murmured, “Just remember—I didn’t bring you that thing. Don’t you dare tell anyone I enabled you.”


  He smiled faintly. “Enabled what? Doing my job?”


  “Doing your job from a hospital bed when the doctors just closed up the gaping hole in your side,” she retorted tartly. “Boy, I will take that thing away from you.”


  Boy.


  He almost laughed.


  Yeah. He guessed sometimes he was a little boy, even in his fifties. Stubborn and recalcitrant and set on getting his own way, without someone with a bit more reason and sense to put him in his place.


  So much for thinking he was free of the classic trope of every last goddamned man on earth never quite getting over his mommy issues.


  But he dutifully bit his tongue, and switched his attention back to his own screen. The clock was ticking—and he still had a lot of data to pick through. Maybe they had Normand pinpointed. Maybe Seong-Jae and Khalaji were, at this exact moment, closing in on him and the creature Seth Duvonne had become.


  That didn’t explain how Normand and Duvonne had had help.


  And just who had enough access to do their dirty work without getting caught, erasing their tracks into nothing, for so very long.


  That had been eating at Aanga from the moment he’d been cogent enough for his confinement to make him restless, irritable, bored as fuck. There had to be someone connected to Normand tangentially—someone from one of his CPA contract assignments, someone from university, even someone from his social life. At this point the analysts had put together a network of contacts so complex it went beyond six degrees of separation and into ten.


  So who was hiding in there?


  If Aanga was going to be stuck in bed, he might as well damned well find out.


  So he read. He read until his eyes ached; Gretchen had brought his spare glasses, but the prescription was at least two years out of date and he ended up with the tablet practically pressed to his nose as he scrolled and scrolled and scrolled, scanning rapid-fire and less processing whole sentences and more searching for keywords among increasingly fuzzy letters.


  Until one word jumped out at him.


  Baltimore.


  More specifically, the Baltimore District Attorney’s office. A short-term one-week gig to do a finance audit cleanup, not so long before Normand had been fired.


  Hm.


  That was interesting.


  He flagged the file for later follow-up, already cycling through his mental roster for who would be best to assign to that. Honestly he’d have liked to put Torrance on it, but Torrance was out of commission for a good long while and likely wouldn’t be coming back to the FBI once he’d recovered. Aanga couldn’t blame him. Loss of a damned good asset, his skill with mathematics and numbers one of the best on the team, but after what Torrance had been through that man needed to take care of himself first.


  Jobs came and went.


  What Torrance had experienced was a once in a lifetime catastrophe.


  And you just didn’t pick up and carry on like nothing happened, after that.


  Does that apply to you, too?


  How many times do you expect yourself to pick up and keep going like this?


  You’re going to recover, and then thrust yourself right back out there even though no one would blame you for retiring. Why? For what?


  Really, Aanga, what is it all for?


  No. That was the oxy talking, making his thoughts liquid with too much emotion, too many ridiculous vulnerabilities that wouldn’t even be a thing were he completely sober. Keep it focused, keep it together, and stick with the work.


  So he stuck with the work. Kept reading, flagging points of interest…until he frowned at a new report that had come in just today. From Phoenix; a woman named Darla Aaron, sixty-two. Secretary at the CPA firm that had contracted Normand out. Not known to have any personal relationship with him; only several years as coworkers, but with one unspecified harassment complaint retrieved from HR files, submitted against him when he’d been a fairly new hire.


  And she’d gone missing.


  A missing persons report filed just yesterday, no sign of her in over seventy-two hours, disappearing from her home. Retired, the file said. Her son and daughter-in-law had stopped by to let the grandkids visit, and found the house empty.


  …shit.


  There’d been no sign of a new white rabbit crime scene, so maybe he wasn’t involved—or maybe he’d just hidden the body somewhere where it wouldn’t be found until later, after he’d pulled off his final scheme. But considering he’d had a body count in the dozens to make up for…


  Why was there only one missing persons report so far?


  Aanga started to push himself up—then winced, hissing as his body reminded him that was a very, very bad fucking idea, and this time it wasn’t feelers of pain punching holes in the drugs; it was giant fucking spears, iron spikes impaling him and reminding him to lie the fuck down. Gasping, he sank back against the pillows, closing his eyes tight.


  “I warned you,” Gretchen bit off, and he felt something tugging at the tablet; he tightened his grip convulsively, but his fingers had no strength. “If you’re going to hurt yourself—”


  “Gretchen.” He forced it out through his teeth, struggling to lock his jaw around the pain and chew it down into negligible bits he could swallow into nothingness. “P-please. Not now. I n-need you…I n-need you to cross-check…the f-full…list of Normand’s n-network…for missing…missing persons reports. It’s important.”


  Long, skeptical silence. He forced his eyes open, watching her through the blurred haze of pain over his vision. She eyed him with a hard stare, but it wasn’t difficult to see that behind it was concern.


  What did I do to earn that, then?


  “…fine,” she said, turning back to her laptop. “But after this, you rest.”


  “Yeah,” he said raggedly, closing his eyes again. “Sure.”


  He fell still, then, listening to the sound of her typing, her soft sounds of concentration, while he waited for his aching body to settle. God, he really didn’t know how to stop, did he? Forget someone trying to kill him; he was going to kill himself, at this rate. Through sheer reckless neglect and refusal to slow down when it was good for him.


  Gretchen’s typing grew faster and faster—but by the time it abruptly just stopped, Aanga could breathe again; the fire in his side had subsided to an ember.


  “Chief,” Gretchen said tightly. “I’ve got seven more missing persons reports in the last four days, three in Phoenix, one in Nebraska, two in South Dakota, one in Wyoming—not counting the Hornby-Dunstan case. There may be more. I’m waiting on responses from local law enforcement for the last known address of several, and there’s…there’s a lot more to filter through, but I think we’ve got a pattern.”


  “God fucking damn it.” He opened his eyes. “I need your phone.”


  She scowled at him. “No. You are not working. I am not letting you do a single damned thing else. Let’s take this up the chain to Winchester.”


  “Gretchen.”


  Gretchen stared a few hard moments longer—then broke into curses, sagging. “You owe me for this,” she growled, and thrust her hand into her jacket pocket before swiping her screen to unlock, then shoving her little Motorola at him. “Just don’t try to sit up again.”


  “I won’t. Do you have Yoon and Khalaji in your address book?”


  “Under work contacts.”


  “Thank you.” He struggled a moment to get through the menus—damned Androids, he’d never been able to figure them out—before he found it and tapped Seong-Jae’s number, then held the phone to his ear and waited.


  And waited.


  And waited, his heart rate feebly trying to kick up when there really wasn’t enough blood left in his body for that right now, but it at least made a struggling attempt.


  Nothing.


  When the phone clicked over to voicemail, he swore, hung up, then tried Khalaji’s line to the same damned result. That didn’t fucking bode well; either they were out of cell range, in a situation where they couldn’t get to their phones, or possibly just fucking off on duty and having sex when they should be on the case. Who fucking knew, maybe they both just simultaneously let their phones die, that’d be goddamned well great.


  But as Khalaji’s voicemail came up, Aanga snarled into the phone. “Listen. Khalaji. It’s Joshi. As soon as you get this, you or Seong-Jae call me back. There’s some intel that might change the parameters of this thing—we’ve got a total of eight people and possibly more missing out of the extended network of contacts we’ve built from Normand’s history. I’m on Gretchen’s phone, but she’ll make sure you get to me.”


  He tried to think of something else to say, but then just…hung up, staring at the phone helplessly as it dropped to rest against the sheets.


  He didn’t like this.


  It felt…bad.


  Wrong.


  Something was about to happen. He could feel it—something horrible, something heavy, something deep.


  And he ignored the pain in his side to push himself up on his good arm, clenching his jaw against the fresh stab of agony. “That’s your work laptop, right? I need it.”


  Leaning away from him, Gretchen pulled the laptop out of reach. “…why? And lie the fuck down, Chief.”


  “I need to find a few phone numbers, and it’s faster than explaining what I need and making you do it for me.” When she said nothing and made no move to give him the laptop, Aanga growled. He was high as a fucking kite, about to explode through his stitches with pain, he just needed to get this done, and why did hospitals have to smell like nothing more and nothing less than sterile blood? “Gretchen. Goddammit. I promise I will let the nurses drug me unconscious as soon as I make two phone calls, or when those fuckers call me back, but for right now give me that goddamned laptop.”


  Her expression iced over, brown eyes flinty. “You’re lucky you’re already in the hospital, or I would put you there for talking to me that way,” she said, slow and cool and measured. “You’re my boss. Not my master.”


  “I’m sorry.” Aanga groaned, closing his eyes and pressing his shaking fingers to his eyelids. “I’m sorry, Gretchen. I mean that truly, and I’m not blaming it on the oxy or anything. I’m an asshole. I’m an asshole, and I just…” He sighed. “I’m scared. But I shouldn’t have…that.”


  “You’re damned right you shouldn’t have.” But the sound of something flumping down against the sheets made him open his eyes—as she dropped the laptop next to him, glaring. “Now make your fucking phone calls.” Settling back into her seat, Gretchen folded her arms over her chest, glaring off to the side. “And give me a goddamned raise.”


  Aanga managed a smile, as he forced himself onto his back and dragged the laptop—which felt like it weighed ninety pounds—across his thighs.


  “Yes, ma’am,” he murmured.


  Then pulled up the FBI database of interagency contacts.


  And got himself to fucking work.


  [2: CALLING OUT MY NAME]


  MALCOLM KHALAJI SIGHTED DOWN THE barrel of his Glock, and tried to calculate if he could pull the trigger faster than Sila could move that knife against his throat.


  Two against one. Malcolm and Seong-Jae against Sila. Two armed police officers against one civilian with a knife. Technically, they had the tactical advantage—but only if they had no qualms about killing Sila.


  No.


  Malcolm needed to bring him in alive. Lethal force against a suspect was only a last resort, and at the moment Sila wasn’t presenting a clear and present danger to their lives. Only his own, the knife against his throat a blatant and unequivocal threat.


  What Malcolm really needed was to figure out the angle here.


  Assess the situation.


  Make a decision.


  And end this stalemate with Sila in cuffs, and not a single drop more blood spilled after rivers upon rivers had already run throughout the landscape of this case.


  Think. Think. Pulse a heavy slamming drumbeat crushing down on his entire body, Malcolm let his gaze dart over the room quickly, counting precious seconds under his breath as he took in the landscape. This house—the house that had just barely been visible in Seth and Sindy Duvonne’s childhood photos. Malcolm standing in the open doorway, Sila roughly six feet straight in front of him, a straight line with Sila’s slender back facing Malcolm, head turned to watch them both over his shoulder, what was left of his shorn-off hair straggling into his eyes, the remnants coiled into a shining loop and bound around his wrist. Seong-Jae to Malcolm’s right, wild crow standing precise at attention with his Glock aimed true, positioned deeper into the dusty, shadowed living room, roughly five feet away from Sila on a diagonal, with a better line of sight to any vulnerable limbs that could potentially be incapacitated to disarm Sila.


  The chair underneath Sila. Possible to shoot the legs out, make him fall, lose his grip on the knife, or at least tip him off-balance enough to subdue him.


  And those dead bodies in front of him, propped on the sagging, half-crumbled sofa as if leaning against each other in final repose.


  From their dry-rotted clothing and the advanced state of decay, they’d been dead for decades. Possibly since that summer Sila spent with Normand, left locked up inside this house and practically mummified in the enclosed space, moisture wicking away to turn their skin to leather, and then to paper as time and advanced exposure to the elements wearing away at the house accelerated their decomposition. Dust moved in slow-eddying currents around them, glittering in the shafts of sunlight filtering into the murky space. They looked to have been cut open from collarbone to navel, spread wide with their ribs split like an autopsy break, separating from the sternum. Malcolm couldn’t tell, with the extended degradation, if it had been done while they were alive or dead.


  But those two sure as hell wouldn’t be any help.


  Seong-Jae caught his eye. A subtle gesture, a tilt of his head toward Sila, a question in reflective black eyes:


  What now?


  Malcolm decided in an instant.


  Get Seong-Jae out of here. Sila was too manipulative, could possibly still pull Seong-Jae’s strings—and he needed Seong-Jae calling in backup. They’d left the locals on standby since first contact and making arrangements the day before—call us if you need us, if you find anything. Seong-Jae could handle that.


  Leave Malcolm with Sila.


  He’d figure this out, one way or another.


  Wait, he mouthed—then took a deliberate, calculated step closer to Sila. Just to see what he would do.


  Then froze as Sila instantly lifted his chin higher and pressed the blade just a touch harder against his throat, enough for the skin to subtly dent, so close to breaking.


  “I wouldn’t, Malcolm.” The way Sila purred his name made Malcolm sick. “One little slice. One little slip, and I open myself up all over this floor. Ah—ah, don’t try anything clever, either.” He tilted his head toward Seong-Jae, his only visible eye—the green one—glittering with cold mockery. “Going to shoot me in the arm? The leg? Maybe try for the chair. Or startle me hitting the floor at my feet, hm? And what happens if my hand slips just—just—” He let out a breathy sound, almost sexual, as he twisted his wrist just enough, opening up a thread-thin, two-inch line of scarlet against pale skin. “—ah, oops. And then what?”


  “You tell us,” Malcolm said. “You’re obviously willing to bargain with your own life. And for what?”


  “Honestly?” For someone with a slender trickle of blood pouring down his throat like a licking red tongue, Sila spoke with remarkable calm flippancy. “For you to leave. Or die. I don’t care one way or the other.”


  Malcolm smiled grimly. “Can’t oblige you with that one. You could just try putting the knife down.”


  “Or I could not. Why would I, when I have the upper hand?” Sila let out a long, aggrieved sigh. “Really, just go. Oh, I’m aware that if you let me walk away now, you’ll spend the rest of your lives hunting me. It’s dreadfully boring. I’m tired of you. Tired of all the hurt you bring. But you get to be happy, and that’s all you care about, isn’t it? No matter who you trample and crush on the way to your blissful happily ever after.” That mocking voice hardened. “I won’t let you crush me any longer. Walk away. Forget me.”


  “Or what?” Seong-Jae asked softly. “What are the consequences if we do not?”


  Sila only smiled—cold, cutting, cruel. “I think you can figure that out for yourself, Jamjali.”


  That lilting name—dragonfly—seemed to strike Seong-Jae until he flinched, his jaw tightening, black eyes narrowing, the scar between them furrowing. Fuck. Malcolm couldn’t let Sila start using his connection to Seong-Jae to twist this or he’d have them spinning in circles, not sure what to believe.


  “Seong-Jae,” he murmured, and jerked his head toward the door.


  Go. Call in our backup. Get away from him.


  Seong-Jae’s head snapped toward him. He hesitated, brows knitting, before shaking his head subtly. But Malcolm nodded, never quite taking his eyes off Sila. Seong-Jae hovered a moment longer, then started to step back, angling toward Malcolm.


  But Sila clucked his tongue—and angled the knife as if for a swift, hard slash, its blade gleaming and throwing back a pale, washed-out reflection of his emotionless, empty smile.


  “No no no, Jamjali—you stay right. Fucking. There.” He bared his teeth. “This is your story, too. You will stay. You will listen.” He hissed, a long wordless sibilant. “You didn’t stay before. You owe me this, now. You owe me!”


  “I owe you nothing,” Seong-Jae bit off.


  But he stalled in place.


  Fuck.


  Malcolm needed to find a way to flip this situation, now. Maybe if he and Seong-Jae both rushed Sila—but that would assume he was bluffing. That he wasn’t entirely serious about killing himself if they made the wrong move, just to spite them.


  Knowing what he knew about Sila, the lengths he was willing to go to…


  Malcolm wasn’t entirely sure of that.


  “You’re trying to buy time,” he said. Try another tack. Keep Sila talking. Figure out where the fuck this was going, because Sila didn’t do anything without a reason, and there was some end game in mind here. “You were hoping to beat us here. Hoping to stop us from getting here, period, when you had Nico Madsen try to kill us. And now you’re hoping you can stave us off long enough for help to come. Where is he? Where is Normand? You said we’re early…and he’s late. So you’re waiting for him to crash this party and save you. Unless you’re lying, and he’s already here. Upstairs, or in one of the barns.”


  The look Sila turned on him was almost pitying. “What is it like, to live with such a limited scope?” He closed his eyes, letting out a brief, bitter laugh. “God, you don’t understand me at all. Not that I thought you ever could.” He opened his eyes again, turning a thoughtful look on Seong-Jae. “Not even you, Jamjali. No matter how hard I tried…you were never really there.”


  “Then make us understand,” Seong-Jae coaxed. That strain still tightened his jaw—but his voice was steady, his stance almost relaxed, his Glock aimed but his finger light on the trigger and his hands unmoving, calm, not an ounce of tremor or tension. Everything about his posture told Malcolm: trust me. I am still your partner. This will not affect me. “What is so important about reuniting with Normand here? Are you really so willing to die to stop us from apprehending him?”


  Okay, Malcolm thought.


  If he couldn’t get Seong-Jae out of here…


  He’d have to trust him.


  And do what they did best.


  Work Sila between them…until they saw the chance to close in for the kill.


  “That is exactly what you never understood,” Sila spat back at Seong-Jae. “Love is being willing to die. Being willing to kill. If you love someone, death is one of the highest gifts you can give them. The most powerful.”


  Fucking hell.


  Just what did Normand do to Sila to warp him this way?


  No—no, that wasn’t the question Malcolm needed to be asking. What he needed to ask was how this altered the profile, because if Sila really was ready to die, if he truly believed death was a benign sacrifice, then that would make predicting his movements harder. Following a completely different set of motivations, a completely different pattern, and Malcolm needed to figure out that pattern fast if he was going to de-escalate.


  Figure it out, or figure out if this was just part of the original profile and completely congruent with Sila’s penchant for obfuscation, gaslighting, deception.


  “If you want to die for him so much,” Malcolm said carefully, “what’s to stop us from shooting you right here and now just to grant your wish?”


  “You wouldn’t give me the satisfaction.” Sila tilted his head upside down, then, craning it eerily backward until both eyes locked on Malcolm, one green, one blue, that blade still resting against his throat with his fingers poised at the ready. “Besides. You want to know what I know. And if you shoot me…it’s all gone. Bled right out of my empty little noggin. Brain cells all over the floor, lights winking out, information gone gone gone.”


  Malcolm inclined his head in acknowledgment—and subtly shifted his aim. Maybe, with Sila’s arm upraised like that… “I’ll bite. What do you think we want to know, enough that we won’t risk killing you?”


