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chapter 
one




He came in silence, and left her in silence.

[image: ]


The sound of the microwave dinging made Monica Thomas jump. It wasn't a subtle beep, it was the sort of noise that could catch you by surprise, really jolt you out of your skin if you weren't expecting it.

Well, she still had her skin. But she did jolt, coming up off the couch like she'd been grabbed on the ass unexpectedly. Which, she thought, smiling, was a thing that now occasionally happened. In the best sort of way.

Threading her way around the couch, the menu of the DVD she was bingeing playing the theme song of Veronica Mars as background music, she went to grab her popcorn. Watching TV was better when you had popcorn. Watching anything was better when you had popcorn. It helped her get into it, helped set the mood and the atmosphere, as though she were watching a movie. This wasn't a movie, no, but it felt like one. Cinematic, powerful, gripping, it held you to the couch and didn't let you leave. She'd started watching when she got up at ten o'clock this morning, and now–

Oh.

Monica paused as the microwave beeped again. Night had fallen outside the big, sliding glass door on the back of her house. She hadn't seen that coming; how many episodes in was she? This was just a DVD she'd gotten from Netflix. Her parents had the four-at-a-time plan, and three of the discs were currently season one of Veronica Mars. It wasn't something she'd expected, getting completely sucked into these on a Saturday, but it wasn't something she was sad about, either.

Her parents were out of town. She glanced at the calendar on the kitchen wall, and felt a jolt. May 12th. Her best friend, Evelyn Marquez, had been dead for exactly a month now. Monica was on the outs with the two other close friends she had, because they were being total bitches. But then, that's who they'd been all along, it had just taken the events of April 12th to make her realize it.

She froze halfway to the microwave. April 12th.

The day everything had changed.

She'd been in the halls of Sunvail High School that day, had followed Ty Foster out into the parking lot – in spite of what the principal, the mayor, and the administration had said – and had listened, afterward, as they tried to blame him for shooting up the school.

How could Ty Foster have shot up the school, Monica wondered, when she'd followed him out the door, the screaming all taking place behind them? No gunshots, just screaming. Bloody terror screaming, that kind that even now caused her to shudder and left a chill racing up her spine.

Another beep from the microwave stirred her back into motion, killing the chill. She rattled around in the kitchen, grabbing a stick of butter, chopping it in half, and then into teaspoon-sized pieces. Delivering them all into a small bowl, she pulled, at last the hot, fresh-smelling popcorn out and replaced it with the butter, hitting the timer for thirty seconds, then started it.

A whole month since Evie – Evelyn Marquez – had died. A month of craziness. Somehow, Dr. Wilcox had died less than a week later. Then that bunch of strangers, just last week. Then the town of Sunvail had seemed to go absolutely crazy, having a riot a few days ago where things got burned, people got hurt, and others acted...strangely.

Monica was just glad things were back to normal...ish. Or as close as one could manage after what happened on April 12th.

Her dog, Rusty, was barking furiously outside. Again. He always did that. She rolled her eyes; she'd long since learned to tune him out. Probably the same squirrel he'd been barking at all day.

She was running her hands through the popcorn, feeling the heat come off it, and idly threw a handful in her mouth. It burned, but only slightly, and the salty, buttery goodness was worth it. She glanced at the TV, still playing the menu from the Veronica Mars DVD. It was only season one, but she was so close to the finish. A few episodes left, and all the mysteries would be resolved. That was the nice thing about a show like Veronica Mars. The heroine was going to solve the unanswered mystery of the murder of her best friend. It was her driving focus, and as clue after clue came up, she pursued them relentlessly. Monica could identify with that. With losing a best friend.

Rusty suddenly stopped mid-bark. That was weird.

Monica just shook her head. The darkness outside was complete, and she peered out into it for a moment, still running her fingers through the popcorn and letting the kernels fall through. She didn't have to share, after all. Her mother and father were in Denver until Monday. This was a thing they liked to do now that she was old enough to take care of herself. Her father would travel for business, and her mother would go along. They made kissy faces and googly eyes at each other. It was enough to gag you.

A strange sensation tickled across Monica's skin, prickling the hairs at the back of her neck. She sat up straight.

Just a moment later, Monica felt a little chill prickle the back of her neck, like the air conditioner had turned on full.

Except...the air conditioner was silent. Its furious hum had vanished, and she'd barely noticed it.

She turned, looking at the microwave. It hadn't beeped. But it felt like there was a noise missing from her ears, like a ringing that wasn't there.

Monica turned back to the popcorn, and realized...

...the music for the DVD menu had stopped, but the DVD was still playing. She could see scenes from the show flashing across the TV screen, but it was as though someone had pressed the mute button.

“What the f...?” Monica said to herself...

...Except nothing came out.

Her lips moved.

She felt the pressure of the air moving past her vocal cords.

But when she opened her mouth...

Silence.

A shadow moved outside the sliding glass door, in the back yard. “Ava?” she asked, but the word died on her lips, unheard even by her.

No, that wasn't Ava Garcia. Ava was tall, lanky, thin, but unmistakably girlish. This figure was thickset, masculine. She tried to call out, to ask who it was, but the sound did not escape her lips. He was drenched in shadow, the interior light shining through the sliding glass door giving his face a sinister, distorted cast.

The door shattered inward, and Monica screamed, popcorn bowl falling from her hand. It shattered on the floor, and the dark figure was there, suddenly there, in two bounds, and before she could move.

Monica screamed and screamed, but no one could hear her, not even herself, and after a brief struggle, she died with words on her lips but without so much as a sound escaping.


chapter 
two




“Ava? Say something.”

Jolted out of my haze, I looked up at my father. My back was pressed against the leather recliner, my tank top sweated through and solidly stuck to it and my skin in spite of the best efforts of our air conditioner. This was the problem with Arizona in May; this was when our AC labored to keep up with the rising temps. And labored. By June, its failure would be complete. It might as well break out a white flag and start twirling like a majorette at a high school football game.

For now, I just stuck to my chair and stared at my father, who was standing in front of one of our massive DVD shelves that housed our collection of thousands of movies as he held them up. “Huh?” I asked, because I hadn't been listening. My mind had been a thousand miles away.

Or...at least a few miles.

“Pick?” Dad held up two DVDs. Out of the Past starring Robert Mitchum, and Double Indemnity with Fred MacMurray and Barbara Stanwyck. I stared at them blankly, my thoughts still where they'd been before.

On Shane Davis, the local drunk/bum.

It had only been a couple days since Shane had appeared behind me and said, in that wheezing way he had, “...you're a hell of a runner, Ava.”

Then he'd cackled.

And then he'd disappeared.

Small words. Unfortunately, they hit me right where it counted – my habit of ceaselessly worrying – because I'd recently discovered I had the superpower of being able run really, really fast. Like, at hundreds of miles per hour.

And Shane Davis knew. He knew my secret.

“I'm gonna need a final answer here,” my father said, dangling the DVDs. “Some audience participation. A basic expression of preference.”

But all I could think about was Shane Davis.

Was he the invisible man that had been roving around my town, Sunvail, the last few weeks? He'd saved me from the HiZenithTech lab, and Dr. Wilcox, when the bad doctor had kidnapped me. He'd led me in the direction of the truth when the Century assassins had come to town.

Could that silent, invisible force guiding me really have been the local bum?

My father sighed, and sat down on the recliner beside mine. “Ava, why won't you talk to me?”

“Sorry,” I said, trying to drag myself out of my worries about Shane Davis. Which had been a nearly twenty-four/seven problem since he'd dropped that single sentence on me. “I'm just...” I let myself drift out of the sentence.

Didn't I have good reasons to be quiet? The school incident on April 12th alone should have allowed me to escape fatherly scrutiny for at least a few more months, right? I stared past him, over his shoulder, listening to the tick-tick-tick of our failing air conditioner.

Failing. Boy, had I experienced a lot of that, lately.

My boyfriend, Ty Foster, had died on April 12th. First and only. He'd been my first and only lover, too, which had been an uncomfortable secret when it had come out. In a police interrogation room. With the sheriff. In the presence of my father.

And everyone still thought he was the one responsible for all those deaths on April 12th.

“Do you just not care?” My father asked, still holding the DVDs, but lower. I got the sense he might not be talking about just the movies.

“I...” I started my sentence. Didn't know where to go with it. Let it die on my tongue.

I was trying to find the truth about what had happened, but I was stuck in a world that I no longer understood. Superpowered people called metahumans – myself included – were at the core of this mystery around April 12th. I couldn't tell my father about them because – well, come on, he was my father. What did he know about superpowers? And besides, he was extraordinarily busy at work ever since Dr. Wilcox's death had thrown HiZenith's entire corporate structure into anarchy. Probably hadn't helped that their CEO, Mr. Jackson, had suffered the death of his only daughter on April 12th, and that his wife had left him days later.

“Anything? Bueller?” my father asked. He looked...disappointed. And why not? He'd taken this time off in order to spend it with me. Saturday night in Sunvail, and he had left his desk before midnight for the first time in what felt like weeks to watch a movie with me like we had in the days of yore.

Back before I'd assisted government agents in killing a group of murderers set on exterminating every metahuman in the world that didn't belong to their club.

Before the Sunvail riot that had a mob – including the sheriff – trying to murder me.

Before the lab fire that covered up my killing of Dr. Wilcox.

Before April 12th, when I'd lost my best friend and my lover, both in the same day. When I'd awoken in the desert, shoeless, with no idea how I'd gotten there, and no memory of what had happened that day.

“A History of Violence,” I croaked, barely squeezing the words – and the thought – out. It had been surprisingly easy to choke that one out, given the direction my thoughts had been going. A History of Violence was an apt description of my life over the last month.

My father blinked, eyebrows rising beneath this thick, slicked-back black hair. Victor Garcia was still a handsome enough fellow even in middle age that I couldn't believe he hadn't remarried after my mother bailed on us. It had been years, after all. He had to be on a list of Sunvail's most eligible bachelors, didn't he?

Of course, the last thing I needed was a wicked – or even non-wicked – stepmother cramping my style these days, but I still felt a little bad for him.

“I can get behind this choice,” he said, slipping Double Indemnity and Out of the Past back onto the shelves in their alphabetically-ordered-by-genre spots, and retrieving A History of Violence. “One of Cronenberg's best, in my opinion, a true classic that surprises with every turn. It contains – again, in my not-humble opinion – two of the few increasingly non-gratuitous sex scenes in cinema.” I groaned, and it made him grin; I'd forgotten about those. “It used to make me so uncomfortable to watch this with my teenaged daughter. Now, I feel like you're going to be the one who's desperately uncomfortable, and you should know: I will be laughing inside – and possibly out loud – at your discomfort, and watching you squirm. Excellent choice.”

“Never mind, I want Out of the Past,” I said, but the DVD was already in the player and the tray was sliding back in. Too late.

But before he'd even made it back to his seat, I'd forgotten the movie again.

This time, though, it wasn't because of the past.

It was because, in the distance, we could hear sirens. A sound that hadn't echoed through Sunvail very often before April 12th. But one that seemed to be almost a weekly feature these days. I stood, making my way to the front window and cracking the blinds.

“See anything?” my father asked.

“Not sure,” I said. I peered out into the dry, hot night. The bright blue lights of at least one police car were flashing in the distance, streets away from us, and reflected off a patch of low-hanging clouds. It turned them a faint blue, like some sort of plasma lightning. “Something going on over near...Field Street, maybe? Or Dryden.”

“Huh.” My father crowded in behind me. “We should go take a look.”

I felt a jolt as I realized – Field Street. That was where the metahuman killers had been staying before they'd attacked the Marquez family.

Before I'd killed some of them, out in the desert, mere days ago.

Dad already had his shoes on though, and looked back at me, all serious. “Come on. What are you waiting for?”

My guilty heart to stop beating. “I don't really want to...” The words died again.

Just like the people I'd killed.

“Don't you want to know what's going on?” he asked, looking at me like I was crazy. “When something crazy is happening in Sunvail, unless otherwise occupied, you gotta go see. It's practically law in this town.”

I managed to choke down a word of protest. Not showing up would be even more suspicious than going, I realized. And with a nod of surrender, I slipped into a pair of flip flops and followed my father out the door.


chapter 
three




I watched the houses of Sunvail roll by outside the window as I let my father drive. Technically, I should have been driving – practice, even though I had a license – but I didn't trust myself to handle a wheel right now. Not only because my heart was jackhammering at a rate close to...well, a jackhammer...but because I hadn't tried driving since I'd gotten my powers. I was now super strong and super fast, and I could just imagine myself accidentally rolling the car from jerking the wheel too suddenly, or breaking it off by accident, or stomping the brakes so hard the mechanism shattered. If such a thing was possible.

The lump in my throat grew as we turned onto Field Street, where the flashing blue lights had grown so bright as to quell any debate about where the trouble was. Ahead, an already-growing line of cars seemed to confirm my worst fears.

Police cars were parked in front of the house that had been rented by the agents of Century that I'd killed. And the whole town of Sunvail was showing up to gawk at whatever had gone horribly wrong this time. Had they discovered the bodies? Because I had been assured they would be taken care of; Sienna Nealon had told me so.

“Guess we're parking here,” my father said, drifting us over to the side of the road about ten houses away from the crime scene. My God, how could this be a crime scene? I was already contemplating what I'd have to do next: call Sienna, tell her to come back to Sunvail and help me explain the dead bodies in the desert.

I stepped out into the warm night, which held a hint of stickiness that felt almost alien to Arizona. There was an unusual humidity in the air which made this sensation alien. Maybe it was the guilt; maybe I was sweating.

We trudged along in near-silence with the rest of the town flowing around us like we were all heading to some festival. I saw familiar faces all about us in the dim of the porch lights and street lamps illuminating Field Street, the strobe of the police blues an uncomfortable cast on what should have been a placid street scene.

I could see Sheriff Carter's red head standing high above the officers on a lawn ahead. I bit my lip; he and I hadn't crossed paths since he'd abandoned his duty to join the mob of people wanting to murder me in the riot. It had been a truly strange situation; at first he'd pulled up to save the life of Mia Adams, my new default best friend (since the last one, LL, was murdered on April 12th). Then he'd thrown in with the crazies after telling Mia to run for it. Quickest change of personality I'd seen since the time I sent my dad out for bananas foster ice cream and he'd come back with butterscotch. He'd gotten confused because they both started with a B. And then, I must confess, because I was on my period, I became a B.

Sheriff Carter always stood out in a crowd. He loomed over men like I loomed over lots of women. He had a bit more meat on his bones than I did, though, and where I tended to keep my head down in a crowd, he was always scanning. Like a camera atop a pole.

I decided to keep my head down now as my father led the way through the milling crowd, which was held back by an already-draped line of police tape. It was like this lately in Sunvail; they'd set up police tape, and a crowd would form. Like the little strip of yellow plastic was a magnet and we were all iron filings being dragged to it. Deputy Hal Otis, a middle-height, middle-aged white man with a shiny bald head, was standing behind the tape, his gut hanging out from his belt.

Catching sight of a familiar head of long, shining blond hair, I almost breathed a sigh of relief. “I'll be right back,” I said, patting my father on the arm, then pushing my way through the crowd, gently. Not quite to the front, but close.

Kat Forrest – AKA Miss Woods, an undercover federal agent in her Sunvail guise – had her head slightly cocked, and was looking away from what was going on on the front lawn of the house. She was using her metahuman hearing to listen in on the whispered conversations of the sheriff and his deputies. I knew what she was doing because I had learned lately to do the same. Not looking at your subject seemed to help you concentrate on the words without being distracted by the visual cues of moving lips and animated faces.

I slipped up next to “Miss Woods,” only then realizing a head of pure-black hair was beside her. Slightly shorter than our “teacher,” (God, the quotation marks involved in a secret identity are enough to drive you nuts) Mia Adams was lurking in her shadow, like a polar opposite. Where Miss Woods (I'm dropping the quote marks) was tall and tanned and blond, Mia was shorter, had raven-black hair, and was abnormally pale for Arizona. The technical term might have been “Goth” – if people used that anymore. Maybe emo. I think that was in now. Mia lacked her usual black eyeliner and mascara; she must have washed it all off before bed, but it gave her a less contrasting look than usual.

Stepping up beside them, I favored them with a nod when they met my questioning gaze. I didn't even have to ask before Miss Woods paused and gave a nod of her own to Mia, who leaned in close to me.

“There was a murder,” Mia whispered, right next to my ear. It still sounded like she was speaking it at normal volume, though I knew that was a product of my now-superhuman hearing.

I must have given her a baffled look. “I know,” I said, whispering right back. “The strangers, right?”

Mia pulled back from me; I managed to catch her and Miss Woods, both, favoring me with one confused look. Miss Woods pointed at the house.

I glanced at it, then shrugged. I didn't get what they were going for here. The only thing I really wanted to know was how they'd found the bodies, because my understanding had been that they were taken care of.

Miss Woods seemed to catch on fastest. “Ava,” she said, leaning toward me so as not to speak above a whisper, “this isn't their house.” She pointed to the one next door, and I glanced–

And realized, oh. Yeah. The house next door was the rental that had been occupied by the murderous Century agents. Who I had killed. And whose deaths I was definitely still feeling.

Which meant–

“Oh, God,” I whispered, and jerked, because I realized if the rental house was next door, then this house was–

Mia just nodded, a terrified look in her eyes. “Monica Thomas was murdered tonight.”


chapter 
four




I stared at the house, cast in the blue lights, and wondered how I hadn't noticed it before. Monica's house didn't look much like the rental, but I'd been so in my head, so up my own ass, I hadn't even noticed we were one house off from the rental where the dead agents had been staying (before I killed them). That addendum of words just sticks in my mind.

“Hey,” a stern voice called out, and it took me a moment – and a jolt – to realize it was aimed at me. “Ava.”

I looked over to see Sheriff Carter striding from the front door of Monica Thomas's house to the tape line. He beckoned me forward, lifting it.

It was not a question. It was not a request.

I ducked under, with only a backward glance at my father. He held his hand up to his ear like it was a phone, and mouthed, “Lawyer?” As in, should he call my lawyer? I shook my head no; I'd give this a little leeway.

As it happened, Sheriff Carter nodded to my father in the crowd. “I'll bring her right back,” he said smoothly.

He was pale and freckled, his lips pursed in a thin line. “Why am I not surprised to find you lingering around here?” he asked, pacing away toward the front door.

I followed, because I sensed I was expected to. “Isn't everyone in town here? Doesn't everyone in town show up every time for these increasingly frequent...uh...events?”

He paused at the front door and raised an eyebrow at me. The door was wide open, and inside I could see uniformed deputies – Bick Ramsey, with his dark hair, and hatchet face hanging out, just staring at something that was obscured from my view. There he was, the hero of April 12th. The man who'd supposedly shot Ty, my boyfriend.

My love.

Bick didn't say anything as I passed, but his eyes swept me kind of nervously, almost flinching as I walked past.

The sheriff raised a hand, gesturing for me to go on in, so I did.

And almost immediately regretted it.

The entry to the Thomas house was short, because the house wasn't very big. It opened onto a short entryway with a glass-top table decorated with a few succulents. Spiny ones, with lots of points. I didn't look at them long, though, because soon enough I was through and into the main room, where I could see a shattered sliding glass door. The very door I'd come in through and left only nights before, on the one and only occasion when I'd visited Monica's home.

It looked different with the lights on. A large screen TV – one of the old, pre-flatscreen ones – stood against one wall, with freestanding speakers on either side. The TV's screen was shattered, a few lonely, sad pixels still flickering at the edges. The couch seemed to have been overturned, and as I came around the corner I found myself in an open-concept kitchen, with a wrap-around island that provided a pretty good amount of counter space.

That was now covered in blood.

And there, on the floor of the kitchen, was Monica Thomas, dead.

I slapped a hand to my face and felt the desperate urge to retch. I'd seen dead bodies – an increasing number of them, lately – but I'd never quite seen anything like this.

Monica was dead, face down, nude, her slightly curly hair covering her face so I couldn't see her expression. Her buttocks were just...there, bare, tan lines glaring up at me, exposed, the white skin a horrible contrast next to the dark that I couldn't look away from. Her hair was brown with sun-speckled highlights that seemed to shine like sparkling grains of sand under the glare of the fluorescent lights. Somehow, I knew, with just a glance–

She had been violated.

I spun away, not daring to stare at whatever horror had happened here. I found the sheriff looming as if to block my exit, and I almost chucked on his shoes before I got my gag reflex under control. “Huh,” he said, in a measured tone, “Interesting. I was wondering how you'd take it.”

Looking up at him, I wished I had thrown up on his shoes. “Go to hell,” I whispered, feeling tears threaten to spring up at the corners of my eyes.

“Think I'm already here,” he said, stepping aside to let me pass.

I fled, running toward the front door, where Bick Ramsey, looking pale, did one of those will-he-move, will-he-not things where he seemed to try and adapt to my motion. He couldn't, though, almost tripping over his own feet trying to get out of my way when he finally committed. He opened his mouth to speak, but from within, Sheriff Carter's voice cracked: “Bick! Get in here.” And he let me pass as I bolted by, trying not to hurry enough to make it obvious I had superhuman abilities, but not slow enough that I spewed everywhere in the Thomas entryway. Wouldn't want to soil the home, after all. Something it would have been nice to consider before I'd started bolting for the exit.

I didn't quite make it to the bushes outside before I threw up, right there in front of the whole town. Perfect.


chapter 
five




“So...that was dignified,” Mia said as I ducked back under the yellow tape to rejoin the crowd of townsfolk, leaving the rare air of the police behind. Miss Woods was gone, and I caught a glimpse of her farther back in the crowd, near my father. Hopefully she was distracting him, and maybe he'd missed my gastrointestinal upheaval. If she was sincerely interested in him, I might just have to heave again. Although she was probably less likely to cramp my style as a wicked stepmother, there was something about your father dating your teacher that was horrifying to contemplate.

But not as horrifying as what I'd just seen.

“Spill,” Mia said, once I was back upright and able to – sort of – look her in the eye. There was a macabre gleam in her eye. “What did you see in there?”

I looked around; the rest of the town seemed to be giving me a proper margin. I caught scowls, along with a lot of eyeballs that looked away from me the moment they saw me looking at them. “I saw Monica Thomas. And she was very dead.”

“Okay, okay,” Mia said, putting a hand on my arm and rubbing it, like she was expecting me to chuck again and wanted to be in position to hold back my hair. As a friend should. “So...what are we going to do about it?”

I could only manage to wave a hand in her face, then start pushing my way back through the crowd. “Nothing,” I said, shaking my head.

“What do you mean, nothing?” she asked, keeping pace with me as I pushed past Tiffany Whistler and Marisol Garcia; both had their heads down, whispering to each other. Always thick as thieves, those two. Drunken wine aunts, they both worked at the hair salon. And acted like it. Mia kept her voice low. “How can we do nothing? We don't do nothing when something like this happens! We do detecting.”

“I'm not a detective,” I said, catching a sneer from Miguel Martinez and his chief boi, Robbie Benton. If there was minor mischief in Sunvail, Miguel was certainly involved. Of the two of them, Robbie was less likely to get in trouble, but had certainly upped his game since he started hanging with Miguel.

“What are you talking about?” Mia asked. “You solved that thing that resulted in a riot!”

“Not really,” I said, and felt a wave of nausea recalling exactly how I'd settled it. With blood, of course, and not just my own. “I just helped point Sienna in the right direction.”

“What about Wilcox?”

“I didn't figure that out nearly in time,” I said, keeping my head down against a penetrating look from Tommy “Two Feathers” Blackwater. “And we never would have made it out alive if not for the invisible man. In other words – no, no, no.” I shook my head and kept walking, against the stares and whispers of my fellow townsfolk. Some of whom had tried to kill me very recently.

“What did you see in there?” Someone grabbed me by the arm and jarred me out of my daze. I looked up to find the burning eyes of Hellbent Hannah Anderson looking at me, slightly watery. She had landed a hand on my wrist and shook me. “What happened?”

“I don't know,” I managed to spit out, “but Monica's dead.” I don't know why I said it, but I felt like I needed to.

I half expected Hannah to slap me, or punch me, or something. It was definitely the sort of thing she would have been capable of, at least in my mind.

She didn't, though. Her glossy eyes looked dazed; she wore a tank top, the kind that she could probably get away with wearing to sleep in or to go on a date. “Oh,” she said, blinking at me a couple times. She turned away, and vanished into the crowd.

“Are you all right?” Mia asked. She was right there at my shoulder.

“I have to get out of here,” I said, and dodged away from her touch. I had my own problems, after all, and didn't dare think about what I'd just seen in there. All I knew was I needed to get home – and now.


chapter 
six




I pulled my dad from the clutches of Miss Woods, who he seemed to eye with a look that reminded me – vaguely – of how Ty had looked at me when we were together. While naked. Putting that thought far from my mind, I managed to convince him to leave, shutting down all inquiries and falling into a silence that lasted until I got home and pled, “I'm tired,” before fleeing to bed.

The next day was Sunday, and I stayed in bed with the covers pulled over my head until I heard him leave and the car pull out of the drive. I stayed a shut in all day, ignoring the phone, ignoring the occasional knock at the door (Mia, Mia, always Mia), and managed to avoid all human contact until Monday morning, when (of course) I had to return to school.

Sunvail High School was not a big place. The entire student body had been – at its height – about 120. By my count, we were now down by nine.

I blinked at the mortal arithmetic. In one month we'd lost just less than ten percent of the student body. A near decimation in a literal sense. The halls were filled with a funereal gloom, a feeling that was becoming entirely too familiar.

“I heard she was cut up into pieces,” Mabel Hunter said, wide-eyed, to an equally wide-eyed Teri Cline. Freshmen.

“I heard her heart was ripped out of her chest and the killer punted it out the back door,” Ginny Alvarez told Acacia Trent. Sophomores.

“What do you think she saw?” Marylin Hill whispered to Mackenzie Goddard. Juniors. My class. “Do you think she saw Monica's head cut off her body?” Without class.

“What did you see?” Mia slammed her shoulder into the locker beside mine. She regarded me with a wide-eyed seriousness, her heavy, black leather jacket – way too hot for Arizona in summer, but she was making a fashion statement – hanging off her shoulder. Her black lipstick wasn't even a shade of night, it was a shade of bruising.

“I told you,” I said, keeping my head down as I played the book shuffle – take the ones I don't currently need out of my backpack and replace them with the ones I did, “I saw her, and she was dead.”

“There's more to it than that,” Mia said. “And I need to know. Not just because I've been kidnapped already, but because as your replacement best friend – replacing one already dead – I feel concerned. Concerned because – as I recall from the debriefing after your last case – you not too recently had a rather in-depth conversation with poor Monica. And now she's dead.”

“Yeah,” I whispered, closing my locker barely hard enough for it to catch. I slung my backpack over my shoulder. “I really hope this doesn't have anything to do with that.” I started toward our first period class. “It can't have anything to do with that...can it?”

“You tell me,” Mia said, struggling to keep up with me on her short legs that lacked metahuman power. “You said Agent Nealon told you that Century bunch was likely to avoid Sunvail for a while. You'd think Miss Forrest – err Woods – errr–”

“You should call her Woods, it's her cover name.”

“You think she knows more than she's saying?”

“I don't know,” I said, holding tight to my backpack straps. Because I didn't know what else to do with my hands, especially when flashes of Monica – the way she'd been when I'd seen her the other night – kept ramming their way into my brain like intrusive thoughts.

“But you're determined not to stick your nose into this one?” Mia managed to get ahead of me, then tried to block me from moving down the hallway. “Even though someone who helped you was murdered?”

“I'm already up to my eyeballs in one murder,” I said, looking sideways at Mike Vincent and Mae Peterson. Boyfriend and girlfriend. And weren't they cute; him in his varsity letterman jacket, her in her cheerleading outfit. Reminded me of me and Ty. Not that we ever did PDA, since we kept our relationship a secret. Or sports. “Keep in mind that in spite of the untimely death of Dr. Wilcox, we still don't really have any idea what happened on April 12th.”

“And I'm telling you,” Mia said, gripping my arm like it was a life preserver and she was adrift on the ocean, “these two have to be related. Right?”

Before I could answer that, a scuffle ahead seized my attention. Principal Hambly, who was already at least a head shorter than me and squat, built like a fire hydrant, and wearing a skirt that emphasized she was almost as big around as she was tall, especially at the waist, plunged into a crowd of students and came out the other side with her claws seizing the wrists of Mabel and Teri. The freshmen. They were still wide-eyed, but Teri now looked like she was about to be sick right there.

A jolt of chatter ran through the hallway as Principal Hambly lifted her walkie-talkie. “I've caught two more gossips. We need to address this right now. Patch me in.”

There was a squeal of feedback and I clenched my eyes against it. Every speaker in the school had just blared to life in a murderously loud screech. “Students and faculty,” Hambly said, all of ten feet from me and speaking at the top of her lungs, “this is Principal Hambly speaking.”

“Like we didn't know that,” Mia said, fingers in her ears and squinting against the painful feedback still coming over the speakers. Like someone had hooked a gremlin's testicles to a car battery and doused the poor thing with water.

“There is an unacceptable level of rumors and gossip about the incident this weekend.” She had a self-serious look on her face, pinching her piggy eyes. “These sort of unwholesome conversational topics are a distraction from the important business of your education, and anyone found speculating, spreading misinformation or dwelling on unapproved topics will find themselves suspended. That is all.” She removed her ham-like finger from the walkie-talkie and then towed off the two students she'd snared before her announcement with a perfunctory, “Come along, then.”

I stood there, the scene I'd just watched sending a fire down my spine.

Live not by lies. The Solzhenitsyn phrase I'd adopted as my mantra in the wake of April 12th jangled through my mind. What was this, but another lie? Yes, my fellow students might have been wrong in the details of what had happened, but to effectively tell them, “Shut up,” seemed nothing more than living by a different sort of lie – the kind that required us to be silent to let it thrive.

Nothing bad is happening here, it seemed to suggest. Ignore your eyes, and just go on living your life the way we tell you. If you notice, you will be punished.

For some reason...it just made me see red. Another lie I was being asked to swallow. Ironic, too, since everything my fellow students were saying could have been truth. They didn't know – and that was the point. They didn't know what had really happened, and they were grasping around for it. Maybe improperly. Maybe untruthfully. But being told to shut up didn't offer a pathway to the truth.

It was just another conduit to the lies that people like Hambly belched out with every breath.

Lies about Monica.

Lies about Ty.

Lies about me.

And if I was sick of lies, and had vowed to expel them from my life, how could I sit back and let the silence fall without trying to find the truth of what had happened to Monica?

“Okay,” I said, gripping Mia by the forearm and causing her eyes to widen. “I'm in.”

“That easy?” she asked. “I flog you and hound you over last night and this morning, reminding you that Monica did you a solid when everyone else came out hard in the column of, 'Kill Ava!” but Principal Ham shows up and punishes two underclassmen – something we're normally amusedly in favor of – and you're just in? Like that?”

“Just like that,” I said, staring down the hall, wondering – just a little – what I'd gotten myself into.

But mostly filled with that combo platter of excitement and dread that came from knowing I was once again tangling myself up in the affairs of people who had killed before...and might just be willing to do so again.
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“The way I see it,” I said, after last period, in Miss Woods classroom, with the door firmly shut and the three of us huddled in the far corner, pretending to be working on the décor, “Monica may have been killed as part of this whole tangled web that leads back to April 12th. Hell, she probably was killed as part of it; but on the off chance she wasn't, there's still a murderer out there that needs to be dealt with.” I looked sideways at Mia, who was standing next to me, and Miss Woods, who had her head down just past her, sticking pushpins into a thin strip of corkboard hanging around the perimeter of the classroom. “What do you think?”

“I think if you don't do it,” Miss Woods said, judiciously, maneuvering push pins to adjust a “Hang in there, Kitty!” poster like the one on my wall at home, “no one will. The sheriff either doesn't want to see what's happening in this town, or he's corrupted by it. I'm not sure which, and ultimately it doesn't matter, because either way he's your enemy in this.”

I shuddered as I thought of Monica, lying dead on the floor of her kitchen the way I'd seen her. “Okay.” I took a couple of deep breaths, trying to get my head in the CSI frame of mind. “So...she was naked when I saw her. Which...I mean...maybe it was innocent. Her parents weren't home. Maybe she was just–”

“Enjoying a frolic around the house in the nude?” Mia asked, her pale face pinched, black lipsticked lips making a thin line. “I'm gonna guess it's a no on that. Which, I suppose,” and here she shivered, “means...”

“Yeah,” I said. “I didn't want to think it, but I am, and it's causing some heebie-jeebies.”

I didn't need to say it for anyone else in the room; the disgust was palpable. The thought that whoever killed Monica had done so either because they wanted to violate her, or had done so additionally just because they could...well, it was enough to make Mia gag slightly.

“So either this was the reason she was murdered,” Miss Woods said, “or just a convenient waystop for the killer in the midst of doing what he was going to do anyway.”