  “About Matheson.” Sila let out an eerie, doll-like little giggle, his lips a horrifying rictus when turned upside down and split so wide in an awful grin that didn’t reflect in those hollow, hollow eyes. “About the offshore accounts. About all his dirty, dirty cops. About how to get Jason Huang’s life back. About what Matheson’s going to do to your precious city…and you can’t stop it.” He rolled his head, liquid and disjointed, toward Seong-Jae. “Or maybe,” he whispered, “you want to know just what I did to your partners. Maybe you want to know what really happened so you can silence that dirty little voice that says you did it. You did it, you snapped, you killed them, you—”


  “Stop.” A single word, commanding, toneless. Seong-Jae’s expression didn’t twitch, his face a sculpture of ice. “I know I did not kill Agents Jergens and Erickson. I know you engineered their deaths. So you will not use that to attempt to gain leverage over me.”


  “And I’m sorry,” Malcolm added, “but I have trouble believing you know anything of significance in relation to Matheson. I’m sure while you were working for him you overheard enough things or did enough digging to know he’d be a person of interest. But that you have some secret yet highly relevant information?” He shook his head. “When all you’re known for is crying wolf…all I can think is you’re telling another lie.”


  “You can think that if you want. And you may say that now, but once I’m dead, and the dominoes begin falling into place, and you realize it’s all coming to pass…” Sila’s eyes slitted, snakelike. “You’ll wonder what I knew. And if knowing what I know could have stopped it all. But if you aren’t interested…”


  He shrugged one shoulder. Malcolm shrugged too, even if he didn’t shift his aim in the slightest.


  “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “But you’re trying to bargain with something you aren’t willing to give up. I know you’re not about to divulge all this information willingly, because then we have no reason not to shoot you. And for someone who wants to die so much, you’re remarkably focused on making sure we don’t want to kill you.”


  “That, my darling boys, is because you still haven’t figured out what I want. While I know exactly what you want. You simple, single-minded things.” Sila rolled his head forward again, his jaw practically caressing against the knife. “You want the whole story. The complete picture. You want to understand, because in your easy little world of good and evil you just can’t fathom why I even exist.”


  “Spare me the villain monologues,” Malcolm muttered.


  “What if we do want to know?” Seong-Jae cut in. “You said yourself that we do not understand. That you tried to make us understand, and we could not. So tell us. Start with them.” He jerked his chin toward the corpses on the sagging sofa. “They are your grandparents, are they not?”


  “Are they?” Sila trilled.


  Seong-Jae’s eyes narrowed, brows drawing inward into a thick, brooding line. “Did you do this to them? Did you kill them?”


  “Me?” Sila’s laugh was one of pure delight. “I was but a child, dear detectives. What could I do?”


  “What you did to the Christiansens,” Malcolm grit out, going cold inside. “You were a child then, too. And god knows I try to have sympathy for the child you were, what was done to your psyche—but you killed those children, Seth. You killed that entire family.”


  “I don’t want your sympathy,” Sila seethed, and in the hints of his profile visible, that eerie smile vanished to leave only a cold, hateful mask. “Or your pity. And my name is not Seth.”


  “No?” Malcolm asked. “You don’t like when I call you Seth? Seth Duvonne. Or are you more comfortable with Lucas?”


  “God, spare me your attempts at emotional manipulation.” Sila flicked the fingers of his free hand, that cold mask switching off to leave mocking boredom, rolling eyes, ever and always inconstant, flicking through expression after expression when they were all just a surface front, a cover for the emptiness underneath. “You’re wrong, anyway. I didn’t do anything to the Christiansens. I just let nature take its course. You can’t blame me for the consequences of telling the truth.”


  For half a breath, Malcolm hovered on the edge of granting Sila’s wish.


  Of pulling the trigger, and letting him die.


  He couldn’t forget that hidden grave, concealed beneath the flowers.


  The photographs of a laughing boy and girl.


  Those tiny finger bones, emerging from the dirt.


  His own finger hovered tight against the trigger, and he forced himself to relax his grip, forced himself to take several deep, slow breaths.


  Seong-Jae wasn’t the only one vulnerable here.


  Wasn’t the only one who could present a risk, if he let Sila get under his skin.


  And it wasn’t hard to tell that Sila knew it, his lips pulling apart in another smile that was a haunting parody of sweet amusement.


  “Did I touch a nerve, Malcolm? You’re so sensitive about children, aren’t you?”


  “That’s not a button you want to keep pushing,” Malcolm warned.


  “No?” Sila’s eyes and lips rounded into mocking Os. “Then why don’t I tell you what you really want to know.” He smirked—and tapped the edge of the blade against his throat with controlled precision, making it bounce off the taut skin of his neck without breaking, every impact making Malcolm’s stomach jolt, every turn of the blade catching the light and breaking it into glitter spangles that danced over the coil of hair wrapped around Sila’s wrist. “You want to know about my time with him, don’t you?” he asked—and let out a slow, soft sigh, ever-so-performatively fond, his eyes lidding. “You want to know about my father…and who we really are. Who we were before—and who we became together.”


  [3: EACH STEP I LEFT BEHIND]


  MAMA WAS GONE.


  Her body was here, loved to pieces all over the concrete kitchen floor, all red and arranged just right so that somehow she was better to look at, in ways he couldn’t quite find the words for because they seemed like they would be complicated grown-up words he didn’t really know just yet, wouldn’t be able to make sense of.


  But she was gone.


  Her open eyes were wide and empty and so very green, blank and staring at him, but there was no one behind them.


  He’d never seen that before.


  They hadn’t let him look at Daddy, when he’d died.


  So he hadn’t known.


  He hadn’t know how much a person changed when there wasn’t a person inside anymore, and all the skin that made up their outsides was just stuff, because it wasn’t alive and it wasn’t a person and it just kind of became a thing instead of whatever made moving talking breathing living people special.


  Mama was like the tables, now. His toys, the clouds, the grass, the links on the chain fence.


  Just another part of the world that didn’t really matter.


  It just existed.


  But it didn’t live.


  The man in the rabbit mask stood next to him, with his gloves so wet they were soaked dark red, and the smell filled his nostrils, the smell that kind of fuzzy type of leather made when it got wet and that other smell, the same smell as when he scraped his knee or got a cut or made another kind of owie that made him bleed.


  “Aren’t you sad?” the man in the rabbit mask asked. His voice sounded funny coming from inside the mask, like he was talking into a tin can and pretending it was a phone.


  Seth shook his head slowly. “She’s pretty now.” Tilting his head back, he looked up at the man looming over him. “I’m not afraid, neither. Not no more.”


  “Not any more,” the rabbit corrected. “And it’s not afraid, either.”


  Seth mouthed the words to himself with a little frown, then asked, “Did you love my mama?”


  “Very much.” The rabbit head turned toward him. “You could tell that?”


  Seth nodded.


  He didn’t know the words for that, either.


  It was just a feeling he had.


  The same kind of feeling he’d gotten a long time ago before Daddy died, when one night Daddy and Mama had thought he was asleep and he crept in to watch them kiss on the sofa, and for the first time Seth could ever remember, Daddy didn’t look at Mama like she’d done a bad thing to him and he was mad at her for it. Seth had thought maybe, the way Daddy touched Mama, he really did love her.


  The white rabbit had touched mama like that.


  Like he was doing a precious thing to her, because he loved her and he wanted her to be pretty.


  “Then,” the rabbit said, “you are a very special boy, to know that what I gave her was my gift.”


  Seth smiled shyly and curled his fingers in the hem of his pajama top.


  Only Mama had ever told him he was special.


  If this man thought so, too, he must be good like Mama.


  The rabbit turned toward him. “Are you serious? Do you want to go with me, and be my special little boy?”


  Quickly, Seth nodded, biting his lip. A little funny feeling went through him, this hot thread of something slick and painful like those wires in Mama’s body were inside him and he could feel them next to his bones.


  The blood was spreading.


  Almost touching his toes.


  And he took a step back from that glistening, slowly oozing pool, so bright like red, red strawberry jam.


  The man didn’t move, as the first curving edge of red touched the toes of his boots.


  “Please,” Seth whispered. “Please take me with you.”


  “Only if you promise not to lie to me again.” The man in the rabbit mask had a sort of nice voice, kind and mild and soft, but now it went all deep and snarly. “You lied to me, little boy. You are afraid.”


  “I’m not afraid of you!” Seth insisted, and stomped his foot against the concrete, cold and rough against his bare sole. He thrust his lower lip out. “I’m…I’m scared of…”


  “Tell me what you’re afraid of,” the rabbit commanded.


  “…being all by myself.” Ducking his head, Seth bit down hard on his lower lip and tried not to sniffle, tremble, cry like a little ninny-baby. “Sindy’s gone, huh?”


  “Your sister ran away. She wouldn’t let me make her beautiful.”


  “And Mama’s gone, too. And Daddy died a long time ago. If…if I don’t go with you…who’s gonna be my family? Who’s gonna tuck me in at night? Where will I sleep?”


  The rabbit man didn’t answer for so long Seth thought he was going to tell him to stop being a baby, go away, find a family somewhere else, find a new mommy and daddy all on his own.


  But he didn’t.


  Instead he sighed, and Seth looked up to watch him pull the rabbit face away, peeling it off his neck like taking off his own head. But there was another head underneath the big cartoon head, a man’s head with sandy brown-ish hair and eyes that weren’t quite blue and weren’t quite brown but were kinda somewhere in between, like Seth was kinda somewhere in between.


  He had a face like a daddy, Seth thought.


  A nicer face than Seth’s daddy had had, even with the streak of blood that had come off his fingertips and ran from his cheekbone into his beard.


  And the man’s smile was nice, warm, as he sank down low, crouching so that suddenly he was eye to eye with Seth, looking at him all close up.


  “Well then,” the man said. “If we’re going to be family, we should know each other’s names.”


  Seth perked, his eyes widening, his heart leaping. “You mean it?”


  “I certainly do. But you have to do one more thing for me, little boy.”


  “Seth,” he whispered. “My name is Seth.”


  “Seth,” the man repeated gently, and smiled, offering his bloody gloved hand. “I’m Aleksander, Seth. And what I need you to do for me…is to run with me. Fast and far and for as long as you can, until we’re a long way away from here. Can you do that?”


  Seth nodded quickly, and put his hand in Aleksander’s, and felt the sticky, still-warm feeling that was still part of his mother. “I’m a real good runner, Mister Aleksander.”


  “Then let’s go.” Mister Aleksander stood, then, clasping his hand tight, and pulled him toward the door, his smile widening. “And if you’d like, little Seth…you can call me Papa.”


   


  C


  SO THEY RAN. THEY RAN far and long from the only home Seth had ever known, ran through narrow streets he’d never seen before and then down hills by roadsides where many cars whooshed by on four lanes coming and going, grass crunching under their feet. Papa had taken his gloves off, and his hand was warm and dry and firm, always holding on to Seth’s.


  And when Seth couldn’t run anymore, Papa picked him up and carried him on his shoulders, and Seth squealed and laughed at the world from so far up high until Papa pressed a finger to his lips and said shh, they were playing hide and seek, and if they made too much noise then the men in the black suits and black caps with the scary black bang sticks would find them, and then Seth would have to go away and never find a family again.


  Seth had been very, very quiet after that.


  He didn’t want Papa to think he was still scared.


  He was going to be a big boy, and be brave, and do whatever Papa said so he could stay.


  Finally they stopped running, far far away from the green and blue house that wasn’t home anymore. There was a car parked in an empty parking lot, no buildings anywhere, though there were big cement squares that said there used to be, and tall grass growing through the chain links in the fence.


  The car was blue and small and dingy, all dented up. Papa opened the door and set Seth into the front seat, then knelt down in front of him again.


  “You know what?” Papa said. He smiled, and there was something different about his smile. Seth couldn’t put his finger on it, but it was like he had to tell himself to smile and wait for his mouth to listen and do what he said. “With eyes like yours, I think you’re my lucky cat.”


  “I’m lucky…?” He bit his lip. “Daddy never said I was lucky.”


  “Daddy doesn’t matter anymore. I’m your Papa now, and you’re my precious child. My lucky kitten.” Papa smiled wider. It made his eyes crinkle, but the color didn’t change and get darker and glittery like Mama’s eyes did when she smiled. They just stayed the same kind of flat cloudy bluish color, kind of like the dirty night sky overhead. Seth didn’t know what it meant, when someone smiled like that. “Is anyone going to come take you away from me, little cat? Do you have any uncles or aunts?”


  “Nuh-uh.” Seth shook his head. “Mama always said me and Sindy were lucky ‘cause we got to have each other, but she and Daddy grew up all by themselves with just their mommies and daddies.” He perked, then. “Wait…I used to go to spend summer with Gammie and Ganpa. No—Grandma and Grandpa.” He corrected himself carefully, because Papa didn’t seem to like when he talked like he was still a little. But then he remembered, and his stomach sank. “But…they don’t talk to me anymore. I don’t know why. I don’t know what I did wrong.”


  “I doubt you did anything, little cat. Sometimes people hurt other people because of what’s going on inside their own heads. They don’t understand that if you give pain, you have to do it with love.” Papa rested his hand to the top of Seth’s head. “You’re twelve, right?”


  Seth nodded, and Papa cocked his head.


  “You’re not going to ask how I know that?”


  “I…I didn’t…think about it.”


  “I’ve been watching you and your mother and sister for a very long time, Seth. And I’ve always known you were special. Twelve’s a very good age to be.” Papa ruffled his hair, then tugged a strand with a little wink. “But you’re going to have to learn to talk like you’re twelve, instead of like a baby. You’re very smart, aren’t you? And it bothers people that you’re smart.”


  Seth winced and bowed his head. “…my teachers yell at me when I say things, sometimes. And then they call Mama, and Mama’s upset.”


  “Grown-ups are afraid of very smart children.”


  “But I’m not scary!”


  “Oh, little cat.” Then Papa laughed, and in it was the warmth that wasn’t in his eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with being scary. The trick is letting people believe you aren’t scary at all. That’s how they let you have power over them. Because they don’t realize until it’s much too late.”


  Seth frowned. “I don’t understand.”


  “You will. I’ll teach you. I’ll teach you everything. But for now…” Papa stood, pressing his hands against his thighs. “I can’t take you on an airplane, so we’ve got a long drive ahead of us. Buckle your seatbelt, little cat. Safety first.”


  “Safety first,” Seth mimicked, and nodded firmly, swinging his legs inside the car and buckling his seatbelt. “All buckled up.”


  “Good boy,” Papa said, and at the praise, Seth beamed.


  He liked being a good boy.


  And he’d do whatever Papa wanted. Whatever Papa said.


  As long as he could be Papa’s lucky cat and his good, good boy.


   


  C


  WHEN SETH HAD BEEN SEVEN, he’d brought a stray cat home. He’d thought Mama would say no, but Mama was sad and thought he was sad too, and thought the kitty would make him happy. So Mama had said yes. Mama hadn’t been the problem.


  The problem had been the cat, because kitty-kitty hadn’t wanted to stay.


  As long as Seth was feeding the cat bits of food he’d saved from dinner or the dry kibble Mama brought home sometimes when she remembered, the cat was okay and would hold still and let Seth pet her. But when Seth left her alone to do his homework, she would pace around his room and yowl to be let out into the rest of the house, or jump up on the window and knock his lamp and his snow globes over, and paw at the screen like she was trying to push it out. If he let her out into the house, she ran around going from door to door and window to window, yelling and crying, until Mama got upset and said Seth had to keep her in his room.


  But she’s sad in my room, he’d said, and Mama had only shaken her head.


  She’s not an inside creature, Seth. If you love her, you really need to let her go.


  Seth had cried. He’d cried, and he’d hugged her—he’d named her Patchy, because her fur was scraggly and bald in some spots and she was missing half an ear—and scratched her and nuzzled at her, but he had loved her very very very much and when he’d let her go she’d bolted outside and trotted down the street with her tail held up.


  He'd hoped for weeks and weeks and weeks that if he just waited, she’d come back.


  She’d come back to him because he fed her and gave good pettings and loved her, because she loved him too.


  But she never did.


  Not even when he left out food, and treats. He only got to do that for two days before Mama made him stop anyway, because she found possums in the yard and they scared her with their black eyes and pink-white faces and jaggedy teeth.


  It’s okay if she doesn’t come back, Mama had said. It just means she wasn’t meant to stay. Not everyone is meant to be part of your stars, my sweet little prince. Not everyone becomes part of your constellation.


  In the small one-bedroom apartment in Phoenix, with its flaking beige walls and old cobwebs turning black with dust in the corners of the ceiling…


  Seth thought that Papa reminded him of that cat. Of Patchy.


  They had driven until morning to come to Phoenix. Seth had fallen asleep, and wished he’d gone back to his room for some of his things, his hugging-bear and his pillow that smelled like Mama’s hair. But Papa had said he couldn’t—that he couldn’t take anything except the pajamas he was wearing, or the men in the black suits would know he’d run away with Papa and come looking for him to take him away. He’d get all new things, Papa had said.


  And he did.


  Before Papa even took him home, Papa bought him new clothes and his own Seth-sized bed, and set it up in the corner of Papa’s bedroom. Although the cobwebs were thick in the corners and the paint was old and blotchy, Papa’s apartment was very very neat, and he made Seth’s new bed as tight and neat as he’d made his own, and folded his clothes into perfect squares in the bottom drawer of a dresser filled with many other perfect squares of Papa’s clothing.


  That was when Papa showed him the patterns.


  Showed him how everything had its proper place, and how pleasing it could be when something fit just right in all its angles and corners. Deep in the back of his mind, in the place where Seth thought like a cold empty grown-up who didn’t feel things instead of thinking like Mama’s bright baby boy who would never grow up and never leave her alone like Daddy had, Seth thought it was a little strange. It was a little strange how easily Papa settled into taking care of him, treating him like both his son and his best friend—cooking for him, getting him clothes and shoes and a toothbrush and everything else he needed, teaching him the patterns of the apartment so Seth wouldn’t disrupt the order.


  But when Seth asked if Papa had ever had any children before, Papa smiled strangely.


  “I’ve made many children,” he said. “All of them as beautiful as you, lucky cat.” He looked toward the bedroom, then. There was a box in the closet there that Seth was never supposed to touch, and Seth thought he might be looking toward that box. “But having children…no, that was never on the table.”


  Seth frowned. “Are you married?”


  “Not anymore. And probably never again.” Papa ruffled his hair. “Why do I need a wife or a husband, anyway, when I have a son like you?”


  Seth had stopped asking, then.