“Seems weird that before April 12th, there was like no murder or violence in this town,” Mia said, “and after it, there's murder aplenty, with mobs forming, and rapists and killings in the school and even outside organizations sending murder squads to kill you superpowered people.”

“Do we know about any strangers in town?” I asked, thinking immediately – at last – of suspects. I still had my list from the April 12th investigation, though I hadn't made much progress on it, at least of late.

“You mean other than the ones you killed?” Mia asked dryly.

“Yes,” I said. “Other than them. Since they're dead.”

“Nope,” Mia said. “Because if there were any others, they'd have been under suspicion like the Century goons you killed, right?”

“Right,” I said, feeling some of the wind rush out of me. “So that means...either some stranger who's really well hidden, or...”

“Someone local,” Miss Woods said, slipping another pushpin into the thin strip of cork. “Which...I suppose shouldn't come as that much of a surprise, since whoever did April 12th was almost certainly local.”

I felt a little swell of queasiness down deep in my belly.

“Wait,” Mia said, “explain that for those of us who are like six stops back, waiting for the train.”

“If it wasn't Ty,” I said, jumping right in, “then someone else killed our fellow students and Mr. Thurman. And that someone must still be out there.”

“So this could be it,” Mia said. “The same person who did April 12th could be the one who killed Monica. Right? Because she's a student, and April 12th it was almost all students. That's the connection, isn't it?” She turned from side to side to look at each of us. “Which means if you solve this, you might just solve the whole thing, right? Because how many murderous killers targeting high schoolers could there be in this town?”

“Hopefully just the one,” I said. “And if it is just the one...then we need to stop them now.” I looked at Miss Woods, who was nodding solemnly. “Before they kill again.”
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Miss Woods drove us to the crime scene on Field Street in her red convertible. It thrummed as we passed along the streets of Sunvail, the midafternoon heat comfortably baking us in the car, windows down because there was zero chance the AC would catch up on the short drive to Monica's house.

We parked just a couple houses away. The cop cars were gone and so were the crowds. The tape remained, a flag flapping in the wind to mark the spot where Monica had been murdered. Her dusty front lawn seemed to catch a haze in the wind, a mirage-like illusion of water on the pavement out front disappearing as we drew closer to the house. I broke out in a sweat the second I stepped out of the car.

“What's the plan here?” Mia asked, nerves coming out through her quivering voice as we trudged along. We stopped in front of the Thomas house, and it gave me a moment to compose my thoughts, because the truth was:

“I have no idea,” I said. “I just...didn't know where else to go.”

Miss Woods snorted ruefully, lifted the tape, and ducked under it. “Come on, girls. Let's take a walk around.”

“Um, maybe we shouldn't, actually?” Mia stopped, hand clenched on the yellow tape, holding it up, inadvertently, for me.

I took a deep breath, then ducked under the tape, following Miss Woods along the side of the house.

Monica's house wasn't a big one, and wasn't on the nice side of town, unlike Hannah Anderson or her other recent crony, Vicki Warren. Hannah lived in one of the nicest houses in town, in the same gated community as Mr. Jackson. Vicki, Hannah's second fiddle, lived in a slightly less nice neighborhood, but one that still had an amazing desert view. Her father was also the mayor. Really, it kind of made sense that Monica was the odd woman out in their trio; she'd gotten a little boost above her station in life by associating with those two, but it had begun to fade.

Still, I didn't think that actually had anything to do with her murder. Did it?

“The first thing you want to do when examining a crime scene,” Miss Woods said, trudging along the side of the house that bordered the abandoned rental that had housed the Century assassins, “is to actually examine the scene. Reach out with your metahuman senses. Get a feel for the environs. See if there's anything you can pick up before you even reach the site of the murder itself.”

She was speaking in that quiet, metahuman low voice that blotted out the possibility of anyone who wasn't a meta hearing us. I turned to look at Mia, but she had hung back and was agitating back at the yellow tape line. So as it turned out it didn't matter, because she was speaking only to me.

“Have you been to a lot of crime scenes?” I asked.

A dark shadow passed over her face. “My whole life is a series of crime scenes occasionally interrupted by spells of peace.”

Whatever that meant, she didn't seem to be exhibiting a desire for me to probe deeper, because she paused and closed her eyes, extending her hands out, palms open, from her body slightly and stood there, silently, as if breathing everything in.

I mimicked her, standing between Monica's house and the rental next door and closed my eyes, letting my nose and ears work for me. The hot breeze felt like the breath of hell on the back of my neck, and a little bead of sweat worked its way from my neck down my minimal cleavage.

In the air, I could smell the desert. Opening my eyes, I let them move over the side of the house, looking for anything: scraps of cloth that could have been torn from clothing during reconnaissance of the Thomas home, scuffs of paint, anything out of the ordinary.

But there was just an air conditioning unit that stood silent, and windows that were dark, a pebbled glass in one of them suggesting a bathroom.

“I'm not picking up anything,” I said, turning to Miss Woods. “Are you?”

“No,” she said, already heading for the back of the house. “Let's keep moving.”

We turned the corner to the back porch to find the sliding glass door shattered, big shards of glass strewn everywhere, inside and out – though it tended mostly toward being inside, a few jagged pieces lay on the concrete patio. A set of outdoor furniture sat in the shadow of the awning, undisturbed by whoever had made such a forcible – and dramatic – entry to the Thomas home.

Two pieces of yellow tape in an X were the only thing blocking access to the interior, and Miss Woods ducked beneath them like a wrestler's valet entering the ring in the WWE (don't judge me, sometimes I like boys’ soap operas, too). I followed, my long, ungainly legs making it slightly more difficult for me to do it gracefully. But I did, and soon enough I was inside, in the darkened interior of the family room, staring at the place from the opposite perspective I'd had last night.

“Where's Mr. Jackson for this one?” Miss Woods said as we stood in the warm, empty living room of the Thomas house. “How'd he manage to dodge out of this entering without breaking charge?”

“He's in California on a funding round,” I said, looking around the room for clues. “Whatever that means. Monica was over there.” I pointed to the kitchen; the place where her body had fallen was hidden behind the counter. I didn't dare walk over there out of some fear that it would still be in place, leering at me even though I knew she'd been face down.

“We should go take a look,” Miss Woods said, walking gingerly across the room, avoiding the overturned sofa. I glanced at the broken TV, wondering why someone would do that? Had it been for fun or had there been a struggle before Monica had died?

I was just about to voice this question to Miss Woods when she paused next to the kitchen counter and sniffed. “Smell that?” she asked.

Pausing, I sniffed the air. “Kind of a flowery scent?”

“Bath bomb,” Miss Woods said. “The perfect thing for a girl at home by herself with all the time in the world. Where were her parents?”

“Don't know,” I said. I was pretty sure they'd been here the other night when I'd showed up, sleeping or something. But maybe they hadn't? I racked my brain trying to remember if she'd said.

Miss Woods's perfect lips turned down in distaste as she rounded the corner, her nose twitching. I caught it a moment later, the smell of...well, shit. And pee. “That's the post mortem smell,” she said. “You release your bowels and bladder, see–”

“Yeah, thanks, I've seen the criminal investigation shows,” I said, my wrist held up to my nose to mitigate that awful smell.

“That's probably going to skunk our ability to smell anything else here,” she said, peering down at the crime scene. “There's a blood spot trail here.”

“Why isn't there one of those chalk outlines?” I asked; the kitchen looked normal...ish...except for the blood, which trailed out of the room.

“They only have those if the victim survives the attack,” she said idly, turning and tracing a path back across the family room carpet, following the tiny traces of blood on the carpet. “Because they send the victim to the hospital, see? And need to have some idea how they fell at the crime scene for evidentiary purposes.”

“Oh,” I said. “So if they're already dead...”

“They just leave 'em where they fell,” she said as we came to the door of Monica's room, which lay open, a tiny splatter of blood on the floor just inside the threshold. “Until they're done taking pictures and collecting evidence. I blame TV and movies for the chalk outline thing; I suspect it was popularized in order to avoid leaving a dead body at a murder scene during the days of the Hays code.” She glanced at me. “You're probably too young to know what that is.”

“I know what the Hays code is,” I said, because, surprisingly, I did. “It was the restrictions on movie content from the thirties to the late sixties. No bosoms, no inside of the thigh, no seeing the law defeated, no narcotics, gambling, Tommy Guns–”

Her eyebrows rose. “Impressive. How do you know about the Hays code?”

“My dad's a movie buff. How do you?”

“I'm older than I look,” she said. “And I've always had a thing for Hollywood. You said the body was in the kitchen?”

“When I got here, yeah,” I said, peering into Monica's room. It wasn't totally trashed, but it did look like some things had been disturbed. A bloody handprint streaked across the door, the kind that you'd make if you were bleeding and trying to grab hold of something, anything as you were pulled screaming out of a room. “I see there was a struggle here, but I'm not getting how it unfolded.”

“She got attacked in the main room out there, but ran for her room,” Miss Woods said, frowning as she scanned the scene. “Overturned some stuff on the dresser.” She gestured to the ground, where a variety of cosmetics and a half dozen photos were scattered, along with a couple volumes of The Hunger Games and a few scattered Mortal Instruments novels.

I pointed at a trophy on the floor with a bloodied handprint on the stem. “Maybe she was looking for a weapon? Something to hit back with?”

“Maybe,” Miss Woods said, squatting down to pick through the wreckage. She pushed a hand in the hem of her blouse and stretched it, using it as a shield between her fingerprints and the trophy. Looking it over, she shook her head. “But I don't think so. At the very least, I don't think she hit anyone with it. The only blood is on the part she touched.”

Using her example, I joined her squatting, and picked through the cosmetics and overturned photos with the tail of my shirt. There was one of Monica with her parents, bloody thumbprint smeared at the edge of the frame. Another had Monica with Evelyn Marquez. The last was a pic of her with Hannah Anderson, Vicki Warren, and their respective families, on a boat. Mrs. Warren was grinning with her face in a permanent sick, sort of alcoholic haze, next to her husband the mayor, with his curly gray hair and missing his trademark suit in favor of (ew) exposing his sunken, middle-aged man chest. At least he didn't have an overhanging gut, which could not be said of Mr. Anderson, who was in his sixties while Mrs. Anderson – Hellbent Hannah's mother – was a trophy wife easily half the age of him, and who looked exactly like her daughter, down to the matching blond hair and bikinis. I cringed; it was clear she was trying to play Hannah's older sister, yet it was not remotely working.

“Got anything there?” Miss Woods asked.

“Just a bunch of rich people doing rich people stuff,” I said, glancing at it again. It looked like Lake Havasu...from what I'd heard. Never been there myself. Honestly, I wasn't very well-traveled. I think I'd been across the state line to New Mexico maybe once in my life, but I'd been really young. Monica's parents weren't in the photo, and it made me wonder if they were there. Probably not; it seemed likely they didn't fit into the rarified air of the Warrens and Andersons, the mayor and the...what was it Mr. Anderson did again? Something that required travel, and golfing, that was all I knew about him.

“Look at this blood smear,” Miss Woods said, drawing my attention from the picture. “Looks to me like the attacker knocked her over here, and then dragged her back out to the kitchen.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Don't know,” she said, frowning. “We're late to the scene, too, which...if these guys were competent, probably wouldn't be as much of a problem. But since there's all this stuff with blood on it that hasn't been bagged and taken away for testing, and lots of other stuff that clearly has...” She shook her head. “We're going to need to get inside of this investigation.”

Now it was my turn to frown. “How?”

“By having Sienna or Scott or Reed call and ask for updates on behalf of the FBI, which has been informed of the situation and is taking an interest,” she said, a little glimmer of amusement in her eye. “And by offering them access to the FBI crime lab to do their tests, thus guaranteeing that we get the forensic evidence before they do.”

“You can do that?” I asked, feeling a little awestruck.

“Yep,” she said, standing. She brushed off her hands, though I couldn't see why. Maybe a suggestion of finality rather than an attempt to clean them. “I can. And I will. There's just too many missing pieces here.”

“Like...what?” I asked, because I genuinely had no idea. I felt so completely out of my depth, like I was a fly drowning in a parking lot puddle.

“Like, her clothes,” she said. “You said they found her in the nude?”

“Well, that's how she was when I got shown in,” I said.

Miss Woods nodded. “Do you remember seeing them when you came in?” I shook my head. “So they've either bagged those, or the perp took them with him.”

I felt a little gag reflex trigger, and I asked the question even though I really didn't want to know the answer. And I suspected I already knew, which made me gag a little further. “Why would someone do that?”

“Trophies,” she said. “Or else they got bodily fluids on them and the perp didn't want them found for that reason.”

That triggered my gag reflex again, but I got it under control quickly. There was too much mystery to know what happened to her clothes; everything we were talking here was pure speculation. “But you'll know soon, right?”

“If the sheriff cooperates with the FBI, yes,” she said, drifting out into the family room once more. Now the blood smears on the carpet seemed even more obvious, and we made our way around the corner to the counter separating the family room from the kitchen once more. The high-backed stools here had been knocked over like dominos onto the tile, and I wondered if this had been from the attacker on his way in or from the struggle of him dragging her into the kitchen.

“That's good,” I said, trying to think like one of those profilers or crime scene investigators from the movies and TV shows I watched. It didn't work. “Because I have no idea what happened here other than she got killed. No clue how she died, other than covered in blood and nothing else.” The sad, lonely image of her naked body lying face down on the kitchen tile didn't make me gag this time.

It made me angry, rage curdling inside me, sending my heart into a hard, thudding spiral.

That only increased when I heard a shoe land on broken glass just outside the shattered sliding door, the crunch of weight applied to glass like an ominous tone signaling approaching danger.

Someone was here.
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I tensed along my entire body as the sound of tinkling glass crunched beneath someone's shoe just outside the door. Miss Woods and I locked eyes; in silence, we hesitated, just for a moment, then she gestured toward Monica's room. Slipping quietly across the tile floor, I tried to minimize the squeak of my soles against the hard surface.

We slid in behind the wall of her bedroom as a shadow loomed just outside the broken doors. I wasn't sure what we were dealing with, and my heart panicked at the uncertainty, running up into the hundreds of beats per minute range. I wondered if my superpowers of speed had translated into a super fast heartbeat. It wouldn't have surprised me if it was now jackrabbiting at two hundred plus beats per minute. It certainly felt like it was, blood rushing through my veins in a fury as I planted my back against the wall, Miss Woods standing between me and the door, like she was protecting me against whoever might come through.

There was a squeak of a shoe against tile, as whoever it was entered the house. I could tell they were about fifteen, maybe twenty feet from where we were hiding, and taking their sweet time. I imagined the shadowy figure looking around, and tried to guess who it might be. The murderer? The sheriff? Some random Sunvail resident snooping around?

No matter who it was, we did not want to be caught here. That thought ping-ponged around my mind as I stood there, sweat rolling down my back, which was against the wall, and I tried to control my breathing. Panting like a dog in the summer heat was the quickest way to get us found out, especially since whoever this was, they were standing very still and listening for us.

Another squeak of shoe on tile brought the shadowy interloper closer, and sent my heart rate even higher into the stratosphere. I held my breath, and it seemed to catch in my lungs, desiring nothing more than to be exhaled in one great rush. I imagined it exploding out of me, followed by thudding, heavy footfalls as the shadow in the living room came after us. Around the corner he would come, shattering Miss Woods's face in a heinous punch, and then grabbing me and dragging me to the kitchen, where, just like Monica–

Someone came around the corner, and Miss Woods reacted. She raised her hand, moving so quickly she seemed to switch places with the shadowy figure, which resolved into an overweight woman with a haircut like Edna Mode. She was about to strike, when I cried out, and she stopped her punch a mere inch from the face of–

Monica's next-door neighbor, who was up against the wall with her mouth open, scream frozen on her lips.
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“I'm so sorry about that,” Miss Woods said, for about the fifth time since she'd about taken off the neighbor lady's head. Fortunately or unfortunately, she still hadn't managed to make much more than a squeak and a sputter, even after Miss Woods let her down and dusted her off. “We thought maybe you were the killer, come back.”

“I thought maybe you were the – the killer,” the neighbor lady said, finally finding her voice. I recalled her name at last, Theodora Caldwell. She was a big lady, broad in the shoulders. And the waist. And everywhere else. She peered at Miss Woods suspiciously, probably from having been manhandled by a woman with roughly a third of her mass. “Saw someone creeping around the back here, figured I'd go take a look.”

I had a strange flashback to the last time I'd met her. “Say, do you know what happened to Monica's dog?” I asked, the words popping out as they formed as a thought. Turning to Miss Woods, I added, “Last time I was here, Monica's dog was barking like crazy at me.”

Theodora's jaw clenched. “I got him at my house, and old Rusty ain't so much as peeped since last night. Something which I made mention of to the sheriff, but which he declined to think of as interesting. Looks kinda banged up, too, like someone smacked him good.”

I turned to Miss Woods. “When I came to see Monica a few nights ago, her dog was yelping like crazy at me. And coincidentally, I came in right through there.” I pointed at the broken sliding glass door. “But...you know...with an invitation. And much less breakage.”

“Yeah, whoever came through here clearly didn't get invite like you did,” Theodora said. She lowered her voice a bit, conspiratorially. “I heard that she was...assaulted in unseemly ways.” She hesitated, staring at me. “I saw the sheriff beckon you in last night. Did you see?” She leaned a little closer. “Is that what happened to her?”

“I don't know,” I said, feeling a distinct squirming sensation in my belly. “But tell me about Rusty. He just stopped barking?”

She made a fierce exhalation noise. “Stopped barking, stopped whining – it's like someone muzzled him. Honestly, that's one of the reasons I ended up calling the cops. I stuck my head outside to check because I heard him thumping around, and I saw the broken glass glittering here under the porch light,” she waved a hand at the sliding glass door. “I didn't have to come very far before I saw the blood and dialed 'em up real quick. They were out here lickety-split, and sure enough.” She shook her head.

I tried to share a look with Miss Woods, but she was staring at Theodora in concentration. “Was the dog barking at all last night? Or did you only notice the failure to, uhm, bark, just before finding the broken glass door?”

Theodora stared, glanced up, really thinking about it. “Oh, Rusty was definitely making himself known right beforehand. I just figured – well, I don't know what I figured. Gonna make mention to Monica's parents to take him to the vet when they get back.” She hesitated, eyes flicking down. “Though I'm sure they'll have other things on their mind.”

Now Miss Woods looked at me. “A dog going silent? That's not normal,” she whispered, in the range where only I could hear it. “Maybe it was just getting the hell knocked out of him by the killer – or it might be a metahuman power.”

“Thanks for your help,” I said, to Theodora. “And I'm sorry about Rusty. Do you know where Monica's parents are?”

She just shook her head. “They were in Denver when it happened. They're on their way back now, but driving. Shame about Rusty, though. He was a good guard dog, though a little excitable at times.” She snorted. “Always did catch Monica's boyfriend when he'd come creeping across my yard, too.”

I jolted upright. “Monica had a boyfriend?” This was new news to me – and probably everyone at Sunvail High, unless I was such a social outcast I'd missed the bulletin on that bit of dish.

“Oh, yeah,” she said, nodding. “Well, recently, anyway. He was coming around, sniffing like a dog. Honestly, his name was the first one I mentioned to sheriff – though I wonder if Todd will take it seriously, since he completely disregarded what I told him about Rusty.”

I brushed her shoulder with a hand. “Who was her boyfriend?” I asked. “Who was visiting her here?”

“Oh,” she said, “well you should know 'em. It's that Martinez boy.”

“Miguel?” Miss Woods blinked at this revelation.

“He of the mustache that just barely shows on his upper lip?” I asked, sticking my finger on mine to illustrate.

“The very one.” She shook her head. “Never did like him. So rude. I caught him flipping off Rusty every single time he came. Didn't think anyone saw – but I did.” She pursed her lips thinly. “And you know what they say on the murder documentaries: it's always the one they're banging.” She shook her head slowly. “Well, I could believe it with him. I just hope the sheriff actually runs him through the damned wood chipper this time. I swear he's always looked for an excuse to let that boy off the hook for the trouble he's gotten into in the past.”

“Me too,” I said softly, looking at Miss Woods. We both knew he wouldn't – and that it was entirely up to us.


chapter 
eleven




We found Mia exactly where we'd left her, clinging to the yellow tape line out front of the Thomas house like she was planted in place just to hold it there. She perked up when she saw us come around the house. “I thought I heard a commotion. Was there a commotion? Was motion co – uh – never mind.”

“There was a slight commotion,” I said, ducking under the tape as she held it aloft for me, Miss Woods trailing silently in my wake. “We ran into the nosiest neighbor in town, and she had details that might have gone overlooked – or flatly ignored – by our genius of a sheriff.”

With a quickness that was born of the limited time we had walking back to the car, I described what we'd seen within. Miss Woods stayed silent while Mia nodded and occasionally gasped to punctuate the more surprising moments. Like when Theodora had leapt out at us.

“I am not a fan of Miguel Martinez,” Miss Woods said, once I'd concluded, as we sat in her steaming hot car.

“Is that because he's constantly talking about how he'd like to dive into your ass face-first?” Mia asked from the back seat, surprisingly seriously given the question.

“No, his constant commentary on my body is actually one of his more charming qualities,” she said, with a glimmer of amusement in her eye. Now I could see it, her age. Now that I was looking, and knew what to look for. I got the sense she'd heard all manner of compliments about her body, her sex appeal, and she now viewed it the same way I took someone commenting on my height and thinness: with near amusement and a roll of the eyes. “It's that he's not stupid but plays it. He doesn't apply one ounce of effort to his studies.”

“And here I always just thought he was a moron,” Mia said.

“Same,” I said.

“You can tell the difference between a genuine idiot and one who plays dumb because they feel it's cool,” Miss Woods said.

“But, moron or not,” I said, “do we actually believe that Miguel Martinez is a murderer?”

“He once tried to take an upskirt video of me,” Mia said.

“I'm not going to make any excuses for his behavior, but I will say that's the sort of thing an immature boy does,” Miss Woods said.

“It was like two months ago,” Mia said. “Got me wearing jeans full time.”

I felt her looking toward me, as did Miss Woods. “Same. Ty wanted to beat his ass when he caught him rolling the cell phone across the floor at me. I barely restrained him.”

“Okay, that's very pervy,” Miss Woods said. “But it is not quite the same as cold-blooded murder.”

“But,” Mia said, leaning forward and sticking a finger into the front seat, “it could be an early sign, like dead animals with serial killers, you know? If Ava is right, and this killer did do...stuff...to Monica, the upskirt videos could be like Miguel's dissected cat.”

“That's gross on so many levels,” I said, trying to repress a shudder.

Miss Woods shook her head as she turned onto Main Street. “Well, I have to go make a call, it sounds like, if we want to set the wheels in motion to get the behind-the-scenes info on this crime. And I have a feeling I'll be on the phone for a while, because I've got to check in on a...a friend, while I'm at it.” Her jaw tightened, and it felt...weird. Like a glimpse at something personal going on behind her facade. “Want me to drop you girls at your houses?”

“Actually...drop us at the school,” I said. Mia just nodded; she was thinking the same thing I was.

“What?” Miss Woods asked. “What's at the school?”

“Miguel Martinez,” I said. This was the advantage of a small town; everyone knew everyone else's business. “He's there every day at this time. He's got baseball practice.”
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“Ava,” Miss Woods called out to me after Mia and I had exited her car just outside the bus loop for Sunvail High. I trotted back and leaned in the passenger side window while Mia waited, panting in the heat and fanning herself with a bare hand.

“What's up?” I asked.

“You really think this case is tied to your case?” she asked, piercing green eyes staring at me. Her sun dress was a faded floral print that was classy and yet stylish, and perfect for the desert. “That this murder has something to do with April 12th?”

I took a breath, then sighed, feeling sweat forming in beads underneath my hair. Being black of hair, I sure did attract the sun's heat. Made me wonder if a blond like her felt any cooler. “Monica was a student. Everyone killed on April 12th was a student except Mr. Thurman, and he was a teacher. So...there's at least one commonality. It's just...” I let myself drift down into a squat, because leaning against her car? Was getting hot, the metal absorbing heat like my damned hair. “...Who wants to kill high school kids?”

“I've been thinking about that,” Miss Woods said, “and the only thing I can figure is that maybe the murderer for April 12th was one of the so-called victims.” I must have reacted with more than a little surprise to that, because she added, “Like your boy Ty maybe stopped them, then got immediately killed by Deputy Whatshisname, you know?”

“Bick Ramsey,” I said. Technically, his name was William, but everyone called him Bick, at least for as long as I'd been around. No idea why.

“Yeah,” Miss Woods said. “Just something to think about.”

“If that's true, though,” I said, “Monica's death is just some random event, right? Unrelated to April 12th.”

“Not necessarily,” Miss Woods said. “Sometimes after a crime, there are follow-on, or copycat crimes. Suicides can run in clusters. It's one of the reasons people get freaked out talking about them. School shootings are the same. Anyway, just be careful. I don't think Miguel's a killer, but...” She looked straight ahead. “...I've been fooled by people before.”

“Me too,” I said, and watched her drive off. “Me too.”
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We lucked out in finding Miguel. He was sitting on the bleachers at the baseball field, lounging along with Robbie Benton, Miguel laid out like he was taking a pleasant day off while some of the other players worked on batting and fielding. Why had Miguel been given a pass? Probably because he was our star player.

And also, because he was a douchebag. Can't overstate that reason.

“I'll be back down when I'm damned good and ready,” Miguel said under his breath after Coach Beeker had called him to come back to join batting practice. He stayed in his lounging position, ass parked on one of the metal seats, leaning so that his back was supported by the next level up. It gave him the appearance of sitting in a recliner, feet propped on the one in front of that, and his hands behind his head. Dude could have been on a beach somewhere for how he was hanging out.

“What's the plan here?” Mia hissed as we sidled up to the bleachers, trying to stay just out of his line of sight.

“Simple,” I said, trying to keep it low enough to get the point across but not so high that Miguel could hear us if he was metahuman. “We get close, and I listen to what he says.”

Mia's eyes widened. “That's the plan? That's a terrible plan! You just want to hang out near the possible rapist-murderer until he confesses? Even I don't think he's that stupid!”

I shushed her with a finger in front of my lips, and then dragged her toward the bleachers. They weren't very tall, because they weren't football bleachers. The highest row was about a foot over my head, and Miguel and Robbie weren't even in the top row. We settled at the edge and I stood there, trying to look nonchalant in case anyone (who was not Miguel) saw us.

“You see what Miss Woods was wearing today?” Miguel said, after about ten whole seconds of silence. “If I could climb right up in that shit, I would.” He laughed, a bellicose, ignorant, lustful laugh. He was wearing dark glasses that hid his eyes, and his dark, hairy legs were stretched out in front of him, disappearing into a decent pair of tennis shoes.

“Pfffft,” Robbie said, “like she'd let you anywhere near her ass.” He looked around nervously, and I had to duck my head down to avoid him seeing me. Robbie was freckled, and white, with braces and curly hair.

“Aww, she will. She just don't know it yet.” He guffawed. “You're going to see her in a few years on America's Most Wanted for having sex with a minor. That's me.”

Mia rubbed her forehead and shook her head. “What a dick,” she mouthed.

“Dude, you don't even have a girlfriend now,” Robbie said, “what makes you think you've got enough game to nail a top shelf hottie like Miss Woods?”

“I had a girlfriend,” Miguel said, then paused. “But that just dried up.”

“Yeah, okay,” Robbie said. “Sure. I'm hearing this song for the first time. And a very convenient time, too, since now no one can verify it but you.”

I looked at Mia, she looked back at me. Her eyes were wide and I suspected mine were, too.

“You're just going to have to believe me on this,” Miguel said, “because I'm telling you it's true. Monica Thomas was my girl – until last night, of course.” And he cackled, a ghoulish sound that made Mia's eyes wide and a sickened look cross her face–

The exact same sensation I suspected I was experiencing.
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“Ohmigosh, ohmigosh, ohmigosh!” Mia practically screamed as we rounded the concession stand, which was all closed up with the awnings shut, because this was just a practice. “Did you hear him?”

“I heard him,” I said, stealing a look over my shoulder, “and I would still be hearing him if I hadn't had to clamp a hand over your big mouth and get you away from the stands before he heard you hissing like a steam engine in an old movie.”

Mia blinked a couple times. “You know, they had steam engines in real life, too, not just in movies.”

“I haven't seen them,” I said, casting a look around the corner of the stand. Miguel and Robbie were still in the stands, laughing. Well, Robbie was laughing. Miguel looked slightly pissed. Probably because Robbie had accused him of using a wildly convenient variation of the, “You wouldn't know the girl I had sex with, she goes to another school,” line on him.

Mia's mind must have gone the same place mine did. “You think he's making it up?”

“He wouldn't be the first guy to lie about or to a woman,” I said. “And it's not like he's equipped with an abundance of decency. Lying about having a girlfriend who was just murdered is probably par for the course for Miguel Martinez.” I froze. “But...”

“But he's got ties to your working theory vis-a-vis the school and April 12th and this murder all being connected.”

“Yeah,” I said, looking back around the concession stand again to make sure he wasn't sneaking up on us. He wasn't; now he was making a crotch grabbing motion right in the face of Robbie. “Plus what Theodora Caldwell told us about him being tied to Monica somehow.” I made a sour face. “Though I don't want to speak ill of the dead, this is just bad judgment in men.”

“You gonna practice at all today, Martinez?” Coach Beeker shouted. “First you show up an hour late, now you're playing grabass in the bleachers while everyone else is batting and fielding. You want to put in some actual work?”

“Yeah, sure, Coach,” Martinez said, but the moment the coach's back was turned he added, low enough that maybe only I heard him, “How about I put it in with your wife later?” He and Robbie broke out into snickers.

“Look, I know it's not a smoking gun,” Mia said, “but damn, that sounds bad. What kind of absolute scumbag would brag about being with a girl who was murdered and raped last night? It's almost like a confession. Can't you see how it plays out? He goes over there, she turns him down, he goes back with murder on his mind.”

“Maybe.” I looked across the dusty sidelines to where Miguel had finally joined the team on the field and was swinging a bat – hard – while looking furiously at Coach Beeker's turned back. I imagined the bat making contact, the look of rage on Miguel's face allowing me to envision it without working all that hard. If it struck, it'd break some ribs, maybe his spine.

A little shudder ran through me, unrelated to the weather (obviously).

“Hey, yo! Yo!” Cade Navarro was sprinting across the grassless field between the baseball field and the school, waving his hands like he was trying to flag down a bus in the middle of the desert. He seemed to be trying to get the attention of the baseball team, the coach, or both.

“What the hell is wrong with you, Navarro?” Coach Beeker said as Cade hurdled the short fence separating the field from the stands.

Cade landed and put his hands on his knees, resting for a second, then angled his head up. “Dead body, Coach,” he said, once he had the breath for it.

“Yeah, we all heard about Miss Thomas already,” Coach Beeker said gruffly. “It's a real shame. But practice goes on unless you've got a real good excuse for why to miss it. And a note from Counselor Jameson is not going to cut it.”

Cade shook his head, rising back up as I listened in. My gut was already sinking, because I had a suspicion I knew what he was going to say before he said it. “I don't mean Monica,” Cade said. “I mean another dead body was found.” He pointed off into the distance, beyond the school grounds, into Sunvail. “It's Deputy Ramsey. They found him dead at his place just a few minutes ago.”
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“What do we do, what do we do?” This time Mia was hissing as I waited for the entire baseball team to stampede away before hustling in the opposite direction. I had her by the arm – not too hard – and was moving toward the houses at the edge of the school property. Beyond them a bit was the desert, and the berm of earth that surrounded the entire town. It was my secret transit route, the one I used whenever I needed to navigate Sunvail quickly and lacked a car.

And as poor as I was, I always lacked a car.

“Bick lives – I think – over on the poor side of town,” I said. With us, I didn't say, because Mia did not live on the poor side of town. Quite the opposite, for her.

“And we're going to go there, I take it?” Mia asked, going along with my dragging as gracefully as she could manage.

“Yep.”

“But how?”

“We're going over that berm,” I said, pointing at the dead-end street up ahead, and the four sad little houses that lay on either side of it before the dead end, “and you're going to climb on my back–”

“I am not riding your back, lady sasquatch!” I must have sported a wounded look, because she added, “Because of your height, not hairiness. You seem very smooth. Not at all hirsute. Except when you don't shave your comically long legs for a day or two. Anyway, I don't want to go riding around on your back at eight hundred miles an hour.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don't have a helmet, for one,” she said. “And if my mom would be upset with me riding a motorcycle, I imagine she'd be quite a bit madder if I show up somewhere riding a human Tauntaun that travels at the speed of sound. I mean, if you so much as slip, I'm dead immediately, you get that, right?” She put a hand on her chest. “I am a fragile flower.” Unlike you, she didn't say. Boy, we were just emphasizing the hell out of our differences today.