  Papa said he should go to school because school made people look normal, but there was some kind of problem and some days Papa came home from work late and said not tomorrow, maybe the next day, and he gave Seth textbooks that he could read when Papa was at work, books with big titles and authors with long names, and told Seth he would quiz him on them when he came home. But some nights he didn’t, and those where the nights when he stayed out latest of all, and came home with sweat on his collar and said no, he didn’t want dinner, but you’re a good boy for cooking for us and washing up.


  That was when he’d started to act like Patchy.


  Restless, prowling around the house, sometimes seeming to forget Seth was there until he tugged at Papa’s shirt and asked if they were going to make dinner together tonight, or if Papa wanted to check his homework.


  Papa sometimes didn’t seem to see him, in moments like that. For a moment he looked right through him, and Seth cringed back, and wondered what he had to do to make Papa love him again instead of acting like he was invisible just like Daddy did.


  Some days he wished he was invisible.


  So he would feel powerful, like he could see everyone’s secrets and all the dark things inside them without them even knowing he was there; so he could do whatever he wanted, and no one could stop him because they couldn’t see him.


  If he was invisible because he wanted to be, it would be the best of the best things in all the world.


  But when people just…looked right through him…


  It scared him.


  It made him feel small, and tiny, and like a ghost. Like he didn’t exist, because he’d died and he hadn’t figured it out yet, and people didn’t even know he was there and it wasn’t powerful at all because you couldn’t do anything if you were a dead, dead ghost.


  But then Papa’s eyes would clear, and he would smile and pat Seth’s head. “Of course,” he’d say. “You’re learning so fast. Why, at this point I think school would just hold you back.”


  One night, though, when Papa tucked Seth into bed and then started to turn away, to go to his own bed, Seth caught his sleeve. “Will you read me the story about the stars in the lake?” he asked. He’d found he didn’t miss Mama very much, didn’t miss the way she lived like she was already a ghost, translucent and wispy and fluttering out of everyone’s way, but he missed that.


  He missed her hair falling over him and the sweet smell of her, while she read him that story again and again every night, and made him feel like he was the only one in all the world who understood.


  But Papa looked at him strangely, and his eyes went far away again, and he looked like Patchy had when she’d scratched at the windows and mewled plain-tive-ly. Plaintively. That was one of the big words from Papa’s textbooks. 


  “I don’t know that story,” Papa said, his voice empty, and that emptiness scared Seth.


  Because maybe Papa was dead, too.


  Maybe everyone was dead.


  Maybe Seth was having a weird dream of dying, because that night Papa had put his rabbit mask on and killed him, too, and he was haunting this made-up other world, other life, and didn’t even realize he was all bloody loved pieces put together like Mama had been.


  So he shrank down, and pulled his blankets up to his nose. “Oh.”


  Papa breathed in deep, blinking hard, then looked down at him. A furrow creased across his brow, and he sank down to sit on the edge of Seth’s bed. “Would you like to make a story of your own?”


  “What…what kind of story?”


  “The kind of stories I make.” Papa’s smile was benign, and his eyes gleamed cold and strange, and his teeth showed just a little too much. “Do you want to learn from Papa? Do you want to learn to love people the way I loved your mother?”


  Seth thought of the white rabbit mask, and Papa crouched over Mama’s body, and the slow, loving way he made the cuts and pared off pieces of her body like he was peeling potatoes, carving her shape until it was smooth and perfect.


  And he whispered, “Okay.”


  Papa tilted his head, looking at him like he could bolt his stare right through Seth’s head to the crisp white pillow under his hair. “You’re scared.”


  Seth shook his head quickly, but his heart hiccupped, and he pulled the blankets up higher. “I’m not.”


  “Don’t worry.” Papa patted his hand where it gripped the covers. “You’ll only watch. I…I want you to stay pure.” His smile turned wider, higher, until its corners almost touched his eyes. “So look…but don’t touch, my good little boy. Keep your hands clean. Always…always so clean.”


   


  C


  THE FIRST ONE WAS A man who looked kind of like Daddy, and Seth thought maybe there was something wrong with liking that, but he did anyway.


  Papa made Seth wait outside the house, while Papa put the mask on and went inside and nailed the man to his coffee table. When Papa called him inside, Seth peeked through the window, then crept through the door and hovered in the doorway. When the man saw him, his eyes widened, glimmering with hope.


  “Little boy,” he gasped. His voice was rough and raspy, and Seth remembered the sound contained inside it. It was the sound of pain and fear, like a little thing wrapped up inside the layers of his words, and Mama had sounded like that, too, even when there’d been no words and nothing but screaming. “Hey—little boy, k-kid, run…fucking run, go get the neighbors, call the cops, get help!”


  Seth only cocked his head, watching him.


  He didn’t understand.


  Why would he go get other people, when other people would make Papa stop?


  Papa chuckled. His voice had a funny sound too, like the mask made him someone else for just a little while. “Now why would you think my son would listen to you?”


  The man snapped his head back and stared at Papa, his mouth open, his face pale and drenched with sweat. “You…y-you…brought your kid? You sick fuck, how could you do that to a kid, how could y-you—”


  The fountain of desperate words stopped as Papa drew a thin wire across the man’s throat, then twisted and slashed the razored edges of it very fast, and suddenly the man’s head was only halfway attached to his body, and the big canyon in his throat was gushing a river of blood, catching it all and spilling it away before more than a trickle could make it up to spill out of his red, red mouth.


  “There,” Papa breathed. “You see? Simple and easy. Simple is best.” He held up the wire. It gleamed wet, the silver shining through a thin skim of red that couldn’t quite cling to it, but still beaded and fell off in droplets like rain off a clothesline. “This is all there ever is between life and death, little cat. For anyone. Just a single thin thread. And you never know when your thread will snap. So do what you can while you can do it, and never regret it no matter what it is.”


  Seth wasn’t sure he quite understood.


  But he nodded, and stored it all away for later.


  Papa cocked his head, then, the rabbit ears flopping. “Now…where should we start?”


  “There.” Seth pointed at the man’s legs. They had twitched and juddered for a little bit, heels drumming on the table as his blood poured out slower and slower, but now they were silent and the only sound was the slow trickling splash of red onto the floor. “I don’t like his thighs. They’re all thick and bulgy but his calves are skinny.”


  “Why, so they are,” Papa said.


  And then set to work.


  Seth watched as Papa shaved the man down. From the sides, and at the tops and bottoms of all his pieces, taking out the old joints and putting in new ones, making him look like a puppet in a puppet show with the strings holding him together.


  And Seth flushed with pleasure as Papa showed him what was done, and asked if he approved, and it sounded like he’d done this just to please Seth.


  So Seth was happy.


  And Seth happily put on the gloves Papa gave him so he wouldn’t leave fingerprints as they cleaned up the little bits of mess they didn’t want to leave behind, then ran out into the darkness like that very first night, ran and ran and ran under the moon, wild and laughing and full of joy and finally understanding what it meant to be free.


  Seth didn’t think he’d known what it meant to love someone, before this.


  He’d been supposed to love Mama and Daddy and Sindy a certain way, because they all had the same blood and something called genes and DNAs, and families had to love each other even if they didn’t want to. It felt like a sticker pushed onto him, stickers papered all over him, applying colors he didn’t want to his skin and to his heart.


  It was nothing like the love he felt for Papa.


  This bright, bursting thing that burned like the cold moon, and smiled down at him like the stars, and make him feel beautiful and bigger than he’d ever been before, made him feel like he could never, ever be alone as long as he had this love inside him.


  That love only grew stronger, with the second one—an older woman with arms that hung down almost to her knees, and Papa had seemed almost vengeful when sawing at that one. Then a family of four, father and three boys from fourteen to eighteen, and they looked like peaceful perfect wonderful dolls when Papa was done with them, and Seth wanted so much to touch their smooth white bloodless faces, but he couldn’t because Papa had taught him about skin flakes and tiny microfiber hair strands and infinitesimal particles of DNA that could only be seen under a microscope.


  So he only looked, and held the picture close in his heart, and sat on a stool next to Papa in the kitchen and watched while Papa worked under a harshly bright lamp with tiny brushes and fine tongs to turn their hair into precious children, precious dolls, brothers and sisters who all had names and were all part of Seth’s family, even if Seth was Papa’s only real son.


  But then one day Papa stayed out too late.


  And Seth curled up on the sofa and watched late-night reruns and pouted, because he thought maybe Papa had gone out without him and found a person or two persons or three persons or five to make a part of their family without Seth.


  Until someone knocked on the door.


  After eleven at night, and someone was knocking on the door, beating hard and slamming the door in its frame and making the chain lock rattle. Seth jumped, hugging a throw pillow closer to his chest, and froze. He couldn’t even mute the TV, or the person on the other side of the door would know someone was here.


  Never answer the door for anyone when you’re home alone, Papa had cautioned. It might be a bad person. They might hurt you, or they might take you away from me. No one can know you’re here, little cat. You’re my secret.


  So Seth held frozenly still on the sofa, and barely breathed in thin trembling shudders, and tried not to whimper because what if they broke the door down?


  What if they were monsters?


  They looked like monsters, these big hulking silhouettes against the blinds of the front window, moving restlessly. Two of them. And they had the strength of monsters, pounding so hard, BAM-BAM-BAM again and again and it felt like forever and forever and forever that they kept banging.


  Until one of them spoke, a gruff, snarling male voice shouting. “Phoenix PD! Open up!”


  Oh no—no no no, no, the men in the black suits—


  Seth pressed his back hard against the couch. They might break the door down, maybe they were looking for Papa, or maybe they were looking for him, but they bang-bang-BANGED again, then called, “Mr. Normand? Please come to the door.”


  He’s not home. He’s not here! Go away! Go away and leave me alone!


  They waited, but didn’t start banging again, and this time when they spoke it sounded like they were talking to each other. “I don’t think there’s anyone in there.”


  “Nah, man, the TV’s on.” One of the shapes moved against the blinds, and it looked like he was bending to try to peer through the closed slats. “Somebody’s in there.”


  “Forget it. People do that all the time so people won’t break in. Making it look like someone’s home. If he was here he’d have muted the TV or turned the volume down.”


  “So we break in. Search the place.”


  No no no don’t do that! Seth shook his head, his heart tearing violently at his rib cage, and looked around for something heavy enough to smash a black suit’s head in but not too heavy for him to pick up. The lamp…?


  “We don’t have a warrant for that and we’ll get in hot shit if we do it,” the second voice said. “His car’s not here. C’mon. We’ve got other shit to do. We’ll call it in, ask for a twenty-four seven detail, set up a blind to watch him. But right now we’re stuck.”


  Shaking, Seth slowly crept his hand toward the lamp, resting his hand against its cool worked bronze base, and waited.


  But after a few moments, the first voice groaned. “Yeah, fuck. Fine. I need a smoke anyway. Let’s go.”


  They milled and shuffled for a few moments longer.


  Then walked away, their big dark shadows moving against the window and then disappearing.


  Seth didn’t dare move for almost an hour. An hour when he didn’t even realize he was crying until his nose started to run and his mouth tasted wet and salty. They might be playing tricks. If he moved, if he turned the TV off, they might see him and come busting in with their guns and take him away.


  But when he heard one of the neighbors coming home, the jingle of their keys and the slam of their door, he broke.


  And with a little cry, he shut the TV off and ran into the kitchen, then shut himself in the pantry closet and huddled underneath the bottom shelf next to the big plastic canisters of corn-puff cereal and the giant vats of coffee grounds.


  He stayed there, sobbing into his knees, for what felt like years. It had to be hours—hours before he heard the front door rattling again. Quieter this time, the doorknob turning, keys, the chain jingling, and then a loud whisper:


  “Seth? Seth, come let your Papa in.”


  Seth shrank further into the pantry. It was the men in black suits. They were lying, pretending to be Papa so he’d show himself.


  But then, “Little cat. It’s all right. It’s me.”


  The…the men in the black suits wouldn’t know that, would they?


  That he was Papa’s lucky cat.


  So he crept out—making as little noise as possible, and crawled along the floor to the door between the kitchen and living room, crouching down low. The door was open by a couple of inches, and outside he could make out Papa’s shape, the gleam of hazel blue eyes.


  No big dark shadows.


  Seth scrambled to his feet and bolted for the door.


  And as he scrabbled the chain lock free and Papa stepped inside and gathered him into his arms…Seth burst into tears.


  “…the…the b-bad men…the men in black s-suits, they c-came and you weren’t here, you weren’t here…”


  “Shh, little cat. Shh.” Papa stroked his hair and pressed Seth’s face into Papa’s chest, and Seth could hear Papa’s heart beating so very, very hard, as hard as his own, panic-fast, rabbit-fast, like the mask really had made Papa a rabbit who could thump-thump-thump faster than anyone else. “I know. I saw them. I saw them when I left for work this morning, hiding down the street and watching me. I couldn’t call and warn you in case they were monitoring the phones. So I left my car at work and walked home, and hid and waited for them to leave.”


  “They scared me s-so bad,” Seth sniffled. “I thought…I th-thought they were gonna bust in and take me away.”


  “That’s not how we talk, little cat. No more baby talk.”


  “I’m sorry.” He gulped and swallowed and tried again. “I thought they would break down the door and kidnap me.” He bit his lip, rubbing his eyes and looking up at Papa. “Do you think they know about the people you loved?”


  “I…no.” Papa sighed and tweaked a strand of his hair with a sad smile. “I think they know about you, my good boy. I think someone reported something, with trying to get you into school. So I think it’s time for us to disappear for a while.”


  “But where will we go?”


  Papa’s eyes averted, and his face closed over. “I have to make…some hard decisions about where I should go. But for you…do you remember when you told me about your grandparents? Do you remember where they live?”


  “I…I don’t know, I…” Seth shook his head. “I remember driving there. There was a sign that said…um…WY? That’s Wyoming, isn’t it?” Then what Papa had said really clicked, and he heard the words between the words, and Seth inhaled a breath that felt more like a punch right in the lungs. “You’re leaving me?” He clutched hard at Papa’s stiff white button-down, the brown striped tie wrinkling in his fingers as Seth shook his head fiercely. “Don’t leave me—Papa, don’t leave me, I don’t want to be alone—”


  Papa caught his hands and gently pried them away, then held them tight in both of his as Papa knelt before him. “I’m not leaving you forever,” he said. “I just…” He shook his head, meeting Seth’s eyes. “I need to go away for a little while. Until you’re old enough to understand. Your grandparents will love you and take care of you until then.” He brushed Seth’s hair back, tucking it behind his ear, and smiled wistfully. “Until we find each other again. Until we can be a family again.”


  Struggling not to cry all over again, Seth searched Papa’s face. Sometimes Papa lied without lying, saying words in a particular flat way that said his feelings weren’t behind them, and he thought Seth didn’t notice—but Seth had spent his whole life pretending not to notice things people didn’t want him to notice, so he’d only watched and learned and started to understand what it meant when it happened.


  But it wasn’t like that now.


  Papa’s eyes were warm, his breaths hitching strangely, and he swallowed like he was choking down a big lump of emotion.


  He meant it. He meant it, and he was quietly asking Seth to be as grown-up as he could and not cry and throw a tantrum about this, because sometimes things had to be done to fix the natural order of things, and if the men in the black suits had come tonight, then something was wrong with their natural order and the only way to fix it was for Seth to go away from Papa and for Papa to go away from Seth.


  “Okay,” he whispered. “I…promise me? Promise me you’ll come back for me.”


  “Little cat…when it’s the right time, you’ll come back for me.” Papa smiled again, his gaze flicking over Seth’s face. “My lucky little cat. I think you were a message from the universe. One made just for me.”


  “I don’t know what that means.”


  “It’s okay. You’ll understand one day.” Papa stood, then, tousling his hair. “Go get your things, Seth. Pack your bag. We need to be gone by morning.”


  Seth nodded and started toward the bedroom—but then stopped, looking back. “I don’t remember how to get there. Where my grandparents are. I don’t remember how to get to summer.”


  When Papa smiled, he looked like an angel, serene and confident and sweet.


  “Don’t worry. I’ll find them. Your Papa has his ways.” He spread his hands. “And I’ll make sure…before I leave, we’ll find the home where your heart belongs.”


  [4: VISIONS OF HEAVEN]


  SEONG-JAE DID NOT WANT TO hear this.


  He did not want to hear this warped perversion of the story of a loving foster family; this idea that somehow Normand and Sila had been led to each other by some mutual need they fulfilled for each other, that what they had made together was something beautiful rather than an abomination of two violent minds feeding each other, even as the elder took what had only been potential in a child and corrupted it into a certainty.


  The visuals, the emotions painted by that lilting, hatefully familiar voice made him ill.


  But as long as Sila had that blade to his throat, Seong-Jae was trapped, forced to listen.


  But Sila seemed to be finished for now, falling silent with a small smile, his expression transfixed and almost radiant, both blue and green eyes fixed on Seong-Jae.


  Seong-Jae met that gaze with utter loathing, the sight on his Glock fixed right between those dual-colored eyes. “So,” he said. “You wish us to believe that Aleksander Normand was truly a kind, caring surrogate father who loved you in ways your biological family could not—versus a serial murderer who saw you as the camouflage he needed to blend into ordinary life as a single father, once he lost the cover his divorced wife had provided.”


  Sila let out a merry little laugh. “You can believe whatever you like,” he said, eyes lidding as he nuzzled against the blunt edge of the knife. “Where does that fit in your profiles, Jamjali?”


  “Considering you are a consummate liar and have been for as long as I have known you?” Seong-Jae retorted.


  “But I didn’t lie. I told you the truth.” Sila had not blinked even once, lizardlike and chill. “I told you I was waiting for my father to come back for me.”


  “You also told me you loved me, and that was bullshit,” Seong-Jae hissed. “Is that what he taught you? That you can only love someone by hurting them? Showing them love through pain?”


  “You were already in pain, Seong-Jae,” Sila said softly. “I tried to give you a way to channel that pain. To turn it into something else. I took you with me into the sweetest places, and you say I only tried to hurt you?”


  “You put this demon in my mind!” Seong-Jae snarled—and even now he could feel it, this black sweating glob of viciousness, this clawing thing that never stopped hungering, the darkness that created the void where the thoughts of killers made themselves at home inside him as if they belonged, when he would never—he would never— “You left me with a disease I will never wholly be cured of. And yet you think it was a gift? You live with the same disease, and yet you dare to call it sweet?”


  “Because,” Sila sighed, “I don’t see it as a disease. You only hurt because you fight what’s part of you. Fight what you truly are—”


  “I am nothing like what you tried to make me!”


  “Seong-Jae,” Malcolm murmured—a low rumble, a soft entreaty, a plea for Seong-Jae to come back to him, to pull back from the edge of that teetering pit he had been circling the edge of from the moment they had opened the door to find Sila there.


  Just there, like a little doll placed in a diorama, surrounded by this tableau of rot that spoke of horrors Seong-Jae did not want to even try to comprehend.


  Not when seeing Sila like this, surrounded by the scent of nigella…


  It made Seong-Jae’s hands shake. Made his heart shake. Pushed him into a place he had tried to escape for so long, dragging him right back to that vulnerable teenager he had been, unstable and uncertain of himself or his place in the world.


  He had been holding it together.


  Keeping himself stable, because Malcolm needed him to be if they were going to outmaneuver Sila and get him into custody safely—when Sila was an untrustworthy serpent in a dead and crumbling garden, and there was a trap here somewhere. They could not see it, but that did not mean it was not waiting to spring, and the longer Sila delayed them, the closer they came to stumbling into it.


  But that had been before he had stood here for ten minutes with his Glock too hot and heavy in his sweating palms, his gut turning sour, while Sila whispered of the things he had learned at the knee of the white rabbit, the very things he had used to torture Seong-Jae and dangle him on his strings—


  “Seong-Jae,” Malcolm repeated, more firmly. Those slate blue eyes were mirrors, demanding he look at himself.


  And Seong-Jae realized he was a micron away from pulling the trigger.


  He swallowed a wheezing breath, stumbling back a step, almost dropping his Glock as his numb fingers went loose. He could not take his eyes off Sila, yet he wanted nothing more than to look away, close his eyes, shake his head until the world went loose and spinning and when he opened his eyes again, the spiral of dizziness would have washed Sila away.


  Those blue and green eyes held him; a cunning smile of sharp-edged teeth sliced at him. “Do it,” Sila practically moaned. “Pull the trigger, Jamjali. Kill me. You want to, don’t you? You want to hurt me. You want to make me bleed for all your hate. It’s the only way you’ll ever be free of me. I’ll live in the back of your mind forever as long as I’m alive…haunting you. Always over your shoulder. Always looking back to see when I’ll appear again. So pull. The. Trigger. Free yourself.” Sila’s smile widened. “Let’s see if you can kill me before I kill myself. Dead’s dead, but the fun is in getting there.”


  “You love the sound of your own fucking voice too much,” Seong-Jae bit off, and firmed his grip on the Glock, settling his stance. If he had nothing else, he had his training—and he had Malcolm. While Sila was focused on him, Seong-Jae could make out Malcolm moving slowly in his peripheral vision, reaching for his pocket, the heavyset tank of the old wolf’s body moving with startling silence and stealth. Fine. Keep Sila talking so Malcolm could make his move. “I am not fucking with your mind games, Seth. I will not call you by the names you appoint yourself. You are not Sila. You are not Lucas Aleks. You are not Mik Christiansen. You are Seth Duvonne, and you mask yourself behind these different identities to shield yourself from the trauma and psychosis that makes you play with others this way.”


  Sila’s gaze went dead. “Now who loves the sound of his own voice?”


  “At least I am honest. About who I am, about what I intend. And I want honesty from you.” Seong-Jae flicked a glance at the knife. “Your death will not haunt me.”


  “Ah,” Sila said, drawing it out into a sigh. “But theirs have, hm? Your darling partners. You’re still holding on to that after all these years?” He let out a lofty little laugh. “Oh, my. You really are sentimental. And here I thought it was all self-absorbed wallowing over whether or not you did it. You actually cared for them, didn’t you?”


  “Tell me,” Seong-Jae growled. “Tell me what you did to Jergens and Erickson.”


  “Ayana and Todd? Well now.”


  Before Sila could say anything else, however, Malcolm managed to slip his phone from his pocket and to his ear, the light from the screen turning the paler silver hairs in his beard to a glowing white and washing his color out until he looked dead; dead in a way that felt uncomfortably prophetic, to Seong-Jae. But the faint sounds coming from the other line gave Malcolm away—the single attempt at a ring, followed by three piercing tones and a recorded mechanical voice saying We’re sorry, we cannot connect your call at this time, barely audible but there.


  One corner of Sila’s mouth tugged up mockingly. He craned his head toward Malcolm. “Nice attempt, darling Malcolm, but there’s no reception up here. That’s why they loved it so much.” His gaze cut to the two dead bodies, and he exhaled ever so indulgently, pityingly. “We didn’t even have 3G back then and they were convinced cell towers were eating holes in people’s brains. The real source of mad cow disease.”


  Sila’s body tensed, then—and Seong-Jae felt as if they were connected by some thin strange wire, for he tensed, too, bracing on his back foot, grip settling on his Glock.


  But Sila only stood, moving slowly, keeping that knife within their view at all time as a sick and shining reminder of the one thing keeping them at bay.


  The one life hanging in the balance.


  One man holding himself hostage until he could negotiate the terms he desired.


  He turned to face them, his chin raised in a prideful tilt, exposing his throat. The blade against it. The flutter of his pulse. No matter how calm he appeared on the surface…


  He was afraid. Or excited. Some heightened state of emotion, the rapid movements of his carotid giving him away; the dilation of his eyes; the subtle flare of his nostrils.


  Good.


  If he was emotional, he could be goaded.


  Seong-Jae just had to find where his seams were beginning to split, and then peel him open.


  With his dual-colored eyes, Sila seemed to be watching them both at the same time—the blue eye on Seong-Jae, the green eye on Malcolm, as he said, “Maybe that’s why I am the way I am. Those awful cellphones ruined my brain.” Laughter in his voice—but when his gaze snapped sharply to Malcolm, that soft voice went dead and dry and empty. Jarring, for Seong-Jae, when the entire time he had known Sila he had faked that British accent, just another affectation to make Seong-Jae think he was some exotic prize to be coveted. “Really, Malcolm. That was your big plan? Calling the local yokels for backup.” He ran his tongue over his lips, red against pink. “You can’t handle one little boy with a knife by yourselves? You big men with your big guns.”


  Little boy.


  That phrasing was telling, to Seong-Jae.


  That Sila called himself a little boy, and that he was so insistent on sharing the story of his childhood with the white rabbit. As if the constructed ego he had created for himself demanded validation that deep down, he was still an innocent child, forever captured in the state Aleksander Normand had found him in, never responsible for his own crimes.


  As if he demanded Seong-Jae and Malcolm see him that way, to affirm his own shaky self-image, the unstable ego always on the verge of collapse.


  Malcolm’s lips thinned. He was almost too calm, his narrowed eyes locked on Sila unerringly, quiet and still with the calm of a sniper taking aim and waiting for his moment, his shoulders a perfectly straight line inside the deep gray of his suit coat. He had pocketed his phone again, both hands once again steady on the Glock. “Ever thought we don’t actually fucking believe in killing suspects?”


  “No,” Sila answered without hesitation, his upper lip curling. “You think you’re so noble. Living by some code. You’re just like the rest of them. Contemptible bullies. Dirty and high on a power trip with a badge and a gun. You just haven’t found the reason that will make you cross that line…but I should give you one.” Uncanny carnival smile, too wide, a sickle splitting his face, his eyes widening until they reflected too brightly as he took a single step closer. “After all, I know the real reason you won’t shoot me.”


  “Do enlighten us,” Seong-Jae muttered.


  “You think he’s not coming,” Sila answered. “And I already know you have Nico in custody. You used him to find me, didn’t you? And you think you need me the same way.” He rocked back and forth, swaying the knife as if see-sawing, the flat of it tilting from one side of his chin to the other. “You know you need me. Because when he realizes our family reunion is compromised and doesn’t show, you think you’ll get me to lead you straight to him. Or lure him out to rescue me.”


  Malcolm grunted. “But there’s nothing you want enough to bargain for that, is there?”


  “Nothing you could give,” Sila mocked with a suggestive, husky undertone.


  Seong-Jae cut him off. “What makes you so certain he will run, and leave you to our mercies?”


  “We’re pragmatic like that.” Sila’s rocking stopped. “Love is about surviving to meet again. Not sacrificing ourselves pointlessly to save each other and then failing anyway.”


  “It is not pointless,” Seong-Jae said firmly, “if it does some good.”


  Sila sighed, sheer exasperation. “You. You really did disappoint me, there. After all…we did survive to meet again.” He wrinkled his nose. “And then you nearly killed yourself for that sheepskin-wearing oaf.”


  “I would really not like reminders of where my dick has been at this particular moment,” Malcolm growled.


  “I barely felt it anyway. You can pretend it was never even there.” Sila smirked.


  “…really? We’re insulting the size of my cock in this situation?”


  “Trust me, Malcolm, I’ve insulted the size of your cock in many other situations.”


  Seong-Jae just stared flatly at Sila.


  Was this really the time for this?


  But at least, while Sila was distracted…Seong-Jae sidestepped, searching for just the right angle. If he could aim just right, hit Sila in the forearm, somewhere where he wouldn’t bleed out but would be forced to relax his grip on the—


  “Ah.” Sila whipped toward him. “Don’t get sneaky now—ah!” And even as he spoke, he let the knife slip across his throat with another gasping, pointedly erotic sound, head tilting back as if offering the open slit against his neck for penetration. Blood spurted; Seong-Jae started forward with a hiss, Malcolm jolting, but Sila held up his free hand. “Don’t you dare or the next one goes deep enough to do some real damage.”


  Breathing hard, the scent of blood stark in his nostrils, Seong-Jae hissed, “Stop.”


  Sila swayed on his feet, but did not fall; the blood sheeted down his throat, so bright against his pale skin, against the loose white shirt that draped against his slender frame; it spilled over the stark ridges of his exposed collarbones, pooled in their hollows, then waterfalled down to soak into his dipping collar. With a thin rush of breath, Sila touched his fingertips of his free hand to his throat. They came away red, and he stared down at his hand, then laughed.


  “Are you worried about me, Jamjali? It’s so messy.” He licked his fingertips, eyes half-closing. “Mm…wait a little longer. I’ll pass out from the blood loss, and then you’ll get to have your way with me.”


  “What the fuck are you playing at?” Malcolm snarled. His aim shifted, but Seong-Jae could not tell where he had sighted. “If that’s how it’s going to go, just surrender and then we don’t have to keep dragging this conversation out while you play your little games.”


  Sila blinked slowly, almost sleepily at Malcolm. “What game am I playing?” The next time he smiled, it was a nightmarish thing. Inhuman. Lips and teeth faintly sheened red. “Don’t you know there’s no greater freedom than choosing when and how you die?”


  “So you will not let us take that choice from your hands, is that it?” Seong-Jae spat. “So you drag out this performance theatre, insisting that we witness how you die as you make your final decision?”


  “You would not witness how I lived, Jam. Ja. Li. You can at least witness how I die.”


  Seong-Jae clenched his teeth. “Admit it. You are trying to force me to kill you, simply for the joy of proving I am as callous and beastly as you insist. Just as you tried to force me to leave Malcolm to die, to break me.”


  “You always were self-centered.” Sila’s swaying altered subtly, drifting him closer to Seong-Jae, then away, moving as if to some unguided music, a lily on its stalk. “This isn’t about you. It’s about me. I will. Be. Known. I will be known! I won’t let you make me invisible any longer!”


  “You were never invisible and you know it,” Malcolm said. “You made yourself known from the first case we worked together. But you want us to understand? Fine. Make us understand why you brought up Matheson.” Slate blue eyes turned flinty. “You mentioned him for a reason. Insinuations. Implying he’s connected to this case. So you want me to believe he’s linked to Aleksander Normand? Prove it. Prove that you know something significant about Matheson, and you get to dictate whatever terms you want. I’ll believe your life is worthy collateral, and I won’t goddamned well put a bullet in you to make sure you can never fucking torment either of us again.”


  “God, you’re a terrible bluffer. Bleeding heart Malcolm, actually trying to make me think you’re tough enough to shoot me just to protect your lover. You’re all bark, no bite. Like you said, you care about not killing suspects.” Sila’s head rolled back, and there was an eerie moment when the cut in his neck split pulled apart to either side as if the weight of his own head was pulling it wider, before he rolled it back down, his movements like an unmoored puppet. “But you do have somewhat decent instincts. Didn’t you know my Papa is John Matheson’s good friend?”


  Seong-Jae thinned his lips. “Why?” Then he stiffened. “…Normand said we knew his accomplices. He did not only mean you.”


  “Now he gets it. Who do you think altered so many records for my dearest Papa?”


  Sila’s voice was turning weaker, breathier; his face paler. The blood flow from his throat had slowed somewhat, but still trickled steadily down over his skin.


  Was he close to passing out even now?


  Malcolm shook his head. “Why? Why would he do that?”


  “Oh…you know. Sometimes people find things they aren’t meant to when they work under the table. A little auditing, a little cleanup…a few secrets that will buy favors. Tampered records…or giving a certain someone a job.”


  “You and Normand blackmailed him,” Seong-Jae realized, and Sila giggled and pointed a bloody fingertip at him.


  “Bingo!”


  “I don’t believe you,” Malcolm said. “Everything you’ve done, you’ve done by lying. The worst part is you tell people the lies they want to hear.”


  “Check Papa’s flight records and employment history. You did do at least that much due diligence, didn’t you?” Sila taunted. “You’ll see I’m telling the truth.”


  “I think you know I can’t exactly do that right now,” Malcolm answered sardonically. “Unless you want to pause your little one-man performance for a few minutes so I can head out to the car and check my laptop. Put the knife down. Give us all an intermission.”


  “Cute, Malcolm,” Sila answered.


  “If you are telling the truth,” Seong-Jae said, “tell us something only we would know about Matheson. Something that cannot be denied.”


  “Why? If I give you that information, you get the upper hand. But…” Sila caught his tongue between his teeth—then touched his bloody fingertips to his lips and smeared crimson against his mouth, staining it into a mockery of lush sexual allure. “…since I love you so much, Jamjali…I’ll grant your wish. I’ll tell you what I did to Todd…and to Ayana. After all…people will do anything to feel loved.” His eyes widened, and widened, and widened until they were almost perfectly round. “Don’t you think?”


  [5: BRUISED MY HEART]


  SO HE HAD FOUND HIS dragonfly again.


  It had taken some work—oh, some work indeed, finding the right ears to whisper in, to nibble, to kiss; the right questions to ask; the right logical deductions. And how clever his Jamjali was, wrapping himself up in high strong walls surrounded by cameras, FBI agents, so many protections. As if that would make him safe. As if that would hide him from searching eyes.


  He should really know better.


  Sila balanced on a fence several hundred yards away from the FBI building, swinging his feet between the slats and curling his hands to either side of his hips. He’d met Seong-Jae on a fence just like this one, dragonfly perched with his wings poised and trembling and ready to escape. That fence had been older, more rusted, bordering an abandoned lot. This one was newer, smoother, bordering a walking path that looked down over a hill with a view of the city’s aesthetics.


  And when Sila lifted a pair of binoculars he’d stolen from the last man he’d left panting and sated after he’d given Sila a hot meal and a little more information, a few more rumors about the odd new rookie cutting a swathe through the archived cold cases…


  He could see everything.


  And he saw Seong-Jae, tall and lean and so very strong now, his hair wild, all in black, sleek and beautiful and golden-pale. To either side of him…a man. A woman. The woman a redhead in a slim skirt suit, the man a rake of a thing with a sidesweep of dark brown hair and tanned skin that looked more naturally gifted than sun-kissed. They focused on Seong-Jae, watching him as if watching a son they adored, but there was something between them, too. A connection that tangled to link them; a subtlety in the way they were aware of each other’s presences, the space they took up, the distance between them.


  Well, well now…


  This could be interesting.


  Sila watched as the three of them settled into a sleek black SUV together, Seong-Jae in the back seat like the good little boy he was. Then Sila lowered the binoculars, smiling as he watched the tiny ant of the car pull away from the parking garage.


  He had only meant to find his dragonfly, perhaps entertain himself, pass a little time. But this…


  This opportunity was too good to pass up.


  He could use this.


  Use them.


  Use them all up…until he had everything he needed, and once he set events in motion?


  Nothing would stop this train from crashing to its inevitable—and incredible—end.


   


  C


  THE WOMAN WAS THE EASIEST to get to first.


  He’d only had to watch for a few days longer before he knew.


  She left the office earlier than he did, every day. Her partner. Leaving behind only the man…and Seong-Jae. Who often left at the same time, heads together, conversing intently. Of course his dragonfly didn’t recognize what was happening, here. Perhaps the brown-haired man didn’t, either—only operating on instinct, on buried desire, straining toward something he would never be brave enough to reach for before remembering safe boundaries and yanking himself back. The vibration between that man and Seong-Jae…


  Intense, on one side.


  Nonexistent on the other.


  But perhaps…


  Perhaps it didn’t have to be Seong-Jae.


  But first, the woman. Noting her license plate. Acquiring transportation, a little motorbike that made it easy to trail her through traffic without being noticed, without feeling confined, without being shut away from the wind rushing over him so beautifully. For the first week, she only went home. Went home, and while he watched from beyond the hedges and through the window, she cooked dinner and drank and drank and drank until her partner finally came home to eat with her.


  But he came home later and later each night.


  And soon she stopped going home at all.


  Soon her little blue Honda turned off in another direction, and parked outside a small bar with a dingy outside and a quiet, upscale exterior with soft blues playing in tinkling notes over the speakers, and lights inside crystal settings.


  Sila made himself hang back for a week. A week of watching her in that bar, always keeping himself just out of sight. A week of picking up her habits, her body language, the way once she’d had two or three glasses of merlot she pressed her thighs together, giving away the unsatisfied ache that the wine in her bloodstream would only heighten, would it not?


  By the time he made himself known, he knew she was aware of him.


  And when he finally made his move, sliding onto a barstool one over from hers and lifting a hand to order his own drink, a sweet gin fizz, she only waited thirty seconds before, without looking at him, she murmured into the rim of her glass.


  “If you’re going to keep stalking me,” she said, “you should know I have a husband.”


  But you aren’t wearing your wedding ring.


  “That,” he answered without missing a beat, “assumes you know what I want.”


  She let out a cynical little chuckle, her lips curving coldly against her lipstick-imprinted glass. She wanted so much to be unaffected, didn’t she? But it was her eyes that gave her away, brown and soft and so very needy.


  “When a man watches a woman in a bar for a week without saying a damned word to her, he usually doesn’t want anything she’s willing to give.” She looked at him, then, flicking a glance over him—and there, a spark of curiosity, interest. “Though usually guys who look like you aren’t the type to skulk around out of fear of rejection.”


  “You can’t reject me when I’m not here to ask you for anything.” Sila propped his elbow on the bar, resting his chin in his hand with a smile. “But you seem to think you have me all figured out. Is that a hazard of the job, Miss…?”