“Okay, I guess you can walk and meet me there,” I said, reaching the berm and pausing at the top. Kicking off my shoes, then my socks, I offered them to her. “Want to carry these for me?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head, looking a little peeved. “I really don't.” She looked back at the town. “How long will it take me to get to Ramsey's place from here?”

“If you hurry?” I made a show of pretending to look over Sunvail, too, while I thought about it. “Maybe ten minutes?”

She had her arms folded, and her mouth was set in a prim line of annoyance. “And if I let you carry me?”

“About two. Most of which will involve us walking from the edge of the desert back across town.”

She groaned. She rolled her eyes.

But then she climbed on my back and I raced us around the town, heading for the fallen deputy's home.


chapter 
sixteen




We made it in just a little under three minutes, before the crowd had begun to properly assemble at Bick Ramsey's house. And it was a house, though I didn't know whether he owned it or rented. It was small, one-story, with a brick facade and white clapboard on the small gables. The weedy front yard was enclosed by a rusted, chain-link fence, and a nice, newish black pickup truck was parked out front.

I'd known in general where Bick Ramsey lived, but couldn't remember it specifically. It was probably a good thing the sheriff's cars were parked on the street. Though not for Bick, obviously.

It wasn't quite five o'clock yet, and most of Sunvail was probably still working, which might have accounted for why the vast majority of the crowd milling around in front of the yellow tape as Deputy Otis and Sheriff Carter strung it up were students from my high school. Seriously, it was a class reunion six years before our first ought to have occurred. And also, I was in attendance, something I definitely wasn't planning on doing once I graduated.

“Oh, man, oh, man,” Mia singsonged nervously as we moved through the light crowd. I caught the sheriff's eye before even thirty seconds had passed, and he watched me for a moment before beckoning me forward.

“I'll just wait for you here,” Mia said, sounding a little sick. I could sympathize; lot of dead bodies lately. Too many for junior year of high school anywhere other than the Hellmouth.

I made my way forward to where the sheriff waited just past the yellow tape. “You want to check and see if I puke at this one, too?” I asked.

He stared down at me, cold eyes unflinching. “Maybe. Why? You want to test your stomach again?”

“I guess I'm game if you are,” I said, and at that, he did blink, once, quickly, in surprise.

Then he lifted the tape in invitation.

I stepped under, my eyes locked with his the whole time. He stared at me coolly, as though indifferent to the prospect of a random(ish) teenager tromping through his crime scene. Was that because he really wanted to see my reaction, because he truly believed I could potentially be involved in these murders in some way, or was it because he wanted to see me gag and throw up? My head was spinning at least a little trying to cycle through the possibilities, as I walked up to the front door.

Inside, I found a short entryway that led straight into a living area. It looked like bachelor quarters, or how I'd always imagined them: pizza boxes on the counter, mostly old but one seemed new, a full pizza sitting in the midst of it. There were a couple of mags with nearly naked girls on the counters and glass kitchen table, clothing on the backs of the chairs and draped over an exercise bike that – based on my recollection of Bick's figure – had not seen much use.

Slatted white vertical blinds seemed to rattle at the stirring of a hot wind rushing through behind me. The windows seemed intact, and the sliding glass door wasn't shattered like it was at Monica's house. I frowned, looking around.

“What are you seeing?” Sheriff Carter asked, almost sounding amused.

I looked up at him. “Signs of forced entry?”

He cocked his reddish eyebrow at me. “None.”

“So Bick either knew the perp or didn't view them as a threat and let them in?” I asked.

“Or left his door unlocked,” Carter said, a little airily. “Come on. I'll show you the real meat and potatoes.” He beckoned me forward, toward a bedroom in a short hallway just off the living room. We passed a bathroom, where the light was on and the fan was running in a subtle whirrrrr. A brush lay on the thin strip of countertop before the sink, and a towel hung on the shower rack. I could sense its dampness even from five-ten feet away.

The sheriff steered me with a hand at the small of my back into the master bedroom, which wasn't big but was bigger than mine. The scene within made me want to gag and spew – again.

Bick Ramsey had eaten a gun, one way or another. He lay sprawled across the bed, blood pooling in the runnels of the sheets. A spray of red with spots of other material decorated the ceiling above in a circular pattern. Bick's jaw was locked, like one of those Christmas nutcrackers, and a pistol was trapped there. It looked a little like the Glock Ty had taught me to shoot, and his hands were splayed out to either side of his body, leaving the gun upright like a gravestone in his mouth. Blood covered his chin and ran down his cheeks, and I could see broken and ripped out teeth where they were pressed around the gun.

I turned away. The image was seared into my brain, and I saw it there as I closed my eyes. “When did this happen?”

“Hard to say for a certainty without a coroner's report,” the sheriff said. “But he was on duty until seven this morning, and I saw him clock out myself. My guess? He went to bed when he got home. Got up, ordered pizza, jumped in the shower, and got up in time for it to be delivered.”

“Oh,” I said, going through that timeline in my head.

“Well?” the sheriff asked, with a hint of amusement. “You wanna weigh in here, Nancy Drew? Or do you need a barf bag first?”

“It's supposed to look like a suicide,” I said, covering my mouth.

The sheriff seemed to straighten up in surprise. “Oh?”

“His jaw locked tight enough around the gun to keep it in place but his hands fell away?” I glanced back, but only for a moment, to confirm my burned-in memory was correct. “And sure, maybe the recoil of the gun could wreck his teeth like that, but I doubt it.” I looked up at the sheriff, and drew strength from being defiant in the face of his challenge to me. “He fought it. Fought against a stronger opponent who was trying to make him swallow his own gun – and he lost. But he left hints that this was not his will.”

Carter folded his arms across his chest. “Go on.”

“The uneaten pizza on the counter out there,” I said. “The brush right at the edge of the sink.” I felt a strange, enlivening rush as the things I'd seen came back to me. “The wet towel. He'd showered. He was grooming himself. He'd ordered dinner. And he spontaneously decides to off himself?”

“Or, conversely,” the sheriff said, “he plans his last meal, wants to be all cleaned up and shiny, but reality sets in first. Every additional moment he contemplates the thing, he loses his appetite, and finally decides to get on with it because he knows it's gonna be a mess, so why shine your shoes and comb your hair when you're taking the top of your skull off?”

“Maybe,” I said, feeling a twist in my guts, not only because of the scene – which I stole another peek at – but at the surreal nature of the situation I found myself in. I was trading theories on what had happened with the sheriff like I was one of his deputies. Like he hadn't accused me of being complicit in the mass murder of my fellow students a few weeks ago, or joined a mob baying for my blood mere nights ago. “You really think Bick killed himself, though?”

“I don't know,” the sheriff said, leaning toward me, as though he wanted to bump foreheads. “I guess I'm still leaning toward a different explanation, and trying to figure something out.”

Staring back at him, I felt a little trickle of sweat work its way down my spine at the small of my back. “Which is?”

“Whether or not you have anything to do with this,” he said, his voice turning real hard, “like you did with the school on April 12th.”
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“I didn't do anything wrong on April 12th,” I said, and surprised myself, because my muscles tensed, and not from a desire to run away. “I had nothing to do with any of those deaths.”

“Really?” The sheriff stared down at me, a tower of pale, freckled skin topped by smooth, plastered-down red hair. “Your secret boyfriend kills eight people and you had nothing to do with it?”

“My secret boyfriend didn't kill anyone that day,” I said, provoked to fury, my palms sweating, my legs threatening to shake as I stared up at him, “he led the survivors out of the school. But you've got everyone scared shitless of telling the truth. Why is that?”

The sheriff's face darkened, cheeks reddening far past the light shade of his wavy hair. “You're a damned liar.”

“One of us certainly is,” I said, not backing down one inch. “My question is: are you deceiving yourself, too? Or do you know the truth and you're covering it up?”

A vein bulged in his neck, another in his forehead, and his voice dropped, low and lethal. “Get the hell out of my crime scene before I arrest you myself.”

I remembered the games this man had played with me. Interrogating me, alone, with him across the table with his innocent questions, and the mayor wandering in like it was an accident, making it a two on one against little ol' me. Arresting me and humiliating me in front of my father by spilling the truth about my relationship with Ty. It set a rage to boiling in me, and let me look him dead in the eye.

Still...I remained silent in the face of this accusation, this threat, and in the long string of abuses he'd perpetrated against me when I'd been another victim of April 12th.

Yet I managed to keep quiet, and turn away, and leave him there in the midst of his crime scene, stalking instead out the door and back into the heat of the Arizona day.
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I made my way back out amidst the chatter of (mostly) my classmates. This was two crime scenes in a row I'd been admitted to, and they had to be wondering what was going on. I could hear the whispers as I ducked under the tape, finding Mia waiting for me exactly where I'd left her, black-painted lips in a perfect O of curiosity.

“Let's wander away,” I said, noticing for the first time that her hair was a windblown mess. I guess I'd done that by running her around the town to get here so quickly. I heard a mumble from Rhett Garrison behind me: “Is she going to puke again, y'think?”

No, I was not. In spite of the slight rumbling in my belly, I was determined to maintain a steely disposition, as befit someone who kept seeing dead bodies – and occasionally caused them.

“Was Bick...y'know?” Mia asked, once we were far enough down the street to have moved out of earshot of the gathering crowd.

“Dead?” The vision of him laid out on the bed flashed past my eyes. “Definitely.”

She shook her raven head, causing flyaway strands of hair to go...well, they were already everywhere, so I guess they went everywhere else. “I meant raped.”

That did almost make me gag. When I recovered, I managed to get out, “No, his clothes were on. Or at least he was wearing a white T-shirt and boxers, so unless the murderer pulled them back up afterwards.” My stomach lurched. “Which I guess is a possibility. Either way, it was staged to look like a suicide, but I think the killer used metahuman strength to force Bick's own gun into his mouth. Then he just left the gun in there with the body and vacated the premises.”

“Did he make him shoot himself, then?” Mia asked, making a hand motion of a gun beneath her chin. “Like I used to do to my little brother, the 'Stop hitting yourself,' routine? Except, 'Stop shooting yourself,' in this case, I guess.”

“I think so? Hard for me to say just from looking,” I said. “It makes the most sense. Bick draws the gun, the murderer, being a meta, manages to turn it against him like it's nothing. Shoves it in Bick's own mouth, pow, it's done.” I felt a curious sense of emotional drain at that thought. “The blood wasn't even dry,” I whispered, mind tumbling to a detail that probably would never leave me. I decided not to mention that there was brain and skull pieces painted onto the wall. There were some things best not imagined, and I knew this because I was now imagining them with my waking eyes.

“Hm,” Mia said. “So...you think maybe Miguel did this one, too?”

“I don't know the exact time of death,” I said, “but I think, based on the sheriff's guesses, it had to be in the last few hours. Which means Miguel couldn't have done it.” I shrugged. “He would have been at school, then baseball practice.”

Mia's eyes widened. “No, he wouldn't. Remember? The coach was yelling at him for showing up late and not doing anything. And it's not like Bick's place is far from the school, especially for a meta. It's like, what? A five-minute jog, even if his power is something other than yours.”

“His power...I lean to wondering if it has something to do with what happened to Rusty the dog,” I said. “I had that dog bark at me just a few nights ago. The fact it suddenly develops laryngitis when a murderer comes for Monica? Highly suspect.”

“And you know Bick's not the kind to go quietly,” Mia said. “I mean, he's not super well-built or anything, but he's got some strength.”

“He fought back,” I said. “As best he could, I imagine. But a meta versus a human...it's really no contest.”

“Man,” Mia said. “If Miguel has killed two people since last night...I mean, what's his plan here?”

“I don't know,” I said. “But if you think about the idea that it's related to April 12th...it fits. Bick was the guy...” I felt tears threaten to escape my eyes, but I forced them back, choked them down. “He was the one who shot Ty.” I looked down the street, to where the crowd was still assembled. Some eyes were on me, including those of the sheriff, who was standing on the front step.

And including Miguel Martinez, who was waiting on the front lawn, watching me smugly, with a grin on his face.
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He didn't think of himself as a killer, but he knew he'd killed, and recently. Two dead bodies in the last day, all his fault. One was a pretty, pretty body. He'd taken advantage of that before she'd died. The other...a lot less so, and he hadn't taken any advantage. That had been a choice, though – not his persuasion, and he'd needed to make it look like a suicide. Bick Ramsey was the kind of guy who could have been a problem.

Now he wasn't. For anybody, ever, anymore.

Killer. What was it, to think of yourself as a killer?

Well, it certainly wasn't new. Not to him. There had been others. Not quite as recent as these, but not far back. It was a bit of an acquired taste.

And he'd acquired it. He loved it, almost couldn't get enough of it, now.

Speaking of.

He stared across the street at the dark-haired, long-legged Garcia girl. She was a real cactus flower. Willowy. Not a lot of meat on those bones, but he liked that about her. And beside her, that little Adams spitfire. She had gusto. Cheeky. And those black-painted lips? Like death itself; he could imagine the touch of them to his mouth, to...

That made him shudder; it made him shiver.

How long would it be until he could get ahold of her skinny ass? Ava's, he meant. Mia's, too, probably, eventually. Maybe even both at the same time, since they always seemed to be in each other’s company these days. A matched pair, those two.

Well, that would be a delight. And it needed to happen.

Sooner rather than later.


chapter 
twenty




When Miss Woods opened the door to her house, Mia and I both started talking at the same time. The things that spilled out were about murder, and Bick, and Miguel, and they all came pouring forth before we realized we were talking over each other. There was a cloud of dust surrounding us, because I'd run us up to the end of her street from Bick's, and Mia's hair looked even more wild and windblown. (I didn't even want to know how mine looked, though I did have it bound into a pretty tight ponytail for reasons of running, always.)

“Whoa, okay,” Miss Woods said, holding up her hands to shut us up. “I take it there's been another murder by the flood of jibber-jabber coming out of you two?”

“Bick Ramsey,” Mia said.

“But it was made to look like a suicide,” I said.

She hesitated, holding her door, before swinging it wide for us. “Come in.” I waited until Mia had gone inside, then followed.

I'd been to Miss Woods' duplex before, but not as an invited guest. I'd shown up to spy on her when she was conferencing with Sienna Nealon. Stepping into her living room, I realized that none of this was probably her furniture. It was very Arizona in its sense of décor, which suggested to me she'd rented the place furnished. Also, there were plants everywhere. She was the queen of the potted plant, and they all looked green and healthy, something I had never been able to manage even with the cacti I'd tried from time to time. If you can manage to kill a cactus, you're just not a person who should have house plants, that's what I've come to believe.

Miss Woods had five cacti scattered around her house. And they were kind of big.

“Can I get you girls anything to drink? Lemonade? Iced tea? Margarita?” She added the last one with a ringing sense of irony, showing us through to a well-kept kitchen with white-tile floors and freshly painted cabinets.

“I could absolutely go for a marg right now,” Mia said, “except I'm starting to feel like I'm in a slasher movie, which means drinking or doing drugs or having sex right now would probably mark me as the next human sacrifice. So pass...for the moment. I'll have a lemonade.”

“Good, because I was totally kidding about aiding and abetting underaged drinking,” Miss Woods said, tossing her a bottle of MinuteMaid. “Ava?”

“Just water, please,” I said, releasing my ponytail from the binder and preparing to rewrap it to catch some of the stray hairs that had escaped during my running. Besides, anything heavier than water right now would just be inviting catastrophe to my unsteady stomach.

“All right,” Miss Woods said once she'd filled a glass for me and scooped some ice in it, “you want to tell me what you saw?”

“Another corpse,” I said, with a tinge of bitterness. “Why do I keep seeing corpses?”

“At least on that one occasion, it's because you snuck into the morgue,” Mia said, taking a drink then offering a gasped, “Ah!” afterward.

“You've entered a new phase in your life,” Miss Woods said.

“The corpse phase,” Mia said. “Usually you have to wait until you're my Greatest-Generation grandparents' age to start seeing so many of your peers die around you. But you, Ava – you're an overachiever.”

“They're your peers, too,” I shot back at her.

“True, true,” she said, “but I didn't really like any of them.”

“How did you see this one?” Miss Woods asked. “Did you get there before the police?”

“No, get this,” Mia said, dragging out a wooden chair from the table against the wall, “the sheriff brings her right in and shows her again! Like she's a CSI tech or a celebrity guest on the corpse tour of Sunvail.”

“Why did he do that?” Miss Woods asked, looking at me.