  She pursed her lips, eyed him warily, then snorted. “Ayana.” She gave her name like a concession. No last name. She didn’t want him to be able to identify her, use her full name to find out things she wasn’t ready to give away. “Just what do you think I do, Mr…?”


  Pointed, asking his name the same way he asked her. He only shrugged. “Sila.”


  “That’s an unusual name. First or last?”


  “Only.”


  “Even stranger.” But she was piqued; it wasn’t hard to tell, because she hadn’t looked away from him and back to her drink, not even to feign indifference. “Does it mean something?”


  “It can mean many things. In Swedish, it means to filter things. To separate them from each other. In Malay, it means please.” He purred the word, and watched the way her skin flushed, rosy under dim golden lights turned into spangles by the refracted crystal shades. “Sila is part of the noble eightfold path in Buddhism. Harmony. Self-restraint. Non-violence.” He smiled as his glass was set down, and toyed his fingertip against the rim. “But I prefer the Turkish meaning.”


  She arched scarlet brows curiously—and then there it was, predictable, that forced glance away, that pretend disinterest. “I suppose you’ll tell me what that is.”


  “You did ask,” he teased softly. “And so I answer. The Turkish name ‘Sila’ means to come home to the ones you love.”


  Her breaths caught. Just a little rise and fall. Just a little tremor in her voice, ah, so lonely, was she not? So desperate to come home to the one she loved, instead of waiting all night for a man who was restless and seeking somewhere else.


  “So your parents named you that?” Ayana asked. “Or is that some kind of nickname?”


  “Who knows?” he said, and laughed, shrugging. “Maybe I’m just overly fond of eighties Turkish pop music.”


  She shook her head slightly. “I don’t understand.”


  “Google. She was fairly popular in the Turkish top twenty-charts. But…” He dipped his finger into the sweet-tart foam topping his gin fizz, then licked the bit of froth off his finger and watched her gaze follow the path of his tongue. “I never answered your other question. As for what you do…” He narrowed his eyes playfully. “Accountant.”


  Ayana burst into brief, almost delighted laughter. “That’s insulting.”


  “Come now, accountants do have remarkable powers of observation. But if not an accountant…hmm. A police officer.”


  “Now you’re getting warmer.”


  He slid closer to the edge of his stool, his thigh touching the empty stool creating a safe space between them. “How much warmer?”


  “Not that warm, kiddo.” But it wasn’t cold, her eyes raking up and down him again with more amusement, bemusement. “Are you even legal to be in here?”


  “I’m a regular. Didn’t even have to show my ID. I’m old enough.”


  “For what?”


  “It depends,” he asked, and as he continued, watched her smile fade, her lashes tremble. “How lonely are you…really?”


   


  C


  THE ELABORATE SETUP WAS HER idea.


  But it took the details out of his hands, and so he let her, let her feel like she was in control, let her feel like she wasn’t following wherever he led, bait to snare her husband until he had them both on the hook.


  The man’s birthday. Todd. His name was Todd. Candles everywhere, a sprawling home of glass and stone and elegant bronze figurines, dim lighting, a bedroom in cream colors where he waited while she seduced Todd through the house with kisses, using his tie as a leash, drawing him in closer and closer until Sila could hear the whispering, giggling promises that he’d love his birthday surprise.


  Sila let himself lean lazily against the headboard, his shirt hanging half-off. Just a promise of suggestion, but for so many men just the promise was more than enough.


  When Ayana drew Todd across the bedroom threshold, though, Todd stopped when his eyes fixed on Sila. For just a moment, a flare of heat. A parting of his lips. Before his gaze snapped darkly, and he turned a narrowed look on Ayana.


  “What the fuck is this?”


  Ayana faltered, and where she’d been so open in her skimpy negligee before, now her arms fell defensively to cover herself. “I thought…you know. We could have a kinky night for your birthday. Explore a little.”


  “So you bring some stranger I don’t even know home? Where did you even find him, Ayana?”


  “Does it matter where she found me?” Sila slipped off the bed and sauntered closer to Todd, watched the way the man’s eyes riveted on his every movement in a way that made a liar of him, such a liar as they all were. “I’m clean. I’m ready. I’m willing. And I think you’re more interested than you want to admit.”


  Todd scowled. “I’m married,” he spat, and Sila just smiled, swaying closer to him.


  “I thought a threesome was every man’s fantasy.”


  “You know it’s usually two girls and a guy.” Todd shot his wife an accusatory look, before eyeing Sila again.


  So obvious.


  So easy.


  All it would take was just…the right…push.


  So Sila pushed. He caught Todd’s tie, wound it slowly around his fingers. “But that’s not what you want,” he breathed, and inched Todd in ever closer…and Todd didn’t resist. “Tell the truth. You love Ayana…but lately you’ve been craving something else.” He deliberately pursed his lips with every word, and Todd followed like he’d been programmed, his gaze riveted on Sila’s mouth. “Don’t you want that free pass? She’s offering it to you. Offering me. The chance to have her, love her, keep her…and have what you ache for, too.” Sila coiled the tie a little tighter…until Scott was forced to bend, his face drawn in so close, his eyes wide, lips parted, breaths shallow. “Admit it. You want me. You want her. You want us…together.”


  Todd trembled. He made a helpless sound. “I…I…”


  Ayana brushed her hand to his cheek, then slipped her fingers into his hair. “It’s all right, Todd. I want this, too.” She pressed her lips to his temple, leaving behind an imprint of scarlet lipstick. “It’s not cheating if we’re all equal participants. If we all consent to this.”


  God, he was so fragile.


  And so close to breaking.


  Todd threw Ayana one last desperate look. “But…just…some random guy?”


  “I don’t have to be some random guy.” Sila leaned in, offering his mouth to Todd’s, close enough that their breaths kissed in warm, lapping caresses. “I could be someone who shows you both what it means to feel loved.” He let go of Todd’s tie, smoothed it against his chest, but even with his leash released…Todd didn’t back away. “Kiss me, Todd. Kiss me and if you tell me you don’t want more, then I’ll leave right now and neither of you will ever see me again.”


  Todd swallowed, his face red, his chest heaving.


  And Sila knew he had him.


  So when Todd kissed him, starting stiff and slow but then turning grasping and desperate before dissolving into a tangle of melting tongues and moaning lips and hands everywhere, first just Todd’s and Sila’s but then Ayana there too, soft and plush between them and trading kisses until their mouths were all wet and swollen and tasted of the three of them mingled together…


  By the time they made it to the bed, they were already his.


  And if they thought this would be only one night…


  Oh…soon, they would learn.


  Soon.


   


  C


  IT WAS EASY TO CONVINCE Todd to tumble him against the sheets when Ayana was working late; just one little pull at his dick and Todd was desperate, putty in Sila’s hands, begging and promising he wouldn’t tell.


  Their secret.


  All their little secret.


  But if they wanted to keep their secret, keep their love…


  Something would have to be done about Ayana, now wouldn’t it? Ayana who had gone looking for a third partner without even asking him; Ayana who had married him years ago but kept rubbing salt on the wound of his pride by not even taking his last name.


  But first…oh, first.


  Couldn’t Todd do just one little favor? Just one.


  No one had to know.


  If he did it right…no one would know anything at all.


   


  C


  IT WAS HARDER TO COAX Ayana to see him alone—secret kisses, furtive whispers, finally a meeting in a hotel under a false name, paid in cash, tangled in the sheets, sweat misting and beading on her skin as she arched her back and mounted him and rolled her hips with her breasts swaying heavily with every motion and her mouth open, her head hanging back in pure pleasure, her hands possessive and grasping and needy on him.


  It was much easier to convince Ayana that Todd didn’t really love her. That he was jealous, and wanted to keep them apart. That he wanted to possess her, not give her the support and fulfillment he needed.


  That he would do anything to stop her from being with Sila.


  Anything at all.


  So didn’t it make sense to do anything to keep him from getting his way?


   


  C


  HE WATCHED FROM HIS CHOSEN vantage perched high in the fronds of a cluster of palm trees planted on the beach, their spraying thin leaves tickling his cheeks. He had been to an opera, once. He couldn’t understand Italian, but the man who had given him a place to sleep that night had been so proud of himself, of giving the dirty little gutter rat a nice three-piece and a little bit of culture, and so Sila had gone along.


  Phantom. The blood, the anguish, the temptation, the constant whisper of death and the specter of forbidden desire thrilling around the edges of everything, skulking, waiting for their chance.


  Sila didn’t think he’d ever be an opera fan.


  But what he had loved, though, was how the music had played the actors like puppets. Guiding them through their emotions, their actions, pushing and pulling them with crescendo and staccato, long sonorous notes and then quick high shrieking shrills to claw at the heart. The maestro was their puppetmaster, and yet part of it as well, swept up and pulled along until everything came together and snapped into place with the right pull, binding both the audience and the players alike in a finger trap, something that only gripped tighter the more they struggled.


  That was what it felt like, watching Ayana and Todd as they faced off across the sand. As their voices rose like shrilling clarinets and pattering flutes, Seong-Jae’s coaxing a soothing cello counterpoint. As the click of safeties echoed the tiny rainfall twitter of the lightest whisper against drums. As the trap tightened, pulled inevitably toward the final climax by the music Sila had sung into their ears.


  Screams, then. Sawing violins.


  Then the massive bassoon bang of the heavy drums, the thick soft-tipped mallets.


  One, two.


  Blood on the sand.


  And the pure, raw anguish on Seong-Jae’s face, as Sila’s dragonfly dropped to his knees and attempted to resuscitate. Sila clung to the trunk and leaned out as far as he dared without falling, his heart nearly dropping over the precipice to the sand with his Jamjali. So beautiful. So open and naked, this raw unfettered emotion in tears, in ragged pleas, in frantic attempts that the dragonfly must have known were hopeless and yet he tried anyway, because he had let his logic go to his feelings so very long ago.


  What a perfect climax to this performance.


  Ah, yes…


  Sila thought he might just develop a love for opera after all.


   


  C


  “SO,” SILA SAID, AND DELIGHTED in the wet sheen of Seong-Jae’s eyes; in the tightening of his lips that betrayed their trembling; in the way the scent of Sila’s own blood reminded him so much of the scent of Seong-Jae’s straining, struggling body as he bit his lip until it bled to stop from crying out in pleasure. “I gave you what you asked for. Do you want to kill me now…Jamjali?”


  [6: LOCKED AND LOADED]


  OKAY. YEP. NOPE. NAH. THIS? This shit was about to go real bad, real fast.


  Malcolm growled, “Seong-Jae. He’s just doing this to fuck with you. You know that.”


  But Seong-Jae ignored him, his eyes stark and gleaming wet, his grip so tight on the hilt of his Glock that his knuckles whitened, trembled. “You are lying,” he accused hoarsely, spitting the words at Sila like gunfire, his throat working heavily past the upturned collar of his leather racing jacket. “You are lying! Erickson…Erickson did not…Todd did not have inappropriate feelings toward me, he…he…”


  “You only want to believe that,” Sila interrupted with oily confidence, looking at Seong-Jae with something close to contempt. “Because the fact that his desire for you left him open to me makes you feel even more responsible.” Sila grinned toothily. “When maybe, just maybe if you weren’t—”


  “Myself?” Seong-Jae shot back defiantly. “Or what did you want to say? Frigid? Robotic? Inhuman? You had to drug me to force me into sex with you. To make me think I actually desired it.” His ragged exhale was like he was breathing out smoke, rage, all his demons until Malcolm could almost see them dancing on the air, riding the cloud of his breath. “That is a problem with you. Not me. And you will not make me feel responsible for what you did simply because I am who I am.”


  “Look who grew a backbone.” Sila pouted. “You were more fun when you hated yourself.”


  Malcolm switched his gaze between Seong-Jae and Sila.


  Something wasn’t right here.


  As much blood as Sila had lost, painting the front of his shirt and his skin in gruesome horror-film splashes of red slowly starting to darken and dry, he should be unconscious on the floor right now. Instead he wasn’t even wavering, save for a few very deliberate sways likely meant to throw them off, make them let their guard down.


  It was hard to see the cut past the swathes of blood, but…


  That wasn’t arterial bleed.


  The color was wrong, the shade of red not the same as the rich, oxygenated blood that would have drained from a slit in the carotid artery to leave the furious pumping of Sila’s heart forcing out enough blood to make him rapidly lose consciousness.


  He’d known exactly what he was doing with that cut.


  A thin slice across the jugular would produce enough of a splash of blood to look like a near-fatal wound, when Sila probably barely felt it as even a scratch.


  Even now, he was playing them.


  “Fuck you,” Seong-Jae said, clearly and calmly and with zero hesitation. “My entire life—my entire life! Every misery I have ever known has been because of you. Every loss, every hurt, everything I struggle with even now—all you. All because you latched on to me like a lamprey and will not stop until you suck me dry.”


  “No,” Sila answered coolly. “It’s all because you’re getting exactly what you deserve.”


  Malcolm only realized what was happening—so quick, instantaneous reaction—no warning—when the muzzle flash registered a millisecond before the explosive sound of a gunshot in an enclosed space blasted over him.


  As Seong-Jae pulled the trigger, and Malcolm came closer to straight-up shitting himself than he ever had in his entire life.


  If he hadn’t been watching so closely he would have missed it.


  The moment when the tendons in Seong-Jae’s wrist tightened, standing out stark past the cuff of his jacket. Shifting his aim. Altering the bullet’s trajectory. And even as that shot rang out, Malcolm braced his weight, readied himself to tackle Sila, to take advantage of the moment of shock, the jerking reaction to the sound, so Malcolm could wrestle that knife away from him and take him into custody.


  But Sila never gave him the opening.


  He didn’t even move, holding still as a mannequin and staring at Seong-Jae with dead, cold, hollow eyes devoid of all humanity and life, his hand steady on the blade as the bullet whizzed past him close enough to waft his remaining hair—and punched a hole in the wood of the wall behind him, letting in a single piercing finger of sunlight.


  Less than three seconds from start to finish.


  Malcolm had read once that every person was born with a heart capable of only a finite number of beats, genetics and other factors defining that number from the moment that heart began to pump blood through the body, though life influences such as disease or exercise or any number of other variables could shift that finite number to one side or the other, ever changing the final outcome of an inevitable and immutable countdown.


  Malcolm was also pretty sure he’d used up half of the remaining beats left in his heart in that three seconds, his chest screaming at him in a vivid explosion of slamming bursts.


  He really was getting too old for this shit.


  “So,” Malcolm said, letting too old be the rock he grounded himself on, finding his composure. “Now we know you were bluffing. Not even a new papercut. I thought you’d kill yourself if we tried to shoot you.”


  “Hardly bluffing,” Sila deadpanned, his face still that terrible mask of nothingness—no. Not a mask. The true face underneath, the empty soul that pantomimed so many emotional expressions to blend himself in among people like a chameleon. “I just knew he couldn’t do it.” His head bowed forward, toward Seong-Jae, his chin practically resting on the flat of the knife. “You’re too weak, Jamjali.”


  “And me?” Malcolm said. “Do you think I could do it?”


  “You,” Sila spat derisively, gaze rolling sideways toward Malcolm in an uncomfortably fluid, strange movement. “You couldn’t hurt me even if I killed him.”


  “I wouldn’t try to test that,” Malcolm growled, and pulled one hand away from his Glock long enough to jerk the collar of his shirt aside, exposing the waxy ring of scar tissue encircling his throat, ridged against his fingertips. “I still owe you for this.”


  “Malcolm, do not,” Seong-Jae whispered.


  Too late. Sila finally moved from his fixed place in front of the chair; in front of his grandparents. Slowly, he drifted toward Malcolm, one stalking step at a time.


  “Go ahead,” he said, whispering in a toneless sing-song, his eyes wide and glassy. “Do it, Malcolm.”


  Malcolm bared his teeth and retreated a step, keeping his Glock trained between Sila’s eyes. “Step back. Stay the fuck away from me.”


  But Sila didn’t stop. Step by step he advanced, and step by step Malcolm retreated; like fuck he wanted to be backed into a corner and forced to shoot Sila in genuine self-defense, but not just that—he didn’t want Sila this fucking close to him with that knife, within arm’s reach, when as erratic as he was he might decide to turn it on Malcolm.


  But then Malcolm’s back hit the wall to the side of the door.


  He couldn’t retreat any further.


  And Sila stopped, pressing his forehead right into the muzzle of Malcolm’s Glock until it kissed a round, perfect O into the pale skin of his brow, reddening the flesh around it.


  “I. Said. Go. Ahead.” Sila stared into his eyes unblinkingly. “Shoot me. Shoot me now, Malcolm.”


  Malcolm didn’t like how tempted he was to do it.


  Sila had wrought so much pain—so much pain, and it was the man and not the police officer who trembled inside with the furious desire to lash back, to punish Sila for everything he’d done, for the trails of bodies and shattered souls left in his wake; for the shattering of Seong-Jae’s soul, and all the years of pain it took for Seong-Jae to crawl out of the black hole of trauma and self-doubt to put himself back together in some kind of shape that made Seong-Jae happy.


  Malcolm had never had reason to question before if he would kill for someone he loved. Never even had the occasion to consider the thought.


  He knew the answer now.


  And he didn’t know if he liked it.


  But some other part of himself still had control; still whispered in his ear that he couldn’t, not just out of hatred, not unless there was an actual life-or-death reason. That that wouldn’t be real justice.


  It would just be revenge, and taking someone’s life into his own hands when he wasn’t God or vengeance or judgment or anyone but a man.


  And when Sila was dead on the floor with a bullet punched through his brain, Malcolm would regret it. Not for the loss of Sila’s life.


  But for the loss of his own humanity.


  “Now you listen, and you listen fucking good,” he said slowly, never taking his eyes off Sila. “I know exactly what you’re doing. Confirming to yourself that yes, we believe you might have valuable testimony inside that shitty little head of yours, enough that we’re not willing to risk killing you in an attempt to incapacitate you. I get it. You’re testing how far you can push us, and trying to psychologically rattle us by proving we’re too weak to execute someone, leaving us shaken and easily manipulated.” He loosened his finger on the trigger even as he pressed the muzzle tighter into Sila’s brow. “I can promise you it’s taking me far more fucking strength not to kill you than it would to just pull the trigger. Now I’m going to give you three seconds to realize the fatal mistake you just made before I do whatever it takes to rip that knife out of your hands.” The trigger was a cool hook against the curve of his knuckle. “One.”


  Sila only smiled, tilting his head up to stroke his lips against the barrel of Malcolm’s Glock. “You’d have to let go of your gun. And then I can take it from you.”


  “Two,” Malcolm said, letting one hand drop away from his firearm, keeping his aim one-handed, flexing the fingers of his free hand, tensing his thighs. Calculating. Waiting for his chance. He briefly considered catching Sila by the shining band of hair around his wrist, but it would probably fall apart rather than giving any purchase or leverage.


  Brute force it would have to be, then.


  Still, Sila didn’t budge, lingering, confident. “Aren’t you going to tell me my mistake?”


  “Absolutely,” Malcolm said. “You turned your back on my partner, and…three.”


  Sila’s eyes widened. He whipped back from Malcolm, spinning on his heel, as Seong-Jae’s Glock coughed out another bullet—one that plowed into the floorboards between Malcolm’s feet, just missing where Sila’s calf had been and churning up a burst of splinters and hot-smelling sawdust.


  Malcolm threw himself at Sila, tucking his gun sideways and flat against his chest and using his shoulder to slam at him, catching him between the shoulder blades and sending him rolling forward, sprawling to the floor and tumbling away. Sila balled up his body, curling around the knife as if protecting something precious, but even as Malcolm gathered himself for another lunge and Seong-Jae sprinted to one side to intercept, Sila rolled to one knee, panting, his jaws hanging open and his leer all teeth as he shoved the blade of the knife against his throat again.


  “Try that again,” he gasped out, “and this time it won’t be a flesh wound.”


  Malcolm froze where he was. So did Seong-Jae. Sila bled from a fresh cut, a deep slice along his forearm, and he held the arm clutched against his stomach as if he could use his own body to clamp down as a makeshift tourniquet.


  Slowly, Malcolm eased back into a ready stance, shifting his Glock into both hands once more and taking aim. “Almost had you.”


  Sila grinned at him. “Didn’t think you had it in you.”


  “Because you’re a cocky little shit.”


  Malcolm almost regretted the missed opportunity. If he’d taken a shot at Sila before Seong-Jae had, Sila likely wouldn’t have dodged, convinced he’d have been bluffing just like Seong-Jae. Malcolm could’ve hit his right shoulder, keeping away from his heart or anywhere else mortal. Too late now. At least they’d changed the configuration of things, wounded Sila a little more, given him a little more blood loss to contend with that wasn’t in his plans.


  “So,” Sila rasped, still breathing hard. Pain. He was showing signs of pain; that was good. The pain would distract him, shake his composure, make him even more careless. “We’re right back where we started.”


  “Lucky you,” Malcolm said. “You’ve bought a little more time. How far away do you think he is now?”


  “As if I’d tell you.”


  “Then we can wait,” Seong-Jae said—precise, slow, that lethal coldness that made each word into a dagger. “We will wait. Until you pass out. Until you make a fatal mistake. Until I can personally put you in cuffs. Because you are right, Sila. Seth. We want to know what you know. But do you know what I want even more?”


  Sila made a scoffing sound. “You’re going to tell me anyway.”


  Seong-Jae didn’t rise to the bait. If anything the temperature around him seemed to drop several degrees—this proud, wild crow of a man watching Sila with a calm that said Sila had done the worst he could to Seong-Jae, and Malcolm’s omr had come out whole and strong nonetheless, and those petty little claws Sila kept trying to dig into him only slid off him like sliding off steel. Black eyes watched Sila fixedly, steady and cool, that graceful face set in unforgiving lines bisected by the harsh judgment bolt of that jagged diagonal scar.


  “I want you behind bars,” Seong-Jae said softly, his husky baritone as certain as a death knell. “I want you suffering in confinement as you realize you are not the wind; you cannot slip your bonds. You are only a man. And I want you slowly pacing back and forth inside a six by six cell until you start to unravel, Seth. Until you cannot keep track of one thought to the next. Until the inside of your head is the worst place you could possibly be. Until you cannot remember your own lies.” A slow look swept over Sila, dripping with loathing. “Until you have no choice but to tell us the truth.”


  “And how are you two overly sentimental assholes going to do that?” Sila sneered—but the words were labored, and he held his dripping arm even tighter against himself, bowing over it; the hand gripping the knife shook subtly. He glared at them with raw hatred. “How are you going to stop me before I kill myself and you’re left with nothing? No way to stop the man who’s corrupting your precious police force from the inside out?”


  “By letting you talk,” Malcolm answered simply. “By waiting for you to slip.”


  Sometimes, with inveterate liars…


  The best way to keep them off guard was to consistently tell the truth, and refuse to say anything but the truth; refuse to engage with the lies unspoken between them, instead laying everything bare until nothing could hide.


  So he continued, “We’re both aware of the game we’re playing here, aren’t we?” He sidestepped subtly; just enough to keep his feet away from that hole in the floor, making sure he had steady footing. “You talk us in circles, waiting for your chance to either get away…or join forces with Aleksander Normand, using your life and witness testimony as collateral because you know neither of us want blood on our hands. Because the nobility you sneer at is the only thing saving your life, and you’re banking on it.” He shrugged. “And we let you, because we’re watching for that moment when you let your guard down and we can physically restrain you before you harm yourself, and use you as leverage to buy Normand’s compliance—because despite what you said, I think he is coming, and he will try to get you back. So.” Malcolm glanced pointedly down at Sila’s dripping arm, then black up to those blue and green eyes. “Let’s not deceive each other into thinking we’re doing anything other than that. You’re too smart for that.”


  “Do you still have some sentimental attachment to me, Malcolm?” Sila fluttered his lashes, then trailed into a low, guttural groan, purely and sickly sexual, his lips parting, tongue curling lewdly at Malcolm. “Do you fuck him in the same bed where you pinned me and made me moan?”


  Seong-Jae let out a low, disgusted growl of warning.


  Malcolm just arched a brow. “If you want Seong-Jae to shoot you that bad, just say so,” he deadpanned. “Or…you could tell me what you did to them.” He jerked his gun briefly toward the bodies on the sofa, then quickly shifted it back to Sila. “Why? Why kill your own grandparents?”


  “I told you,” Sila said, the sexual mockery dropping away to leave exasperation. “I didn’t kill them. They were a gift. A gift for me and only me…and proof that I was loved.”


  [7: RIP IT UP]


  HE REMEMBERED THE SUMMER HOUSE.


  He didn’t know how Papa had done it, how he had found them, but when Papa took his car up the winding road along the steep hill, the high hill that made the little glimpses of the town through the trees into something tiny and far-away as little plastic houses in a play set, Seth recognized the configuration of the roofs below and the path the road took back and forth, back and forth, a snake first gray and then brown as it moved through trees that swayed side to side as if dancing.


  And when the road ended, and Seth saw the fence where he’d played gymnast in the summers and promised Sindy he could do balance beam jumps; saw the tall waving flowers with their green and bluish-purple fronded heads and remembered making crowns out of them and putting them on Mama’s head and wreathing them in Grandma’s hair until she was a queen, and curling into sweet-scented hugs with his own flowers dewy against his hair and kissing his temples…


  For a second, a tiny one-skip heartbeat, he hurt.


  He thought maybe he’d believed way deep down that when he came back here, back to summer, they’d be waiting. Mama and Sindy, there to pull him into their arms and tweak his ears and laugh and tell him he wasn’t alone anymore, and he was loved.


  But he wasn’t alone anymore.


  And he was loved.


  He had Papa, and Papa had found his grandparents, his Daddy’s parents, and even though Papa had to go away for a while, Papa would always love him and soon his grandparents would, too.


  He’d been so young the last time he’d seen them that he only vaguely recognized the man who came out onto the porch of the house as they pulled up, watching them suspiciously and wiping his hands on a dirty rag. He was tall like Daddy had been, and he had Daddy’s eyes and his kind of hard, square face, and he looked like he didn’t want to see Seth or Papa or really anyone else at all.


  Seth gulped, and glanced at Papa. “What…what if he doesn’t like me anymore? What if they both hate me?”


  “They won’t hate you, little cat.” Papa touched his hair, then smiled. “Let’s go meet them.”


  They unbuckled their seatbelts and got out of the car. The whole yard was blooming with nigella, the scent so pretty, and Seth twirled in that scent and wrapped it around himself as they danced up the little footpath to the porch.


  Papa stopped at the steps and looked up at Grandpa. “Hello,” he said. “I’m—”


  But Grandpa spat off the side of the porch, his face contorting into something ugly and angry as a Halloween monster mask. “I don’t care who the fuck you are,” he said, words twanging and deep. “I don’t want that abomination of a child here. Who the hell told you to bring him here?”


  Seth froze in his twirling.


  He just…stared at the flower in front of him, the nodding head of it, like it was bobbing up in down in agreement. Abomination. You’re an abomination.


  Was he…?


  Was…was that why everyone went away from him?


  Because he was an abomination?


  Was that why Daddy had always been mad at Mama, because she’d made an abomination and that abomination was him?


  His eyes got all hot and wet and everything went blurry. He wanted to run away—but Papa caught his hand, squeezed it tight, held him with those hands that had loved so many people and made them feel special, told Seth he was special too.


  “He wanted to come here,” Papa said. He had this way of talking when he was mad, like he sounded like he wasn’t and everything was as okay as ice cream, just a nice sunny good morning, but really deep down he was about to do something bad. “He’s your grandson. Not an abomination. And you’re the last kin he has left in this world.”


  Grandpa spat again. Sneered. “That boy ain’t no kin of mine. Those eyes ain’t right. He got them eyes from his mama sluttin’ around on my son, wouldn’t be surprised if that girl weren’t none of ours either, and I don’t want nothing to do with that devil-born child.”


  Seth couldn’t even see now.


  How…how could Grandpa not want him? How could Grandpa say Seth wasn’t his, and that he wasn’t Daddy’s, and neither was Sindy and they didn’t love him or Sindy anymore?


  The tears wouldn’t stop, and he almost couldn’t hear Papa’s quiet voice over his own bawling. Why did it hurt so much? Why did it hurt like he’d been crunched up into a hurting little ball of tinfoil, small and crushing ever smaller with awful sad little crinkling sounds?


  But Papa said, almost too soft, “You’re going to want to reconsider that.”


  “Like hell,” Grandpa snarled, then pitched his voice louder. “Etta? Get my damned gun. We got some trespassers here.”


  “Oh, no,” Papa said, and even though Seth couldn’t see him through the wall of water over his eyes he knew that voice, knew Papa was smiling his special smile. “You’re not going to want to do that. You’re not going to want to do that at all. You see…I told my son you wouldn’t hate him. And you don’t want to make a liar out of me…do you?”


   


  C


  GRANDMA MADE THE BEST BLUEBERRY waffles.


  Every morning, up right at the crack of dawn, while Papa watched her. He always watched her, just like he always watched Grandpa, and when Papa was watching then Grandma and Grandpa always smiled for Seth and told him he was a good boy, and they loved him. They asked him what he wanted and they made blueberry waffles for breakfast every day, and when he wanted grilled cheese for lunch, he got grilled cheese for lunch, and smiled while they gave each other weird stares over his head but he didn’t care because they still hugged him, and Papa promised to stay a little longer so they would keep hugging him.


  All.


  Summer.


  Long.


  There was no phone and no TV, but there were fields to play in and horses to ride, and sometimes he helped Grandpa with the chores even though Grandpa wouldn’t look at him because he wanted to be told he was a good boy, because he wanted to be useful, he wanted to be loved. He wanted to prove that even when Papa left, he could stay with Grandpa and Grandma, and help them, and they could be happy to have a little grandson all their own.


  Sometimes Grandma cried.


  Seth didn’t understand why.


  But when he patted her shoulder and told her it was okay, she flinched away and only cried harder.


  And sometimes Papa had to take them upstairs and into the spare room where Papa and Seth slept, and he told Seth to stay downstairs while he locked the door and had a talk with them. Only they didn’t seem to talk very much, but sometimes Seth heard grunts and whimpers, and after that they always moved slowly and sometimes Grandpa had a limp, but it went away after a few days every time. The red burned marks along the backs of Grandpa’s and Grandma’s knuckles always lasted a little longer.


  Papa never seemed to sleep, not at all. He watched day and night, and when Grandpa and Grandma went down to town to buy things, he always went with them, and made Seth promise to be good until they came back. Papa had taken Grandpa’s shotgun and hid it somewhere, but he always took it with him when they left in Grandpa’s jouncy truck, then hid it away again when they came back.


  One night, though, Papa fell asleep in his chair in the upstairs hall. And Seth couldn’t sleep, the moon was too bright through the windows, and he tossed and turned and sighed until he heard it.


  A creak out in the hall.


  A slow footstep on the wooden floorboards.


  He rubbed at his eyes, and slid out of bed. “Papa…?” he whispered, but Papa didn’t answer. Seth crept to the bedroom door on his bare feet, toes curled, and peeked outside.


  Papa slouched in his chair, snoring softly, his chin resting on his chest. Grandma stood over him with a big heavy thing, a phonograph Seth thought it was called, her nightdress all bunched around her and her eyes wild and wide as she lifted it over her head.


  “What are you doing to Papa?” Seth asked, and Grandma froze.


  Papa stirred. His eyes opened, like a statue coming awake. He lifted his head, and for a moment he looked at Seth blankly and he felt like the white rabbit mask was looking at him even though the mask was in Papa’s trunk.


  Then Papa looked up at Grandma, at the wide frozen grimace that bared her teeth, and Papa sighed.


  “And here I would have let you live,” he said. “But I suppose every summer has to come to an end, hm?”


   


  C


  ONE REASON SETH LOVED PAPA was because Papa was very thorough.


  And Papa made sure Grandma and Grandpa couldn’t say any more nasty, ugly things to Seth, not when their mouths were stuffed full of dish towels and then covered up with big shiny silver bands of tape. They couldn’t move, either, hog-tied on the sofa in the living room, the big golden velveteen sofa that sometimes Seth liked to hide under and pretend he was a cat.


  But they could see, and they stared at Papa and Seth with their eyes wide. Grandpa’s eyes were hard and angry, but Grandma’s were just sad and confused, though they both looked scared. Seth had learned what people’s eyes could say by watching Papa do his work, learning all the little details that showed what they were feeling when they tried to lie or couldn’t say the words themselves.


  Seth remembered how Grandpa had said Seth wasn’t his.


  Said he was an abomination.


  That deep stabbed cut inside him had never stopped bleeding, not all summer, not even when Papa just looked at Grandpa until Grandpa let out a nervous laugh and swung Seth up to hug him but he didn’t mean it, not when he was stiff as a board and all his hard angles hurt.


  But all those things hurt a little less, ‘cause it felt right that Grandpa was scared.


  ‘cause Grandpa was the abomination.


  You had to be an abomination to not love your own grandson, right?


  Papa had taken the rabbit mask out of the trunk. The mask and his little leather roll of tools, with the wire and the scalpels and the knives and the files and the bone saw inside. The mask’s head was a little too big for Papa’s body, and it always made Seth giggle, this cartoon head splattered in little bits of red like a map of the memories they had made together.


  “Now then.” Papa rolled out his tools on the coffee table and sank to one knee, very slowly and pointedly pulling out each item and inspecting it before putting it back. “All I wanted was for my boy to have a happy summer. I wanted to leave him with family who loved him, and would care for him—and you couldn’t even do that. Not even when I tried to teach you. So what use are you to me, then? What use are you to me at all?”


  Grandpa spat something muffled that sounded like a dirty word.


  Grandma just moaned. Tears leaked from her eyes, and gathered wet and shiny in the creases of her nostrils.


  “That’s right,” Papa said. “None. No use at all. And I can’t abide useless things, so I’m going to give you a gift. A gift that will make you useful for at least one thing.” Then he selected a slender scalpel, and turned it so he held it by the blade between thumb and forefinger, and offered it to Seth. “And for you, my boy…this is your gift. Take back the harm they cut into you. They’re yours to deliver. Yours to love in the way that only we can.”


  An elated little thrill ran through Seth. He took the scalpel, and felt the cold straight shape of it in his palm, felt the faint ridges grooved in that told him where the handle stopped and the sharp part started.


  “Really?” he breathed. “Can I? I can make them beautiful?”


  Papa nodded, the rabbit ears swaying. “Of course, my little cat.”


  Seth trembled. He stepped closer, around the coffee table, and looked down at Grandma. He knew the right way to do it. Where to start cutting, and Grandma was too short everywhere, she needed more space between her joints, and the wire would make her dangle and move loosely and fluidly instead of stiff and slow, and he raised the scalpel, gripping it tight, his stomach clutching all up like butterflies and flutterbies and all the shaky nervous things and he—he—


  He…he was scared.


  He was scared, and he bit his lip, and he didn’t like that he thought he might cry with his nostrils burning and his eyes prickling, and he didn’t want Papa to be ashamed of him for being too weak to do it, but he was scared.


  “Papa…” he whimpered.


  He thought Papa would be disappointed in him.


  But instead Papa only rested his hand to the top of Seth’s head, and stood.


  “It’s all right,” Papa said gently, and even through the hollowness of the mask, Seth could hear the warm, approving smile in Papa’s voice, and the tears almost came for a different reason now as Papa said, “You’re still my good boy. My pure boy. And you’re still young enough that I can carry your sin for you. Stay pure for a little longer, sweet Seth. Stay pure…and give the blade to me.”


  Still shaking, smiling through the rush of tears falling down his face and dripping from his chin, Seth pressed the scalpel into Papa’s outstretched palm.


  Papa’s boots thumped on the floor as he stepped closer to the sofa.


  “Now watch,” he said softly, as Grandpa’s and Grandma’s muffled whimpers rose louder and louder, their bodies squirming and struggling against the cushions. “I’m going to teach you something a little different this time, teach you what someone once taught me. Watch, my boy, and sing…sing ring around the rosey with me.”


   


  C


  WHEN IT WAS OVER, THE GOLDEN velveteen was red and orange, dark in some places, bright in others. Papa wore gloves of blood, and Grandpa and Grandma’s hearts lay open and bright, so the sun could touch them and purify them and clean out all the hate that had made them so mean.


  Papa wiped the scalpel off on his jeans, and turned his head toward Seth. “Are you happy, little cat?”


  Seth nodded. He nodded so much, because he couldn’t make words. Words were too much and not enough, and couldn’t say all the sweet wonderful bursting things he felt knowing his Papa loved him enough to do this for him. To make his grandparents clean for him, so they wouldn’t hurt him anymore with their hate.


  So he wouldn’t be an abomination.


  “Then it’s time for me to go,” Papa said. “I’m sorry.”


  Seth’s happiness vanished like the sun winking out behind the clouds. He shook his head rapidly and clutched at Papa’s red slippery hand. “No!”


  “We knew this had to happen.” Papa set the scalpel down. “So I’m going to give you another gift. One last gift, for now. Something to remember me by.”