“He thinks, on some level, that I'm responsible for all of this,” I said, feeling strangely unmoved by that accusation. I felt my consciousness just sort of float past it, without emotion. Maybe it was that he'd wanted to kill me very recently, or maybe the connection had been broken before that, by the interrogations, but I truly no longer cared about the sheriff's opinion of me. “Or maybe he's in it up to his eyeballs and he wants to blame me. I don't know.”

Mia looked at the oven clock and did a double take. “Is that really the time? I gotta go. Like, now.” She bustled, ultimately ended up turning a circle looking for her backpack, then apparently realized she did not have it. “Aw, crap, I left my stuff at school, didn't I?”

“We both did, remember?” I said. “It was easier than taking it home before we set out for Monica's house.”

“Whatever, it's on the way home,” she said. “Mom's going to have kittens if I'm not home real shortly. Ever since my little disappearing act – which is to say since Dr. Wilcox, may he rest in piss, kidnapped me – she's been a lot more controlling.” She paused to frown. “Also, she is super disapproving of you for some reason.”

I felt myself freeze where I stood. “Me? What did I do?” Then it occurred to me. “Oh. It's because of Ty, isn't it?”

“I would have thought so,” she said, shuffling her way to the front door, the two of us accompanying her, “but remembering some stuff she said when we would occasionally play way back in elementary school, I think she's kinda always had a mad-on for you. It's just we never really pushed to hang out, so she didn't have reason to be pissy about it until now.”

What the hell? “I've never even done anything to her,” I said, feeling heat rise in my face.

“I know. My guess? Your mom and my mom had heat. Y'know...before.”

“Oh,” I said. My mom. Not exactly Miss Congeniality around these parts. Honestly, while it hurt so damned much for her to leave, it might not have been the worst thing for me that she went.

She looked slightly abashed for a second, color flooding her pale cheeks. “Well, see you guys later. Don't forget your crap at school, Ava.” And she was gone, running as fast as she could toward the school. Which was, sad to say, slow. And kinda splay-footed, like I used to be. “You run like a girl,” was an insult that could have applied to either of us, really, at least until I'd gotten my powers.

Miss Woods was standing next to me, watching her, too. “You can't spontaneously develop powers later, can you?” I asked her.

She beckoned me back inside as Mia hurried away, then closed the door before replying. “It's possible. We all mature on different cycles. The oldest I've heard of someone manifesting powers was in their late teens, so she could still see powers develop. However, its unlikely, due to the genetic component.”

I blinked a couple times. “You mean it's hereditary. Like with the Marquez family?”

She nodded. “For example, your powers must have come from one of your parents.”

I thought about that for a moment. “Must have been my mom, because my dad is helpless with anything other than a marketing tagline and a spreadsheet. Or a DVD player. And maybe a pancake griddle.”

She gave me a subtle look as we drew, inevitably, back to the kitchen. “Your mom's no longer in the picture, I take it?”

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “She bailed on us years ago. Since then, it's just been me and dad.”

“I lost my mother when I was very young as well,” she said, picking up the teakettle off the stove top and turning on one of the eyes before she paused at the sink to fill it. “Unfortunately, my father wasn't nearly as kind and decent as yours.” She lowered her head, concentrating on the water flowing into the kettle. “Quite the opposite, actually.”

That sounded ominous. “I'm sorry,” I said. “Was it just the two of you, then?”

“I had a brother,” she said, with a smile. “Aleksandr.” She said it in a deep Russian accent that sounded so alien coming out of her mouth that I almost did a double-take to make sure I was still talking to the same Miss Woods.

But, then, I didn't know Miss Woods, did I? Not really. Her name wasn't even Miss Woods – it was Katrina Forrest.

She glanced over at me and smiled wistfully. “My name's not Kat Forrest, either. Or at least that's not the one I was born with.”

“This is like layers of an onion,” I said. “So your real name's not the one they call you at the FBI?”

“I'm only technically FBI,” she said. “And no. My name when I was born was Klementina Gavrikov.” She let that one steep for a second as she placed the teakettle on the stove. “You can see why I made the change. Though, technically, again, I didn't do that, either. Life did it for me.” Before I could ask, she turned to me. “See, when I use my power of healing too much, it drains my memories. They get lost, disappearing into,” and she waggled her fingers at her head, “I dunno. Wherever.”

“So do you not remember your childhood?” I asked. “Or is it just gaps, like Alzheimer's or something...?”

“I think you could say...there were times in my life where I experienced a sort of 'hard reboot' of my entire personality,” she said, very slowly. “I wake up tabula rasa, completely emptied of all memories and sense of self.”

“Wait, what?” I asked. “How?”

“I lay hands on someone wounded,” she said, “and if I don't stop...it's like all of me floods out. I save them, but I'm lost in the process.”

“Will something like that happen to me?” I asked. “Like, if I run too fast–”

She chuckled. “No. You'll just get wickedly hungry, I think. My drawback is specific to my powers. I think of it as a balancing effect; you can't just give life without cost. And the cost to save another is myself. Or at least my sense of self.” She stared into the distance. “There's a drug now, developed by scientists that worked specifically with metas, that can allow me to retain some memories after a reboot. I've taken it a few times, trying to guarantee I won't lose myself again, not entirely.”

I nodded slowly. “Did you get your powers from your mother, then?”

She smiled wanly. “I think so, though I obviously don't remember. My father had powers, too, but they were different. He could fly.”

“Say what now?” I asked, trying to imagine that. “Like Superman?”

She grimaced. “More like General Zod, in his case. My brother could fly, too. And he could generate fire from his skin.”

“That...that's so cool,” I said. “I'd love to be able to fly and set fire to things. Or at least be able to throw some flames into the face of the people trying to kill me.” I hesitated, thinking that one through. “Wait...maybe not, actually. I would probably use that too much. What happened to your brother?”

“He got a little too caught up in his powers and himself,” she said, turning back to the stove. “He ended up hurting people. He hurt...a lot of people. So...someone had to stop him.” She stared out the back window, into the fading sunlight. “And someone did.”

I took that one onboard, thinking it through. I suspected that meant he was dead, and she did not particularly want to talk about it further.

“So, your mother,” Miss Woods said, turning back to me, smile punching through the aura of solemnity that seemed to have wrapped itself around her. “You don't remember her powers?”

“Nope,” I said, “but we were never exactly what you could call 'close.'” I ended up sitting at the kitchen table. “She was...not the warm and fuzzy type.”

“I'm sorry,” she said, removing the teakettle from the heat and turning off the eye. “That sounds like it left a mark.”

“Probably,” I said, looking away. Boy, the sun glaring in from outside sure was fascinating. Sunbeams. Thrilling. Woo. “But what are you going to do? Some women shouldn't be mothers. That's just a cold fact of life.”

She got quiet. “You make it sound like she didn't love you at all.”

“No,” I said. “She loved me. She just...loved herself more, I think. She hit a point where she just started...disappearing.” I paused, trying to put into words what I was saying. “Not like the invisible man, either. She'd just leave. For days at a time. Started when I was little. Dad got so mad the first time...I still remember it, him yelling, because she'd left me alone in the house, shut me up in my room while she went...wherever.” I shrugged. “She said to him, 'What are you mad about? Ava's fine.'”

Miss Woods nodded. “Did she...were there substances involved?”

“I honestly couldn't tell you,” I said. “I've asked myself that, too. Was she out drinking? Was she getting high? Like, those would be explanations I could at least understand. But I think...she just didn't like me. And she wanted to get away as often as she could.”

She made a noise deep in her throat, and when I looked up, her eyes were glistening. “Oh,” I said, “hey – it's okay. I'm not – I mean, it doesn't bother me anymore, not much anyway. So there's no need for you to get misty about it.”

“I just...I'm sorry,” she said. “That you had to go through that.” She dabbed at her eyes with a clean, bright white dish towel with an artistically rendered apple on it. “You know, I thought Sienna had a sad story related to her relationship with her mom, but you're right there with her. No wonder you two get along.”

I didn't know how to react to that. “She is...way tougher than I am.”

Miss Woods cocked her head in thought. “I don't know about that. I think you're tough in different ways. She's more of the obvious, 'beat her enemies' skulls into paste,' kind of tough. But you...” The lines of her face tightened, starting as a grimace but slowly turning up at the corners, “...you have a more reserved, considered approach that seems to see you through really hard times. And this is, without doubt, a hard time.” She shook her head. “I hope we get to the bottom of it soon.”

“Thank you for staying to help,” I said softly. “I know you have other places to be, and people counting on you.”

She made a sweeping gesture with her hand like it was nothing, a compliment so light as to brush it away. “Please. My presence, more or less, is not going to make a great difference immediately in the fight against Century, at least not as it's currently happening.” Her look hardened, became steely. “Besides...I'm convinced that sooner or later, their attention is going to shift back to this town, and you, I don't dare leave you alone to face them. And if I can help along the way, so much the better. Which reminds me,” and she held up a finger. “I called the office, and Reed is going to talk the sheriff on our behalf and try to get us everything from the investigation.”

I stared blankly at her. “I don't think I know this Reed, unless he's Agent Green.”

She stared blankly back. “Green? Oh, you mean Scott. That's just his fake ID name. His real last name's Byerly.”

“Mmm,” I said, and might have purred a little too much as I said it, because she smirked at me, and I almost choked on my own spit. And embarrassment.

“Reed is Sienna's brother,” Miss Woods said, clearly deeply amused. “Good guy. Tall. Long, gorgeous, lustrous hair that is clearly well taken care of.” She lowered her voice, and I wondered if she meant for me to hear what came next or she just forgot I could: “Great ass.” Returning to normal volume, she added, “Maybe if you're lucky, you'll get to meet him before this is over.”

“Maybe,” I said, and glanced at the time. Her tea was probably done, but I didn't love tea, and kinda wanted to get back to my house. “You want to call me if he gets anything? I should get home.” I stood; my dad wouldn't be home until late tonight, but part of me was tired and wanted solitude, and to think about what I'd seen and learned today.

Also, things had become deeply uncomfortable for me after we talked about my mother. I could feel a writhing in my stomach, and it wasn't because I'd skipped lunch. Probably.

“Oh. Sure,” Miss Woods said with a kindly smile. “Soon as I hear anything from HQ I'll give you a call.” When we made it to the door she paused. “So you're sure your dad doesn't have any powers?”

“Pretty sure,” I said. “I mean, I haven't tried to arm wrestle him lately or anything, but he doesn't seem excessively strong, or shoot green laser beams out of his hands, or anything like that. Plus, he seems completely lost with whatever I'm going through lately.”

Her smile turned sympathetic. “I don't remember it myself, but I'm pretty sure that's normal for a dad of a teenage daughter. Especially one who's been through everything you've been through the last couple months.”

“Maybe,” I said, trying to match her smile as I left. It didn't quite reach my eyes.


chapter 
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Miss Woods didn't live too-too far from my house, because almost nothing in Sunvail was very far from my house. It wasn't far enough to justify running around the town, I didn't feel, especially in broad daylight given I'd yet to adopt the proffered advice of Sienna to wear a mask.

Which is the long way of saying: I walked home.

My shoes felt like they were sticking to the pavement, each step gluing the sandal soles to the flaming-hot asphalt. I let my hair down, because it was ruined anyway, and tried to get some airflow there because my scalp felt like it was sweltering. Fanning myself once I'd done that, I found myself walking along Main Street, wondering if, perchance, the invisible man might take this opportunity to make his presence known. Because I could really use some guidance, a pointer, something to send me in the right direction, even if it was just confirmation I should head toward Miguel Martinez.

That led me to wonder: was it possible the invisible man was tangled up in this murder somehow? Was that why the dog didn't bark? Because it couldn't see him?

But that didn't explain how Rusty couldn't bark even now. No – the suggestion of a meta that could suppress its voice somehow made more sense. And also might have accounted for no one hearing a struggle at Bick Ramsey's. Silence really was golden, if you were trying to make a murder look like a suicide.

I still didn't trust the invisible man, though, at least not completely. But he'd saved my life with Dr. Wilcox and given me aid against the killers from Century. That wasn't nothing...

...Unless he truly turned out to be Shane Davis. Then it was nearly nothing.

The sweat coursed from my temples down the sides of my face. A little breeze stirred my hair, then immediately faltered. It had felt so nice for a second.

And I realized as I walked, I felt that curious feeling, a pressure in my senses that tingled the little, tiny hairs on the back of my neck.

Someone was watching me.

Turning, I looked around, pivoted onto the ball of my foot, I stopped when my gaze reached Wyrick's, the broken down gas station across the street...

...Miguel Martinez, smirking against the backdrop of the abandoned building.
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I felt frozen in place, watched by Miguel Martinez, who was leering at me from across the street. His glare was even hotter than my sandals, than the sun burning on the back of my neck and on the top of my head. He wore a little pointed smile, and now that he knew I was watching him, he crossed the street with but a glance, sauntering over and ignoring the horn of someone blowing at his jaywalking, throwing up a middle finger as if to indicate he just didn't care.

While he crossed, I stayed in place, caught somewhere between worry and fascination. If Miguel was the murderer, I could well be his next victim. Yet I felt nothing more than a passing desire to shuck off my sandals and run away from him. Shouldn't I have been bolting wildly down the street, without regard for exposing my powers? Shouldn't I have cared for nothing more than self-preservation against a possible threat, getting the hell out of there before he drew closer to me?

But I didn't run. I watched him swagger over like he was the biggest dick in town. Because he was the biggest dick in town, though probably not literally.

Miguel Martinez was tall, over six feet, with black hair shaved on the sides and spiked up top. He had a full on mustache with a goatee on his chin, though both were not a bit patchy. The patchiness caused a gap between the two that gave him a look like he was the Latino Tony Stark. His T-shirt proclaimed his love for the Arizona Diamondbacks baseball team, and his shoes were some kind of expensive sports shoe, and pristine, presumably because he didn't practice today.

“What do you want?” I asked as he got close.

“I was just thinking you must be lonely lately,” he said, grinning as he Cock-of-the-Walk'd up. “Our grade's been through a lot, you know? Lost some people. People close to you.”

I felt a strange darkness fall over me, like a shadow had just covered the sun. “Is that so?”

He made a face. “Yeah, that's so. But I'm just thinking – you don't have to just be hanging in the company of that sad-ass gringa with the black lipstick, you know?” He started to take a stroll around me, and I turned to watch him; something about him told me not to turn my back. A little voice in my head that reminded me of Sienna.

“Who am I supposed to hang out with instead?” I asked. “You?”

“We should absolutely spend some time together,” he said, making a show of checking out my ass. “I could comfort you, you could comfort me–”

“Who did you lose?”

“No one,” he said with a grin, “but you could comfort me anyway.”

I felt the disgust bubble up out of me in the form of a sneer. “You're pathetic. Does that ever work on anyone over the age of twelve?”

The smile vanished from his face in an instant. “I get action from more girls than you know.”

“Well, I know of zero,” I said, “and more than zero could be 0.00000001, which is to say a girl brushed your shoulder one time. That is a level of action for you I could believe.” I frowned, considering. “And maybe your mother kissed you once. Maybe. But even that's iffy.”

His eyes flashed anger, and I took a step back instinctively. He loomed over me like the shadow I'd just imagined on the sun. “I know what you did with Ty Foster.”

“It's a small town, everybody knows what I did with Ty,” I said, just barely keeping from choking up. He felt like a giant now, like he was expanding above me as if he were a massive cobra. “Or at least they think they know. Which is weird, because Ty's dead and I haven't said anything to anybody about what happened between us.”

“But everybody knows anyway,” he said, back to grinning. The quicksilver nature of his emotions hinted at a mercurial nature, and something about that worried and repulsed me in equal measure. I thought of the bodies I'd viewed in the last twenty-four hours, and how he could be responsible, and it set my heart to fluttering a touch faster. “I gotta tell you – I never would have imagined it until the first time I heard. 'Ava? Little Ava Garcia? Doing that?'” He laughed. “Now I can't help but imagine it. I'm imagining it all the time.”

“I just bet you are,” I said hoarsely. I took a step back and he matched it, sauntering forward. “Mostly at night, with a sock in your hand.”

He laughed. “Ain't gonna deny it. But I'm thinking...why not with you in my hands instead?”

A pulse of nausea washed over me at the suggestion. “I think I just threw up a little bit. Again.”

“It doesn't have to be the last time we trigger your gag reflex today,” he said, grinning. The nausea did not go away, though his face seemed to grow...darker somehow.

“Well,” I said, “you got that right. But probably not the way you intend it.”

Danger flashed in his eyes. “Why you gotta be this way?”