  He pulled the rabbit mask off, then, and sank down to one knee. His face was the only part of him not covered in blood, like the white rabbit took all the stains for him so he, too, could be pure like Seth.


  Papa smiled, warm and sweet, his bluish eyes glittering. “Hold this for me,” he said, and offered the mask to Seth. “Until the day I need it again. Can you do that?”


  Seth nodded slowly.


  He felt like his heart was the one cut out to stand in the open, pricked and tingled by the air, hurting. He clutched the rabbit mask tight, holding it to his chest, and Papa leaned in and kissed his brow.


  “I’m going to go now. I have to go far away. You have to find your way on your own from here. Stay here with your grandparents until you run out of food, and then go find a place to belong. Fade away, little Seth. Become someone new.” Papa touched his cheek, leaving behind a wet streak on his skin. “Seth has to go to sleep for a long time, now. But he’ll wake up when we see each other again.”


  “But…we will see each other?”


  “That’s up to you, little cat…that’s up to you. It’s all in your hands now. When it’s time…you’ll know. You’ll know, and we’ll find each other again, no matter how far apart we are.”


  [8: ALWAYS IN MY HEAD]


  MONDALE, SEONG-JAE THOUGHT. IT MUST have been Mondale that Normand had been speaking of, with the one who first taught him—passing down macabre methods like passing down folklore that grew and changed in the telling, further distorting with each new iteration until it became a thing with a life of its own.


  He did not want to know Sila this way.


  This was somehow more intimate than having known the feel of Sila’s body, the taste of his lips; this complexity that painted him at first as a piteous child, a victim to this man who completely restructured his moral framework by playing on his desperate childish need to be loved—then as a man who made victims of others, eternally punishing the world and everyone he encountered for the crime of making him feel unloved.


  Sila was a man who understood love only through bloodshed and violence.


  Did he think, now, that he was testing Seong-Jae’s and Malcolm’s love?


  Proving that their love was not strong enough to withstand his assaults, when neither was willing to relax the leash on his own morals to justify killing Sila in revenge for indignities inflicted on each of them?


  Even now, Sila watched them expectantly. Watched Seong-Jae, most of all. Here they were; the kingfisher versus the dragonfly, hunter versus hunter, each assessing the other to judge the impact of every move they made in this bizarre game of chess; each looking for a weakness, an opening.


  “What do you hope to prove?” Seong-Jae asked. “That we simply do not grasp how special the bond between yourself and Normand was, and if we did we would understand and let you walk free?” He glanced past Sila, at the corpses of Harriette and Darwin Duvonne. “Did you enjoy what he did to them for your sake? Did you enjoy watching them suffer? Or was that moment when you could not kill them the last time in your life that you ever possessed a conscience?”


  “A conscience is a fabrication of the human psyche to pretend we’re more than the animals we are at the core.”


  “I,” Seong-Jae said, “am not an animal, and I am not playing entry-level Psych 101 with you. You are above that, and such simplistic tactics make me think you are faltering.”


  “Why, Seong-Jae,” Sila crooned. “I could almost take that as a compliment.”


  “Take it as whatever you like. I despise you nonetheless.”


  It was only the truth.


  But it was also meant to keep Sila’s attention on him. To give him the one thing he hated: not being loved, not even in the twisted way that his mind could reverse hate and loathing into some sort of backwards expression of love when it still meant giving him attention, focusing on him, wanting his response.


  Because while Sila watched Seong-Jae…


  Malcolm was moving again.


  And Seong-Jae did not think Sila had noticed, this time. Because this time the blood loss was not a pantomime; this time his skin was ashen, his eyes dilated, and he struggled to suppress his labored breaths, visibly making an effort to conceal the difficulty he had standing upright, attempting to pretend he still stood on even footing with them. Seong-Jae would estimate that blood loss would definitely be affecting his cognition by now, making it harder for him to focus on concrete details around him, his energy centered on processing and responding to verbalization. He could almost fit himself inside Sila’s mind, feel that irrational certainty rising that as long as he remained focused on the conversation, he could preserve the illusion, buy himself a little more time.


  Then focus on me, Seong-Jae thought, even as Malcolm carefully slid first his left foot to the left, then his right, less taking obvious steps and more slowly sliding in increments that created as little visible motion as possible; as little disruption to alert Sila to pull away from his almost desperate staring at Seong-Jae to catch Malcolm making his move.


  Why, though?


  Why was Sila staring at him in such a way?


  “Do you really?” Sila whispered, his brows crumpling together. “Do you really hate me so much? After everything? You…you were the first…of so much for me, we saw the stars together, we—”


  “—were involved in a codependent, parasitic relationship of drug addiction and mutual misery,” Seong-Jae finished flatly. His eye twitched. Was this dissembling, another attempt at emotional manipulation, or some bizarre expression of actual honest feeling? “Nothing we felt in that time was real. Any connection we felt was fueled solely by the high, creating an illusory intimacy and reinforcing a bond that did not exist.”


  “It was real,” Sila pushed out through his teeth. “And that makes you even more of a bastard for telling me it wasn’t for you.”


  “How could it be?” Seong-Jae threw back. “I was not even conscious for half of our relationship. I was seventeen, and unlike you I do not operate by some bizarre framework that requires your cat-and-mouse games for love. Malignant attention is not love, and you will never convince me that it is.”


  “How cruel.” Sila’s voice went dead. He was like the white rabbit in that way; in how he could suck the emotion in and out of his voice like blowing and sucking the air in and out of a balloon. “I’ve never known any other kind of love, Jamjali. Is that my fault? Would you judge me for not knowing any better?”


  “You had an entire adult life to learn better,” Seong-Jae pointed out. “You learned to mimic healthy human socialization well enough to use that performance against others, so do not pretend you do not know what it looks like. And—”


  He caught Sila starting to glance toward Malcolm, who had managed to cover a few feet, angling in, closing the distance and pushing himself further and further out of Sila’s peripheral vision. Seong-Jae reached for anything, any string he could pull, to inflame Sila and keep his anger focused on Seong-Jae, away from Malcolm.


  “—you never wanted love,” he finished. “You wanted validation. You wanted to feel like someone else’s love gave you power over them. That is all it has ever been for you; feeling powerful when others made you feel powerless. That is why you have spent your life pretending to be this mastermind, orchestrating so many things in the long term. But you could have left me out of it.” Seong-Jae let his voice crack, turn hoarse. Sila was not the only one who could feign emotion when it suited his needs. “You could have let me go once I left you, but instead you used me as a tool in your schemes. I did not need to be a part of any of this. Any of it! Why? Why could you not have left me alone? Why could you not have let me have a life, instead of this haunted existence?”


  “Because I loved you!” It came out on a near-scream, so sharp and high and shrill that in the corner of Seong-Jae’s eye, Malcolm froze, flinching, bushy gray brows twitching. But now Sila’s attention was fully on Seong-Jae, a hot and furious glare sheened bright and wet, his fist clenching so hard against the hilt of the knife that it wavered, edge trembling dangerously over the last few unbloodied scraps of skin on his throat, his nails dragging in harsh scrapes against the wooden handle. “I loved you and you left me, rotting and broken!”


  Seong-Jae only stared at him.


  While Sila’s chest heaved, and both the seeping wound in his neck and the one on his arm went from feeble trickles to slightly stronger flow.


  Yes.


  He wanted Sila upset.


  He wanted Sila upset, his heart rate rising, forcing more blood from his body, increasing the effects of blood loss. There would be that first surge of adrenaline, that moment when Sila might even think he was regaining his strength, but then the endorphins would fade and he would crash.


  Crash, and they would have him.


  “I left you because I never loved you,” Seong-Jae whispered. Prodded. Provoked. It might be cruel, but more of a mercy than shooting him. “Because what you called love was rotting me. And if you ever truly loved me as you claimed, you would have let me go and allowed me to be happy, instead of trying to destroy me even when I did not know you were there.”


  “Don’t you know I’m just that kind of lover?” Sila choked out with a weak laugh. So bitter, almost pained. “If I can’t have you, no one will. We were supposed to be in love forever, Jamjali. We were supposed to be a family.”


  Gulping in shaky breaths, Sila shook his head…and nearly wavered, closing his eyes for a moment, his balance listing before he recovered himself quickly and opened his eyes, fixing Seong-Jae with a recriminating glare.


  But in the time his eye had closed, Malcolm had crossed another foot, standing behind Sila on a diagonal.


  And Sila had not yet seemed to notice.


  “He would have loved you too,” Sila whispered, almost rapturous, beatific. “He would have loved you just like he loved me. Made you a part of the family. Made you his child—if you ever knew the smallest damned thing about loyalty, you lying snake. I hate that I ever loved you.”


  Seong-Jae’s gorge rose violently, and he had to swallow quickly to choke it back.


  Was that what Sila had wanted of him, all this time?


  To make him part of the white rabbit’s twisted family, taken under his wing just as Sila had been, joined forever in their perversion of love?


  “And I hate that you think you understand the slightest thing about loyalty,” he retorted. Fuck—he wanted to make eye contact with Malcolm, wanted to catch that constant quiet vibration stretching between them as if one look could push the words move, do something into Malcolm’s brain, but he could not risk it when Sila might follow the flick of his eyes and look again. “What could you possibly know of loyalty?”


  Sila glared at him, his mouth a hateful downward curl.


  “I know more than you could ever imagine,” he snarled. “Because I was willing to do what you never could.”


  [9: IF YOU’VE GOT NO REGRETS]


  AT LEAST, BEFORE THEY HAD killed each other, Todd and Ayana had been kind enough to procure him a fake ID.


  Then again, they had been kind enough to procure a few other things for him, too. And access a few other things. And change a few other things, things only people with FBI agent clearance could even gain entry to, let alone alter in public records databases.


  People in love really were so useful.


  And so pathetic.


  But thanks to dearly departed Ayana and Todd, he now had a driver’s license identifying him as Leif Cuthbert of Phoenix, Arizona, and Leif Cuthbert had credentials as a reporter doing a retrospective on non-violent offenders and how minor charges could add up to major sentencing.


  Of course, the correctional facility had only agreed to allow him to speak with inmates who had earned visitor privileges for good behavior.


  But one particular inmate had been so very good, such a model prisoner, that he’d even earned the right to only lightly supervised visits in the common room.


  And one such prisoner sat across from him right now, neat and spry in his carefully pressed prison oranges, NORMAND and his prisoner number printed on the breast of his loose, awkward tunic.


  Sila smiled faintly, tapping his pen against the notepad he’d brought with him to keep up appearances. “Age has treated you well,” he said; he kept his voice nearly subvocal, though there was little need; he wasn’t the only visitor today, and in one corner someone’s brat was squalling over getting to see her prison flunkie daddy so loud that Sila could have stood in the center of the room and confessed a murder, and not a single one of the guards along the dingy gray concrete walls would have heard him.


  Papa smiled faintly. His hair was neatly combed, the brown sprouting dignified silver streaks that matched the ones in his neatly trimmed beard; the color of his eyes had deepened over the years, taking on more of a true blue shade, lined around the edges.


  On the surface, they both presented careful, pleasant neutrality; two strangers meeting over a common topic.


  But Sila’s heart nearly burst, beating so hard, so fierce. It had been so long since he’d seen his Papa’s face. Somewhere around fourteen years now, and Sila realized part of what made it so very jarring was that now he was of a height with Papa, looking at him from an adult’s space and through an adult’s eyes, and yet somehow this quiet, unassuming man who held himself with easy calm seemed larger than life in Sila’s vision.


  He watched Sila with diffident interest, but his eyes told the truth.


  Psychologists claimed that the eyes dilated when someone looked at an object of desire, or an object of love—familial, friendly, romantic, sexual love, the body saw no difference and only widened the pupils until eyes turned so very dark with emotion. It was why people responded so strongly to those dilated, heavy-lidded glances from love interests; they didn’t even realize just what was pulling on them, coaxing animal instincts to respond to that pull.


  But Sila knew.


  And in Aleksander Normand’s dilated eyes was the love of a father for the son he had been separated from with only the thinnest hope of reunion.


  Papa’s fingertips idly pattered against the table, and he glanced away. “Genetics gifted me that, at least,” he said, then whispered more softly, “…I never thought I would see you again. You’ve grown so strong and beautiful.”


  “I would always come for you. You’re…” Sila swallowed. “You’re the only one who stays with me.”


  “Is it time?”


  “Not yet.” Sila shook his head. “This was the only way to let you know. It’s coming, but…”


  “We wait,” Papa said, and smiled; Sila smiled back.


  “We wait.”


  Papa’s gaze flicked over him slowly, seeming to drink him in as if parched. “Are you still pure, my son?”


  “For you? Yes.” Sila had to feign writing something down, making up whatever notes would pass muster with the guards if they decided to get cute and frisk him, read his things on the way out. He lowered his eyes to follow the scratching, scrawling lines against the page, but continued his murmurs. “I’ve never needed to dirty my hands. Others are always willing to do it for me.”


  Papa’s low chuckle was full of pride. “I always told you that you were smart.”


  “I never would have believed that if not for you.” Sila’s lips quirked, and then he glanced up at Papa from under his brows, holding back his laugh. “Really? You got yourself locked up for kidnapping and violating a custody agreement?”


  Throwing his head back, Normand let out a full-throated, delighted laugh, before sighing and sinking down further in his chair. The bright sunlight sheeting through foot-thick plate glass frosted window cubes cast his face into planes of beautiful, serene symmetry.


  “The charges for the school districts would’ve kept me here for months at best,” Papa said. “I needed something that would keep me in one place for a little longer.”


  His hand rested loosely against the table—so close to the edge of Sila’s notepad, and Sila set his pen down casually, letting his hand drape until…


  Until their fingertips almost touched.


  Until if he were anyone other than a reporter, a stranger to this man, he could close that last distance and take his father’s hand in his and feel that touch that had worked such beauty, such miracles.


  “How are you holding up?” he asked softly. “Is it hard in here?”


  “I…” Papa exhaled. His gaze dropped to their almost-touching fingers. “They treat me fairly well,” he said. “But sometimes, the lack of freedom, the messiness, I…”


  “I know,” Sila murmured. “I know. But you’ve restrained yourself for so long. A few more years. I promise. Just a few more years, and it will be worth it.” He glanced toward the guards, then leaned across the table. “Can you get yourself put into solitary?”


  Papa considered, then said, “Not permanently. But I can earn it rather frequently in the short-term.”


  “Then I suggest you become a little less obedient. And don’t get out on good behavior any time soon.”


  With another chuckle, Papa shook his head. “No risk of that.”


  They looked at each other, then, and Sila imprinted that face on himself to carry with him for as long as he could; for the years it would have to last him before he could see him again, touch him again, finally stand together without the ridiculous codes of so-called normal society telling them all the reasons why they had to be apart.


  “You should know my name now,” he whispered. “Now that I put my other self to sleep.”


  “Oh?” Papa’s brows rose; his eyes gleamed with interest. “Tell me, little lucky cat.”


  That old nickname brought a smile unbidden, and Sila’s chest tightened. “The outside world calls me Lucas Aleks,” he said, and amusement creased Papa’s mouth. “But inside…I am only Sila.”


  “Sila,” Papa repeated, lingering over the word, and Sila experienced a soft, sweet euphoria at hearing the person who mattered most to him in the world, the man who had made him, speak the sacred sounds of his true name. “It’s a good name. The melody of it, the meanings…the patterns.”


  Sila flushed with pleasure—but then glanced up at the clock. “…I have to go or there may be questions. But…” He licked his lips. “Will you help me play a game with someone? It will make things more interesting.”


  Papa cocked his head. “Who?”


  “You’ll know,” Sila promised. “But to start? Read the news in Parma, Ohio. It might take a while to find it, but they do give you internet allowances here, don’t they? You’ll know when they find it.” He smiled. “He had such pretty blond hair.”


  He left his Papa, then. Reluctantly, forcing himself not to look back, feeling the separation of years that had for just an instant compressed into the tiny space between them, but now stretched out longer and longer as the distance between them grew with every step. Every step adding another month, another year, another eternity before Sila would see him again; every step before the dominos they had set up over so much painstaking time finally fell to create the true and final pattern.


  Time.


  Time would bring this all to a close.


  And now…all there was to do was wait.


  Wait, and let himself out into the beastly dry Arizona sun.


  Even if he had found his first true home here, he really did hate this damnable state. So much dust. Sand. Everything in so many ugly shades of clay and red and dun, and the heat, drying out the inside of his throat and nostrils. Only one more thing to do, and then he could escape this hell.


  He let the guards escort him out of the security gate. One of the men turned back first, the other hovering, lingering, and Sila caught his sleeve and offered a smile.


  “Hey,” he said, and glanced toward the outline of a square pack of cigarettes against his breast pocket. “You’ve got a break coming up soon, don’t you? Feel like sharing a smoke?”


  C


  CARSON MILLER didn’t understand why the pretty blond man had singled him out.


  He wasn’t gay. Though the pretty blond man was the kind of fey, androgynous thing who could get a man a little confused, catching that soft feminine profile and lingering on the lips before he remembered that was a guy and Carson had no damned business thinking that way about a guy.


  But it was hard not to, as he watched the blond man fit one of Carson’s borrowed cigarettes to his lips.


  He’d known the blond man would ask him for a smoke. He’d known since the night before when he’d stopped at his favorite bar for a drink and the blond man had bought him one, glanced at his nametag, said what a funny coincidence, I’ll be stopping by your workplace tomorrow. Me? I’m a reporter. Nothing strange. Just doing a little local coverage. But maybe we’ll run into each other.


  On the surface he’d thought maybe the man might be flirting.


  But there’d been something about him, the way he spoke, and he’d realized last night…


  The blond man wanted something from him.


  They didn’t look at each other now, as they leaned against the wall and smoked. Carson breathed in and breathed out, letting the smoke burn him, letting it ground him when sometimes the dull monotony of these penitentiary walls made it hard to remember what was real because every day blended together. He just…had to survive here for a few years. Get himself enrolled in community college once he could save up enough to start paying for it, and keep paying his way through while working full-time and doing double duty.


  Then he’d be out of here.


  Away from this world.


  He had no idea how wrong he was.


  Or that he was damned and doomed the moment the pretty blond man parted his lips, blew out a thin stream of smoke, and said, “Would you like to make enough money to solve all your problems…just for delivering a simple package?”


  What the man wanted from him filled Carson with dread.


  The idea of staying here for so many more years, until some nebulous indeterminate time that he’d know only if he remembered to watch the news out of Baltimore and looked for a specific symbol, a story the blond man promised he would see, men with stick-on tattoos. Just wait, the man said. Just wait.