“Because you're repulsive,” I said, taking another step back and watching him match it, plus take another to bring him to within a few inches of me. The scent of his cologne was sharp, and overpowering. Everything about him loomed, screamed that he was bigger than me, and, if a metahuman, stronger than me, that he could hurt me, break me, beat me into a puddle and hurt me–

Just like Monica.

I lashed out and struck him, going low, like any girl should when she feels as threatened as he was making me. He doubled over instantly and crumpled to the ground after hitting his knees, clutching at his groin; I'd clearly hit the things most precious to him.

As for me, I didn't stand around to ask any questions. I broke into a run. Not too fast; I didn't blast off. I kept it at a jog, and juked to the side, crossing a lawn and ducking behind the nearest house. I ran like that all the way home, and saw no sign of Miguel.

And I was looking for him, over my shoulder, constantly.
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I called Mia the second I was home. “Hello?” Her mother answered the phone.

“Hi, Mrs. Adams,” I said, “can I speak to Mia?” I was breathing heavy, standing at the phone in the dining area just outside our kitchen. It was one of the old corded kind, and had been here since I was a kid. We had a cordless, but it was in dad's bedroom and this one was the first I'd gotten to, because it was just paces from my room and the back door, where I'd come in.

A crackle of suspicion entered her voice. “Who is this?”

I grimaced, remembering what Mia had told me about her mom not liking me. “It's Ava.”

There was a click. It was not subtle. I waited a second to be sure, and the dial tone came right back in on cue.

She hung up on me.

I hung up the phone and paced away from it, considering what to do next. Call again? Annoy her until she put Mia on the phone? Then she'd probably just hover over her, listening to every word we exchanged. I got a strong busybody vibe from her mother, even absent the sense that she hated me. Which, I guess, was apparently a thing that she'd hid very well on the occasion we'd talked normally a few weeks ago. Before her daughter was kidnapped by Dr. Wilcox. After she'd gone missing, Mrs. Adams lost it on me. But I was holding on to that small, thin thread of civility she'd once extended. Holding onto it like a life preserver in a storm-tossed ocean.

“Hello?” Miss Woods answered the phone on the second ring, exhibiting just the right mix of sweetness and interest.

“Hey, it's me,” I said, peering through the blinds out my front window. “I just got into a dust-up with Miguel Martinez.”

“Are you all right?” she asked, all concern. “Did he hurt you?”

“No, I hurt him, I think,” I said. “I managed to get away after a strategic strike to his boys.”

There was a pause. “His boys? Like...Robbie Benton and Caleb Hayes?”

I frowned. “I don't think you could technically classify Caleb as 'his boy.' I get the sense he only talks to Caleb when he's not in a class with Robbie. Kind of like a backup player he only puts in the game when his primary is injured.” I paused, thinking. “High school really just feels like a series of temporary alliances sometimes.”

“It's like ancient European royal houses that way,” Miss Woods said. “But bypassing that, I take it you meant you struck him in the groin?”

“Yeah,” I said, “he got kind of threatening, so I gave him a smack that brought him to his knees and ran off.”

She paused again. “You ran away? Did anyone see you, or did you...?”

“I kept it to a jog. Which is a human sprint, I guess. Didn't go blurry, if that's what you're asking. Though I'm not gonna lie – it took some serious self-control, because my heart was really pumping. He said some things...” I let that trail off.

“The important thing is you're all right,” she said. “What sense did you get from him? Did your encounter make you feel more or less like he's a suspect?”

I exhaled, and let the blinds fall back into place before pacing my way toward the back of the house. I wanted to look out the back door, make sure he wasn't coming at me from that direction. He seemed the type. “I don't know. He wasn't playing nice, that's for sure. Kept pushing to get closer to me, got mad when I talked back.” I looked out the back window; our dusty back yard was quiet, and the gate was still closed. “He scared me.” That realization thumped hard against me.

I'd been scared of Miguel Martinez. So scared that I'd hit him before he'd so much as touched me or threatened me harm. That was a threshold I'd never crossed before. Sure, I'd now killed people – a thing that still troubled me – but they'd always done something to me first to justify it. Dr. Wilcox had been talking about dissecting me. The four killers from Century were actively trying to kill me, Sienna and her team, and the entire Marquez family.

Miguel had just been trying to press closer to me, for whatever reason.

And I didn't even feel bad about leaving him in a pile on the sidewalk, holding his crotch.

This marked a major change for me, one that caused me to hold my breath for a moment, until Miss Woods said, “Ava? You still there?”

“Yeah,” I said, exhaling at last. “Just reflecting on how far I've come in my willingness to commit violence.”

“Did you leave him permanently injured?”

I gulped. “I...hope not?” I found myself uncertain; did I actually hope he wasn't injured? My feelings on the subject were curiously muted, buried somewhere under the sound of my still-racing heart.

“Where'd you leave him?” she asked. “I can go drive by and check on him.”

“I'm sure he'll love that,” I said, and told her where it had happened. “Just–”

“I know how to deal with Miguel Martinez,” she said, sounding like she was smiling on the other side of the phone, “even if he does turn out to be a metahuman and a murderer.” She hesitated. “Maybe I can even test him while I'm there, find out if he is one.”

“How are you going to do that?” I asked.

“Metas are generally stronger and heartier than human beings,” she said. “The kind of hits that would tear a human being's skin will only bruise a strong meta. Now, there's some variance – weaker metahumans are less durable than stronger ones. But they'll still take a hit a lot better than your average human. If I go help him, I can check his injuries. That'll give me some idea of how hearty he is.”

“And you can judge whether he's a meta,” I said. “Well, just be careful.”

“If he gives me any trouble,” she said with a laugh, “I'll just hit him in the boys again. Human or meta, no man enjoys that.” And she hung up.

I chuckled, too, but it quickly cut off.

The boys.

If Miguel was a metahuman, and a murderer, he might be the only one who knew it. But he would also be likely to leave clues behind, and someone close to him might have picked up on them.

I let the phone fall away from my ear, because I'd just made a decision about what to do next.

Miguel had wanted me to talk to his boys. That much was clear from our confrontation on the sidewalk. Well, I was going to talk to the ones that could actually speak, rather than the ones that I only wanted to speak to through my fists. And the nice part was, one lived only a couple streets away.

I was going to go talk to Robbie Benton.
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Because it was Sunvail, and the population was less than two thousand, and my class numbered less than thirty, I knew where Robbie Benton lived. He was three streets away, and so I snuck out the back door of my house, then out the back gate of my yard, checking first to make sure Miguel wasn't malingering outside the tattered wooden privacy fence.

The sun was moving toward setting, filling the western horizon with a fading orange, and the eastern one with a navy tinge of clouds that had swept in once the sun was no longer high in the sky to burn them off. The wind had settled down, and the dust was tamed, leaving a clear, slightly less hot evening on the rise.

Jogging down the wash behind my house to the street that demarcated the edge of the neighborhood, I followed it to Elderflower Lane, and down four houses to where Robbie Benton lived. It was a small, yellow clapboard house that had seen better days. A white, battered storm door stood under the darkly-stained wooden posts that held the small front porch up.

I knocked on the door tentatively. The smell of chili was permeating through the cracks of the front door. Kind of a weird choice when the mercury was touching ninety-five, but there was no accounting for rationality among the townsfolk of Sunvail, I supposed. Plus, if you waited until it was cold out to eat chili, you'd have a window of about three weeks a year. Which was fine by me, since I didn't much care for it, but probably wasn't sufficient for anyone who did like it.

Robbie opened the door and did a double take when he found me standing on the Welcome mat. And there was an actual welcome mat. “What...what are you doing here?” he asked.

“Robbie? Who is it?” A slightly plump, matronly woman who was wearing an apron (who wears an apron these days?) popped her head out into the hallway. She had deep graying hair, and glasses, and wore a smile. “Oh, is that a friend of yours from school?”

“It's...Ava Garcia, Grandma,” Robbie said, with all the enthusiasm I typically mustered if I accidentally opened the door to the Jehovah's witnesses. Again. Grandma stared blankly at him, so he added. “She goes to school with me.”

“Oh, one of your school friends!” Grandma announced with a sweetness I might have found cloying if it didn't seem so genuine. “Come in out of that heat, dear,” she said, bustling over to hold open the door for me until I did, indeed, step out of the heat and let her close the door behind me. Then she hurried back down the short hallway and around the corner, where I could hear her moving around in the kitchen.

“What...?” Robbie asked, still staring at me, utterly befuddled. “What...?”

“Come on back!” Robbie's grandma announced, causing him to swivel. He was acting like a robot that had short-circuited, and I probably would have found it funny if I hadn't been thinking of how I was going to ask him the questions on my mind about Miguel. “I've got chili just finishing up, and I've got some cookies I can throw in the oven real quick. Would you like some lemonade, dear?”

Robbie stared at me open mouthed for a moment, his jaw flapping up and down. “Is she talking to me or you?” I asked.

He didn't manage to get out an answer before his grandma stuck her head back around the corner. “Do you like your lemonade extra sweet, Ava?”

“Just regular sweet is fine,” I said, forcing a smile. I didn't have to force very hard.

“Well, come on in and sit down,” she said, waving me back. I shrugged and walked past the malfunctioning Robbie the robot, and he swiveled to follow me. When I came into the kitchen, she was patting the back of a chair. There was already a pitcher of pink lemonade on the counter, and a roll of pre-made cookies opened up beside them. She had a knife and was cutting them to put them on a cookie sheet, which had already been greased. Honestly, either I'd walked in on her preparing them, or she'd worked incredibly fast since inviting me in.

What could I do? I sat, and somehow, Robbie managed to plop himself into the chair across from me, his expression tangled into something between confusion and horror. His mouth was still moving, but words were not emerging. Two glasses of lemonade were delivered in front of us in a blur of gray hair before she went back to work on the cookies.

I decided to give him a small push. “So, I had a conversation with Miguel a little bit ago...”

His grandmother stopped slicing cookies and turned. “Oh, that Miguel. I just love that boy. He's so polite. And cute!” Her eyes lit up, and then she turned back to the cookies.

“Mmmm,” I said, sipping the lemonade. Was Miguel cute? Meh. Was he polite? Not to me.

“What...what did you talk about?” Robbie said, leaning forward slightly. He seemed suddenly very interested in what I had to say. Beads of sweat had appeared just beneath his hair.

“Oh, this and that,” I said, stealing a glance at Grandma. “Your name might have come up.”

Robbie suddenly looked like he'd swallowed a live bird and it was flapping around in his throat. “Oh?” he croaked.

My mind was off to the races, because this was weird behavior from Robbie. Don't get me wrong, he wasn't the strong, confident type that looked like he had any ability to sweep a girl off her feet or anything. But neither was he always this pale and sweaty, looking like he was sitting in a puddle of his own pee.

What had him this nervous? What about Miguel was reducing him to near silence and gut-clenching fear?

“Whatever he said,” Robbie said, sounding very choked, “I'm sure he didn't mean...uh...” He reached up to mop his forehead with the back of his hand.

There was a clang as Grandma put the pan of cookies in the oven. That done, she turned and smiled benignly down at us. “Would you like some chili, dear?”

I blinked, thinking it over. The only thing waiting for me at home was a TV dinner. And I had run this afternoon, which always left me famished. “You know,” I said, “I wouldn't turn it down.”


chapter 
twenty-five




The curtains were open at the Benton house as he walked through the back yards in the twilight, shoes crunching silently against the desert sand and gravel. The kitchen was visible, and sitting there in the middle of it all–

Why, Ava Garcia. As he lived and breathed.

And with a bit of luck, and some proper timing, she'd do neither for very much longer.


chapter 
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“This is so good, thank you.” I dug into the bowl of chili with great enthusiasm, because it had been a long time since my last home-cooked meal that wasn't something my father was attempting with middling results. I loved him, but dad would never amount to much as a cook. Even his pancakes were sort of mediocre. But he tried. Oh, how he tried.

“It's a Texas recipe,” Grandma Benton announced with pride. “No beans.”

I hadn't noticed. Chili wasn't enough a part of my diet that I would ever have realized that beans were a component of it. I tried to recall a time – any time – when I'd ordered chili from a restaurant, or dad had tried his hand at it. I came up empty.

But this chili was good. And it might have been made even better by the fact that Robbie was sitting across from me, eyes wide, unable to take a single bite or do much of anything besides play with his food, because he looked like he was in the process of having a low-key heart attack.

I shouldn't have enjoyed Robbie's misery. I also shouldn't have been eating his grandmother's amazing chili. I didn't belong here.

But I wasn't leaving. First of all, because the chili was fantastic and I was still starving, and second, because I had a feeling if I waited just a few more minutes while casting neutral looks in Robbie's direction, he was going to either crack or die of stress. Probably the former. And that'd work out just great for me.


chapter 
twenty-seven




He slipped closer to the back of the house. A chain link fence separated this yard from the open wash between rows of houses, where a nice alley might have been located in the Midwest. Not here in the desert, though; they'd built the houses far apart for the occasional flood to tear through this flat ground in a swale.

It was convenient, too, because it ran just out of the sweeping glow of porch lights.

He stared into the open curtains, where Ava Garcia raised a spoonful of something to her lips and stared at Robbie. That set his blood to boiling, seeing the two of them so chummy. What could they be talking about?

There was a big, flat rock in the middle of the swale, and he sat on it, comfortably ensconced in shadows. The sun was setting, was below the horizon and the houses behind him, and the back porch lights weren't on yet. Which left him a comfortable place to linger, just watching through the chain link fence as Ava and Robbie stared at each other, the girl almost smiling at the boy. The two of them talking?

Nope. That would not do at all.
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“Are you going to tell me what you two talked about?” Robbie's face was the color of the chili, his voice deep and guttural, like he was choking on it.

I sensed that time was my ally. “No,” I said, batting my eyes at him. “I'm really enjoying this chili at the moment.”

He grunted, and slid his chair back. “I know what you were talking about,” he said, his face looking like it was about to pop off his head. “And it was all lies, I'm telling you.”

I looked up at him in surprise; I hadn't expected quite that reaction. Launching off his chair like someone had stuck a bottle rocket up his ass? Wasn't on my bingo card.

“I'm not in love with you!” Robbie declared, and that landed with all the force of a slap across my face, even though his hands were anchored at his sides. “Miguel is a liar!”

“Oh, dear,” Grandma Benton said.

It was my turn to let my jaw flap open and closed. “I...I didn't think you were.” Once I gave that bomb a second to land, I added, “I was just going to ask you about what you and Miguel were doing while he was supposed to be at practice today.”

His face changed three shades in the space of a second and his eyes fluttered madly. He made a strangled sound deep in his throat, then bolted for the back door at a very human pace. He fumbled with the lock and was gone, running across the yard and leaping over the waist-high chain link fence while I was still sitting at his kitchen table, watching him go. It rattled from his maneuver, like a bell tolling in the night.

“Would you like some more chili, dear?” Grandma Benton asked, nudging the door closed with her foot. She was a little red, too, but clearly had it in mind to pretend that hadn't just happened.

I started to answer no, that I was fine, but it would have been a lie. And I did not live by lies. “Sure,” I said, with a weak smile. “It's the best chili I've ever had, I'd love some more.”
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Sometimes, life went against you. Sometimes it went against you hard, resulting in broken bones, blood, shattered teeth.

And sometimes...it just worked out.

Robbie Benton stormed out his back door and leapt his fence without so much as looking at the shadows in the wash. He was making a sort of choking noise as he turned toward the desert, storming off in the direction of the road that bordered the dunes.

Well, that noise wouldn't do.

Robbie kept moving, but the sound around him died as swiftly as bird song ceasing when a predator entered the area. Robbie tripped over his own feet from the distraction, jerking and catching himself after a missed step.

He didn't look back at what had tripped him, though. It was just a little rut in the ground, hardly worth noting.

Robbie was too busy realizing he couldn't make a sound.

He opened his mouth and spoke, then turned and called back to his grandma. The door behind him had closed so as not to let in flies, and it wouldn't have mattered anyway. With a start, he saw the shadows move, saw what was coming for him.

Who was coming for him.

Opened his mouth and screamed.

It didn't matter.

No one was going to hear this.

Robbie died screaming.

But not a soul heard him.


chapter 
thirty




“I wonder if he's cooled off yet,” Grandma Benton said, looking out the back window. She had a sheet of cookies in her hand, and I was somewhat stuffed. Not too stuffed to turn down a fresh cookie when she swung them over to me, but still.

“I didn't mean to upset him,” I said. My discomfort was growing by the minute, and not just because of how much I'd eaten. This meal had been the best I'd had in forever, and I hadn't wanted it to end.

“Oh, you young folks get upset so easily,” Grandma Benton said. “Robbie's been a little sensitive for a long time. Probably since before his mother died.”