  And when you know…deliver the package.


  Deliver it, and don’t even think about opening it to peek inside.


  That was all he had to do.


  All he had to do to earn more money than he had ever seen in a single lump sum in his life, promised with a downpayment that was enough to start school this year, to make it clear this strange unearthly creature meant business.


  He didn’t know what he was agreeing to.


  He was a little afraid to found out.


  But when the pretty blond man left, Carson had one less cigarette in his pack, one less bill to worry about…


  …and a battered padded envelope, addressed to inmate Aleksander Normand from a sender with only the name Sila, and nothing else.


  [10: HOW DID WE GET HERE?]


  CARSON MILLER.


  Why was that name so familiar?


  Malcolm racked his brain as he settled out of Sila’s line of sight, watching, finger poised on the trigger, waiting. Waiting for his chance to take a non-lethal incapacitating shot while Seong-Jae had Sila so thoroughly distracted, his emotional state clearly compromised. What a reversal; Sila had tried so hard to manipulate and psychologically toy with them, but had ended up the one broken and nearly sobbing as blood loss ate away at his ability to maintain his emotional control and his coy little façade. His guard had—


  Guard.


  A chill ran over Malcolm. That was why Carson Miller’s name was familiar. He was on the list of victims in the Phoenix prison break that had pulled Malcolm and Seong-Jae into this; one of the guards, low-ranking, just an ordinary grunt with an ordinary life, barely in his twenties before it had been cut short because he’d been gullible enough to believe what Sila had promised.


  Carson had probably been the first to die.


  He couldn’t be allowed to testify about what he’d done for Sila and Normand, after all.


  “Years,” Sila practically screamed at Seong-Jae, straining toward him, his voice shredded by the sound of suppressed sobs. “My whole life! For him. For us. For the one who didn’t leave me behind.” Gasping erratically, Sila slumped. His voice quieted, derisive. “And you ask what I know of loyalty. People like you are the ones who don’t know what loyalty is. You abandon someone the second they break. Throw them out like a discarded toy, replacing them with someone shiny and new.”


  Sila turned his head, then, silken and pink-stained strands of platinum blond cutting across his face as he looked over his shoulder at Malcolm, his cynical, jaded stare saying Did you really think I didn’t know you were there?


  “Even you,” Sila breathed. “Your ex-wife. All those people you slept with and then threw aside because they weren’t shiny. Perfect. Seong-Jae.” He whipped his head back toward Seong-Jae, eyes snapping like a whiplash. “Why you? Why does everyone always choose you?!”


  “If I could answer that,” Seong-Jae muttered, “I would have far fewer problems with obsessive men.”


  “Isn’t your life so fucking hard,” Sila snapped. “Everyone fucking wants you. No one ever wanted me. No one ever chose me. No one ever loved me. NO ONE!” his voice rose to a pitched scream again, peaked, tapered off into…into a whimper. Into the shaking of Sila’s shoulders; into the gleam of tears spilling against pale skin, shining in the dusty sunlight. “…except him. He wanted me, and now you want to take him away from me.”


  God, it all had Malcolm reeling.


  So now he understood so many things. How Sila had made those subtle changes in his public records to avoid linking Lucas Aleks with Seth Duvonne; how Normand had ended up with a hair doll Sila had left at the Christiansen house; how Normand had known where to look to retrieve it, and leave it inside Blake Howard’s body just to fuck with them, throw them clues and then toss them into confusion, joining Sila in playing this dangerous game that would grant both Normand and Sila what they craved the most:


  Recognition.


  Validation.


  They couldn’t have a victory without an opponent.


  And Malcolm and Seong-Jae had been set up from the start.


  “I don’t think you’ll find it all that surprising that I don’t really buy your crocodile tears,” Malcolm said. “Maybe if you were someone else, I’d pity you. Consider you a victim of your environment. But you’ve proven too many times that you enjoy this. That you’ve had chances to stop, to walk away from this, and you only dug yourself in deeper and caused untold destruction along the way. Willingly. Gleefully. For your own entertainment. For fuck’s sake—” He snorted. “For a while you had me doubting even Joshi. Wondering if he was in on this. If he was the one altering your records…but no. That was Seong-Jae’s partners. You used them for your own ends…and not just to fuck with him.”


  And just like that, Sila’s tears stopped.


  God, he was unnerving, the way he switched on and off like that.


  “I prefer my toys to be Swiss Army knives, albeit a bit more disposable,” Sila said with a playful little smile. “It saves me time. Multitasking is my top resume skill, you know.”


  “That still doesn’t explain one thing,” Malcolm said.


  “Then that’s your failing. I’ve been more than clear.”


  “Exactly.” Malcolm shook his head. “You’re being so free with all this information. And maybe it’s unimportant. Maybe it’s ego. Maybe it’s that you know this isn’t what we would really need from you, so it’s fun to throw these things out as bait so we’ll keep coming back for more. But the fact that you’re being so open, filling in all the blanks, giving us the complete story…it tells me that you don’t expect to ever have to testify in a court of law. It means you expect to walk away from this, and all of this information is useless because you can’t use a confession when you don’t have a criminal in custody.”


  “You can’t put a dead man on trial,” Sila said, almost blandly. “How do you know I’m not serious about wanting to die?” And in emphasis, he traced the edge of the knife against his throat until the point hovered above his carotid, barely kissing, waiting to be plunged straight in.


  “You are too much of a narcissist,” Seong-Jae answered. “You would hate to deprive the world of your presence.”


  Seong-Jae said something else, but Malcolm didn’t catch it. Malcolm didn’t catch it because he caught something else, something distant, a grinding and groaning sound drawing closer at alarming speed.


  The sound of an engine.


  A very, very large engine.


  “What is that?” he demanded.


  …was that Normand? If so, he was hurtling up the hillside at a breakneck pace, that engine growing louder and louder still, filling the entire house, drowning out almost everything else and showing no sign of slowing.


  “I,” Sila announced, “am exactly enough of a narcissist to want my death to be my choice and my choice alone. But you’re right.” He smiled, a terrible thing above the wash of blood spilling down his front until he looked like some dead thing come to life, some ghostly apparition come to tell the hour and time of Malcolm’s death, wearing that band of hair around his wrist like some shackle of the afterlife—and when Malcolm started to move, started to dive toward the door to track the source of that sound, Sila angled the knife in his throat in smug, knowing warning, clucking his tongue and shaking his head, ah-ah-ah, don’t you dare. “I do have an ace up my sleeve.”


  Those mocking words were the last things Malcolm heard before the sound of that engine swallowed them, swallowed everything.


  And something massive crashed through the front of the house, demolishing the planks and everything in its way.


  Malcolm glimpsed chrome, paint, flashing lights.


  Then pain struck him, a giant hammer slamming his entire body back, the great hand of the universe batting him aside like a fly. He felt his body jerked like a rag doll, out of his control; he felt as first something hit him, then he flew into something else.


  Then he didn’t feel anything all.


  Everything was too far away, too dark.


  And there was nothing but that engine, a growling beast roaring its triumph over its kill. A quieter cracking, ripping squeal underneath. The dull sensations of something, many somethings, falling down over him.


  Then nothing.


  Just the quiet inside Malcolm.


  As he finally went still.


   


  [THE END]


  Read on for a preview of CRIMINAL INTENTIONS Season Two, Episode Thirteen, “White Rabbit, Part II!”


  [DISCOVER YOUR CRIMINAL SIDE]


  GET MORE OF THE THRILLING M/M romantic suspense serial everyone’s talking about. Follow Baltimore homicide detectives Malcolm Khalaji and Seong-Jae Yoon as they trail a string of bizarre murders ever deeper down a rabbit hole—that, if they can’t learn to work together, may cost them both their lives. Full-length novels released once per month—COMPLETE FIRST SEASON OUT NOW, Season Two almost done!
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  Browse on Amazon and Amazon KindleUnlimited


  https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07D4MF9MH?ref=series_rw_dp_labf


  See the series on Goodreads


  https://www.goodreads.com/series/230782-criminal-intentions


  [PREVIEW: CI S2E13, ”WHITE RABBIT, PART II”]


   


  [0: TUMBLING DOWN]


  MALCOLM KHALAJI IS GETTING DAMNED sick of people hitting him with cars.


  At least last time he’d actually thrown himself in front of Edmund Bishop’s car. Malcolm was at least partially to blame for that.


  This time, though?


  He hadn’t exactly expected to get hit by the front grill of a semi truck up at a remote abandoned house in the mountains.


  Everything hurts. Everything fucking hurts, his entire body aching like it’s been pulped in a blender, but at least he’s still alive. Everything’s a blur—debris tumbled over him, the sharp edge of something jagged digging painfully into his hip, faint hints of sunlight cutting through the clouds of dust clogging the air and clotting his throat. Past his blurred vision he can vaguely make out the gleam of chrome, and past it, more light.


  He tilts his head back, coughing. He can just make out the front of the truck. The empty cab. The front of the house—completely collapsed in, and it looks like the upper edge of the trailer is the only thing keeping the entire structure from coming down, the blocky shape holding the roof up. It’s still day; he can tell that from the hint of blue past the gaps in the timbers.


  How long has he been out?


  And where the fuck did Sila and—presuming Normand had plowed the truck into the house—the white rabbit go?


  “Seong-Jae…?” he calls, then breaks out coughing again as just speaking chokes down another lungful of dry, gritty dust and debris particles that taste of the cloying scent of crushed nigella. Fuck. It makes his entire body spasm with pain, but at least with those jerky motions he can tell nothing’s really broken; just bruised, maybe a little sprained.


  There are some benefits to being built like a brick shithouse.


  But no amount of muscle can shield him from the hard impact of pain as his cough settles, silence falls…


  And he realizes Seong-Jae isn’t answering.


  Fear knifes through him. He tries to move, searching for some kind of purchase to shove the tumbled slabs of wood and shattered furniture off him, raising his voice again.


  “Seong-Jae! Can you hear me?”


  Nothing. And Malcolm can’t make out a thing past the mess, but for a moment his entire world is the color of panic, stark and acid-trip surreal, as he pushes past the pain and shoves. Planks go showering away from him as he forces his way up, fighting the weight off him one bit at a time, gritting his teeth against the protests of a body that has already had enough, that can only take so much against muscles pushed to the breaking point.


  He doesn’t care.


  He has to get to Seong-Jae.


  He has to find his omr.


  He has to know Seong-Jae is safe.


  That one thought drives him as he claws at splintered wood, ignoring the bloody scrapes ripping down his hands, ignoring everything but each new inch of freedom as he forces his way to sit upright, then gives a twisting kick and knocks his legs free of the collapsed rafter pinning his calves. Scrambling to his feet, Malcolm lets adrenaline push him over the scattered wreckage as he takes everything in in a single hard look, searching, desperate.


  “Seong-Jae…?”


  The entire living room is destroyed. The side walls lean inward on the verge of collapse; the roof is a sagging plane. The chairs, the coffee table, the sofa have been churned to mulch, one skeletal hand belonging to one of the elder Duvonnes thrusting up from the heaps of wood and springs and upholstery; an inglorious burial. The front wall has been fully replaced by the truck, the driver’s side door hanging open and signifying the occupant’s escape.


  No sign of Seong-Jae.


  And Malcolm has a terrifying vision of Seong-Jae beneath the cab, dragged under those massive tires, crushed and lifeless and bloody and—


  No. No, he has to be here somewhere, has to be—be—


  He’d been standing farther into the room than Malcolm. Farther away from the entrance, than the impact point. Malcolm whirls, searching, calling his omr’s name again and again—then freezes as he caught a glimpse of pale gold, almost invisible beneath a heavier section of the roof that had come crashing down in a tangle of timbers and shingles to make an artificial thicket to one side of the room.


  Heart surging with commingled terror and hope, Malcolm throws himself down at the edge of the pile, sharp bits of rubble digging into his knees. He rips at the crisscrossed planks in his way. He can’t breathe. He can’t breathe, desperation a more painful thing clawing at his throat than the slowly settling dust, his eyes stinging from the grit against them, just the grit, not the raw hideous premonition that his omr is dead, that Malcolm’s too late.


  With all his strength, he drags a massive cross-timber away, heaving it aside, and even as he feels something wrench in the muscles at his waist he locks on the pale thing unearthed from beneath the timber.


  Seong-Jae’s hand.


  Fingers curled, covered with grime…and unmoving, lifeless.


  Malcolm’s soul compacts itself into a tiny knot of horror, dense as a black hole, this sucking thing swallowing his hope into a lightless place with no chance of escape.


  Tears hot on his skin, bitter on his lips, he lets out a hoarse, broken cry of sheer aching, chest-splitting grief as he grasps at that hand, cold in his own, and begs with every ounce of his being that this isn’t it.


  That this isn’t the end.


  That he won’t lose his omr as soon as he found him, devoured into the terrible hunger and malice of that parasite that’s managed to keep his grip for so very long.


  Not like this, he pleads, rocking back and forth, pressing his face into those motionless knuckles. Not like this.


  Please, he thinks, before breaking into a cracking howl.


  “Seong-Jae!” he cries. “Seong-Jae…”


  Come back to me. Don’t leave me.


  Don’t…don’t leave me like this.


  Don’t leave me alone.


  Please, god, let him live. If it’s the last thing I ever ask of you…


  …let him live.


   


  Read more in the adrenaline-laced Season Two conclusion, CRIMINAL INTENTIONS SEASON TWO, EPISODE TWELVE: WHITE RABBIT, PART II!
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  [SERIES Q&A WITH THE AUTHOR!]


  [image: img28.png]HI THERE, COLE HERE. I get a lot of questions about the series, so let’s answer some of the most common ones!


   


  Q. WILL YOU STOP HITTING MAL WITH CARS


  A. Yes? No? I mean there’s only one episode left in the season, how many more times can it happen?


   


  …don’t answer that.


   


  Q. WHAT IN THE RUTTING FUCK IS EVEN HAPPENING


  A. Dunno! Let’s see how it turns out in the next episode!


   


  Q. WHERE THE FUCK IS THE WHITE RABBIT


  A. why do you ask me questions you know i won’t answer


   


  Q. Okay, seriously, that flashback shite was fucked up.


  A. Yeah, I know. But are you surprised, considering how Sila turned out?


   


  Q. I get Matheson as one of Normand’s puppets, but I never thought about Seong-Jae’s former partners being Sila’s accomplices even if we knew in S1 that Sila drove them to murder-suicide.


  A. It’s been a lot of books since then and there are a lot of complex details to remember, so I don’t blame you for not considering them. I’m bringing a lot of things from S1 full circle as the complete story comes together, and how that saga of Sila stalking Seong-Jae interweaves with how he was also working on behalf of the white rabbit and toward their eventual and inevitable reunion—not to mention bringing back old characters like Nico Madsen and the Chambers. (Edmund Bishop is coming back in S3, too. I miss that strange old man.)


   


  Q. So Carson Miller…?


  A. S2E1. Very first kill scene of the season. And now we know how that package got through screening to Normand.


   


  Q. And the thing about the symbol…?


  A. The temporary tattoos in the S1 finale—the ones the white supremacist rioters were using to signal who was in the group and who wasn’t, with Sila engineering that as well; the news coverage would’ve shown the symbol, acting as the signal for Miller to hand the package he’d been holding over to Normand.


   


  Q. …both the season finale episodes are going to be short with cliffhangers again, aren’t they.


  A. Yeah, um, I kinda fucked myself with setting up this format in Season One with the two-part season finale, and then feeling obligated to stick with it. Though this one’s on the shorter side, the second part is closer to normal average length for the overall series (barring a few of those 100K+ behemoths in S2). Actually… *checks* It’s about 21,000 words longer than this one. -_-;; I just kind of had to split it in an unfortunate place for the effect I wanted, so the length’s a little unbalanced.


   


  So much for standardizing episode length this season.


  [AFTERWORD]


  NO! NO AFTERWORD, WE’LL TALK when this thing is done! Go! Go! Last episode! Who has time for an afterword right now?!


  [GET VIP ACCESS]


  WANT FREE STORIES AVAILABLE NOWHERE else? Subscribe to the Xen x Cole McCade newsletter:


  www.blackmagicblues.com/newsletter/
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  Get SOMETIMES IT STORMS (previously featured in IPPY Award-winning charity anthology WINTER RAIN), Red’s story in PINUPS, as well as deleted scenes from A SECOND CHANCE AT PARIS and FROM THE ASHES – and deleted scenes, bonus content, episode soundtracks, and artwork from CRIMINAL INTENTIONS.


  Subscribing also gets you release announcements and newsletter-only exclusives, including early access to new books, giveaways, and more. Become a VIP!


  [FOR REVIEWERS]
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  INTERESTED IN ADVANCE REVIEW COPIES (ARCS) of upcoming releases? Apply to join Xen x Cole McCade’s arc reviewer team, A MURDER OF CROWS:


  http://blackmagicblues.com/join-the-murder-of-crows-arc-team/


   


   


   


  [ACKNOWLEDGMENTS]


  WE DON’T HAVE TIME FOR acknowledgments either! I love you all, you’re amazing for sticking it out for over two dozen books, thank you, now go!


  [ABOUT THE AUTHOR]


  COLE MCCADE IS A NEW ORLEANS-BORN Southern boy without the Southern accent, currently residing somewhere in Seattle. He spends his days as a suit-and-tie corporate consultant and business writer, and his nights writing contemporary romance and erotica that flirts with the edge of taboo—when he’s not being tackled by two hyperactive cats.


  He also writes genre-bending science fiction and fantasy tinged with a touch of horror and flavored by the influences of his multiethnic, multicultural, multilingual background as Xen. He wavers between calling himself bisexual, calling himself queer, and trying to figure out where “demi” fits into the whole mess—but no matter what word he uses he’s a staunch advocate of LGBTQIA and POC representation and visibility in genre fiction. And while he spends more time than is healthy hiding in his writing cave instead of hanging around social media, you can generally find him in these usual haunts:


  
    	Email: blackmagic@blackmagicblues.com 


    	Twitter: @thisblackmagic


    	Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/xen.cole


    	Tumblr: thisblackmagic.tumblr.com


    	Instagram: www.instagram.com/thisblackmagic 


    	BookBub: https://www.bookbub.com/authors/cole-mccade


    	Facebook Fan Page:

  


  http://www.facebook.com/ColeMcCadeBooks


  
    	Website & Blog: http://www.blackmagicblues.com

  


[FIND MORE CONTEMPORARY ROMANCE & EROTICA AS COLE MCCADE]
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[DISCOVER SCIENCE FICTION, FANTASY & HORROR AS XEN]
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