“I...didn't know that about him,” I said. I didn't really know much about him at all, come to think of it. I stood. “Well, I should probably get going. He only stormed out of here because of me. If I leave, he'll come back.”

“It's okay,” she said, and stood by the back door. “He'll get over it, and soon enough, he'll be right as rain.” She flicked the back porch light on–

And promptly screamed.

Because right there, tangled up in the chain-link fence, was the corpse of Robbie Benton.


chapter 
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I didn't dare leave the Benton house while I waited for Sheriff Carter to arrive. I stood there, numbly, looking at the corpse that had been Robbie Benton, almost crucified, without daring to leave Grandma Benton's sight all the while. In fact, I'd held her back from running right to him and fouling the crime scene.

One thing echoed in my mind over and over.

This was my fault.

Sheriff Carter seemed to appear out of nowhere, his voice reassuring Grandma Benton when she answered the front door. I was two steps behind her, trying to pretend an invisible tether was anchoring me to her, and that if I got too far from her, it would be the end of my life.

Because, really...that just might be the case.

“Ava and I were just in the kitchen, and he got upset and stormed out,” she said, fretting, as she led him back. I nodded to him, and didn't dare look away when he locked eyes with me. I tried to strike a balance between needlessly defiant and polite. I probably failed. “Then I turned on the lights a few minutes later and he was there, like this.”

Carter narrowed his eyes as he looked out the back door. After studying the scene a moment, he said, “Start laying out the tape. Call that FBI number I gave you earlier, get their CSI out here.” It took me a second to realize he was talking to Deputy Otis, who was waiting just inside the door. “And call Jack to warn him. He ought to hear it from us.”

Jack was Deputy Jack Benton. Kin to Robbie somehow. Cousin, maybe? I wasn't clear. Surely he was on his way now, since Santa Bonita County were officially down a deputy and this was an all-hands situation.

Lowering his voice a little, he put his hand on Grandma Benton's arm. “Why don't you have a seat, ma'am?” He steered her to the sofa in the living room, then shut the blinds to the back window. “Deputy Otis will be along in a minute to ask you a few questions.” She just nodded, and he placed a hand reassuringly on her shoulder.

Then, he looked right at me, and with a single finger, beckoned me to the back door, and to the crime scene beyond.

He waited until we were outside, and shut the door behind me. Placing his hands on his hips, he stared down at me. “What do you have to say for yourself?” he asked, after a good forty-five seconds of uninterrupted silence and – frankly – uncomfortable eye contact.

“What she said is accurate,” I said, staring him down. “I was in there eating chili, and he had...an outburst...then ran out here.” I swept a hand over the crime scene and the wide-open area beyond, where, like behind my house, there was a drainage swale running through the hundred foot gap between desert yards. “When she turned on the light a few minutes later, we found him like this.”

I broke eye contact to look at Robbie's corpse. It was pretty clear how he died; his neck was at an impossible angle from where it should have been.

“And you just happen to have the best alibi in town,” he said, staring at me coldly, “standing ten feet away with the woman who loves him most and would never hide his killer.”

I snorted derisively. “The best alibi in town would be to be way the hell away from here, beyond the possibility of suspicion. Not standing ten feet away from the murder when it happened.”

His eyes narrowed. “What's your explanation for this? Out of curiosity?”

“You have a serial killer working your town,” I said, looking right back at him. “And they seem to be targeting people connected to the high school, and, specifically, April 12th.” I folded my arms in front of me, my own little fortress wall against what I was sure was going to be another verbal assault from the sheriff. “You know. People like me.”

“People like you?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yep,” I said, and stopped myself from saying more. What else could I tell him? That I thought April 12th was bullshit the way he explained it? I'd already hit him with that this afternoon at Bick's home.

No. Nothing else I could say was going to make a difference in how he saw things. Not now. Probably not ever. But definitely not now.

He opened his mouth as though he were going to say something, then stopped himself. “You should go home. Go home – and stay there until I'm ready to talk to you. For your own safety,” he said, then turned back to Robbie's dead body.

“Oh, yeah?” I asked, feeling a little chill creep over me at the way he said that.

“Yeah,” Sheriff Carter said. “Because if you stick around here, I think something bad might just happen to you. I get that feeling.” And he didn't turn to address me, just standing there like an implacable mountain as I made my retreat, not daring to look back.


chapter 
thirty-two




“Hello?” I caught the phone ringing as I came in through the back door of my house, which was quiet other than that jangling horror of a noise.

“Thank God!” Mia's voice sounded high and relieved. “Mom just heard a rumor Robbie Benton got killed, that you were there for some reason, and I was freaking out. I figured maybe they got the names reversed or something.”

“Unfortunately for your mom, I am alive, and Robbie is not,” I said, kicking off my sandals and let my bare feet brush against the shag rug. “Did she tell you I tried to call you earlier?”

“No,” Mia said, sounding a little miffed. “But that's par for the course. What happened to Robbie?”

“I was in his kitchen being fed chili and cookies by his grandma,” I said, “when he blew up and told me that he definitely wasn't in love with me and that he had no idea why Miguel would say such a thing to me.”

Dead silence proceeded to eat up the conversational air for a good five seconds. “Wait, Robbie Benton was in love with you?”

“Maybe,” I said, running a hand over my forehead, which was damp with a thin sheen of sweat and skin oil. “But he's dead now, so it doesn't really matter.”

“Uhh, it wouldn't have mattered if he was alive, because I don't see you going for the short, pale, and geeky type after climbing off tall, tanned, and hardbodied Ty. Even in grief you cannot fall that far. It's like trading down from a Lamborghini to a Go Kart.”

“All irrelevant,” I said, “because they're both dead. I need you to focus, Mia. The killer was right outside while I was there.” I ran my hand over my ponytail, and found they were shaking. “He killed when I was right there. Right inside.”

Another patch of dead air graced us. “Well...yeah, but what would you have done if you'd been out there with him?”

“I don't know,” I said. “The same thing as...” I hesitated. The sheriff was livid with me. It wasn't outside the realm of possibility that he might tap my phone. “Run away, probably. Like a normal human.” And I coughed really loud. “I should go. The sheriff wants to talk to me later. He seemed really keen on hearing...what I've got to say.” I put special emphasis on some of the words.

Credit to Mia, she got it. Or at least appeared to. “Right,” she said. “Well. You should think about what you want to say to him, I guess. The whole truth, nothing but, and all that.”

“Exactly,” I said. “You should stay inside, okay?” I looked at the back door, and eased over, straining the phone cord, and locking it. Needed to get in that habit, it felt like. Not that a locked door could stop a metahuman, but it'd at least be my first line of defense, an early warning system as he shattered glass or busted down the door to come kill me. “It's feeling pretty dangerous out there.”

“Oh, my mother is going to lock me in the house for the rest of the night, and possibly the rest of my life,” she said. “You don't even need to worry about that. Also, I bought a dagger at a flea market in Morenci a year or so ago, and I will be sleeping with that under my pillow tonight, of that you may be sure.”

“Good,” I said. “Call me if you hear anything you need to pass on.”

“Will do. Same.” I nodded, and hung up. The silence after the clang of the phone re-entering the cradle echoed through the empty house, and made me feel more alone than I could ever recall feeling in my life.


chapter 
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My dad pulled into the carport a few minutes later with a familiar rattle in the engine to let me know it was him. The ticka-ticka-ticka it made as he shut it off was followed by hurried footsteps and a key hitting the lock. I was already waiting inside when he threw the door open, and I could tell by the look on his face he was ready to shout my name when he burst in, but it died on his lips and a look of relief washed over him instead. “Thank God you're all right.”

I nodded, and grabbed him and hugged him, kicking the door shut behind him. He locked the world outside the door and once we broke, we found our way to the recliners in the living room, staring at the blank TV screen for a spell. I could still smell the strong scent of the chili on my clothing, and the sounds coming in from outside were ambient noise, suggesting all was quiet in Sunvail tonight. Shockingly.

“Did you know the boy that died?” my father asked.

I nodded. “Barely, but yeah.” I left off the part about how I was talking to him moments before he'd been snuffed. No need to upset my father.

“I can't believe it about Bick,” my father said. “I heard it was a suicide, but, I mean, get real, right? This close to these other two kids?” He grunted. “What is going on in this town?”

I didn't answer. I was, after all, working my way through that one myself.

“Makes me wonder if I should take a few days off,” he said, musing. “Like I shouldn't leave you alone.”

“I'll be fine, dad.”

“I'm sure that Thomas girl thought the same thing. And now her parents will never sleep right again. They'll wake up twenty years from now with nightmares of what happened to her.” He shook his head. “If we weren't in the most disastrous crunch I've seen since I started with HiZenith, it'd be so simple. I'd just take off, we'd go to Phoenix for a week or two until this all wraps up and Sheriff Carter catches whoever's responsible. Hm.” With a grunt, he just stopped talking, lapsing into a silence driven by his own thoughts as he stared straight ahead for five minutes until he announced, abruptly, “Let's watch The Firm.”

I started to say, “Just like that?” But this was how dad and I dealt with tragedy. When mom left, we started a week-long binge of John Hughes's entire oeuvre, starting with Ferris Bueller's Day Off and finishing with Weird Science, hitting all points along the way that even included scripts he'd written but didn't direct, like Career Opportunities and Dutch. Even his late-stage, Written By, credits that were absolute dog crap and dreck, because you couldn't have the highs without the lows, in dad's opinion. “Okay,” I said instead, because my dad was upset and needed comforting. “You sure The Firm is the right choice for this occasion, though?”

“I think I would prefer a film about money driven sociopaths trying to destroy a man right now over something like Seven, where it's a serial killer working his way through a town. Wouldn't you?”

I stared into space for a moment. “I was just thinking that maybe something a little calmer, a little gentler, something with a slightly happier ending might be better comfort fare. Maybe Sleepless in Seattle, Love, Actually, or one of the versions of Pride and Prejudice.”

He narrowed his eyes at me, pondering. Dad did not love the romantic films. For maybe obvious reasons. “I would say we could return to our previous unwatched selection, A History of Violence, but maybe that's a little too on the nose for current events.”

“Definitely.”

“Let's leave the violence out, then,” he said. “Perhaps a comedy of some stripe?”

“Perhaps.”

“Monty Python and the Holy Grail?”

“Still violent, just over the top. Groundhog Day?”

My father's eye twitched. “Your feminine soul is really aching for a love story, huh?”

“It's reassuring, in its way.”

“Fine,” he said. “Ghostbusters?”

I only hesitated a moment. “Ghostbusters.” It appeared that Venkman and Dana Scully was as close as I was going to get.

And that's how we came to be watching Ghostbusters while a serial killer was tearing up Sunvail. The funny bits got to me even after all these years and all these viewings, and I chuckled as the guys ran out of the New York Public Library after encountering their first spook.

“They really knew how to write a movie back then,” my father said during a lull in the laughter. “Introducing Venkman as he's tormenting the nerdy guy and trying to bag the pretty girl? It tells you everything you need to know about his approach to science and life. About his motivations as a character.”

I nodded, lulled by the quiet. I felt myself starting to grow tired, slipping toward unconsciousness. It wouldn't be the first time I'd fallen asleep watching a movie with dad. Long gone, though, were the days when he'd carry me to my room if I did that.

Heck...now I was strong enough to carry him. What a twist the world had taken.

I was almost asleep when the phone rang, jarring me awake. Dad had the cordless handset right next to him, and he answered it in a flash. “Hello? Oh. Sure.” He extended it toward me. “It's for you.” Lowering his voice to a whisper, he added, “It's that new teacher of yours.”

“Hello?” I asked the minute the phone was up to my ear.

“Ava,” Miss Woods said, voice hushed but urgent. “I just heard about what happened.”

“Yeah,” I said, feeling instant tension. “Did you hear who it was?”

“Robbie,” she said. “Speak low, and your father won't be able to hear you. I have Miguel with me.”

My eyes snapped open wide. “Uh...he's our best suspect for the murders right now.”

“That's the problem,” she said, “he was with me when the murder happened.” I sat up straighter in my seat. “He's been with me all night.”


chapter 
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I had a lousy night of sleep. Miss Woods promised to keep Miguel safe at her place. She swore he was a basket case after finding out about Robbie, that he was moaning about how he might be next, given that Monica and Robbie were our classmates, and they'd been specifically targeted. I didn't get into details, or want to know much about their sleeping arrangements, but I did rest slightly easier knowing that Miguel, if he wasn't guilty, was at least staying with someone who could probably handle herself if trouble came knocking. I thought about the cacti scattered around her house, and imagined one of them slapping our serial killer across the face if he came a-knocking. It reassured me.

Me? I worried all night, thinking any dog barking in the distance, any creak of our old house, might be heralding the imminent arrival of our silent killer. Obviously, I wouldn't hear him coming, but it's amazing how you focus on sound as an ordinary part of your sense for detecting danger. After all, if I couldn't hear him, and he approached from behind, how was I supposed to know he was coming? Catch a whiff of his cologne?

When I woke up the next morning, dad was already dressed for work. “Now listen,” he said, bustling around the kitchen tidying up the bowl from his cereal, “I cannot conceive of why, but they haven't canceled your school for today. Do not go.” He paused in his scrubbing action. “Hear me? I don't want you there today, or out of the house at all. If I could, I'd stay myself to make sure you're safe, but...I really can't afford to lose my job right now.”

I could have argued with him. Could have told him that I knew the CEO, that I could almost certainly save his job with little more than a phone call. I could have shown him my strength, assuaged his fears by demonstrating for him that anyone coming after me would, at minimum, be left in a cloud of dust. I was the girl who ran away from April 12th, after all; he didn't need to fear greatly on my account, whether he was here or not.

“So I left a baseball bat next to the front door,” he said, sliding his bowl into the dishwasher. “But it's only to be used if someone breaks down said door. I don't want you opening the door for anyone. You hear me?”

“Got it,” I said. “You lock yourself out because you forget your keys again, I'm to let you sleep in the car.”

“Ha ha,” he said, bereft of amusement. “Stay home, enjoy a day off. Carry this and the phone with you at all times.” He pulled the butcher knife out of the big block on the kitchen counter and slid it across to me. “Even in the bathroom. I'll call to check up on you in a little bit.” He hesitated. “Well...if I can, anyway. My schedule is jam-packed today.”

“I wouldn't worry about it,” I said. “I'm just going to hang here and chill. With my big honking knife.” I picked up the butcher knife and saw my face reflected, curvy and distorted, in the blade.

“Attagirl,” he said, already on his way out the door. He almost missed his keys on the peg, but looked right at me the second after grabbing them. “There. Deprived you of a perfect joke setup.”

“Yeah, that's the real tragedy here,” I said as he winked and disappeared through the door. I waited for his car to start up and the ticka-ticka-ticka to pull out into the street before driving off.

Then I put the knife back in the block and started to get ready for school.


chapter 
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If I thought the halls of my school felt like a ghost town after April 12th, the way they looked now was very much in tumbleweed territory. It was tough to tell just by viewing, but I had to guess that only one in four enrolled students of Sunvail High was present today, and as I moved through the hall outside Miss Woods' room, I heard rather than saw Principal Hambly churning through the halls behind me on her too-short legs.

When I turned, she was already storming up to Owen Dempsey, who was doing a book swap in his locker. “What do you think you're doing?” she asked, her voice hitting a screechy part of the register that made me cringe. She landed in that range regularly. Is it possible to just chemically dislike someone from the jump? I had that feeling for Principal Hambly, even though our interactions had been limited.

Owen looked gobsmacked, frozen partway to putting books in his locker. “Putting my books away...?”

“Carry everything with you today,” she said, clenching her walkie in her piggish hand.

“But why?” Owen asked, still frozen in place, eyes darting back and forth. “It's really heavy carrying all this.”

Principal Hambly's eyes bulged, and she raised her voice. “Because I said so, that's why.” She stabbed him with the walkie-talkie's antenna, right below the shoulder, and he flinched. Turning about, she shouted, loud enough to be heard at both ends of the building. “Carry everything with you today! To every class! Anyone getting into their locker will be suspended!” She focused back in on Owen. “You have a detention.”

She stormed off, leaving Owen sputtering without reply. “She thinks the mayor is going to cancel school mid-day,” Miss Woods said softly, behind me. She stood at the door to her room, framed in a green sun dress that really brought out her eyes. Behind her, sitting in his seat, was Miguel Martinez. Sweating profusely, hands slightly shaking, but still Miguel.

“And of course we can't be allowed to miss a single homework assignment,” I said, watching Hambly storm off down the hall. “What a petty tyrant she is.”

“More than you know,” Miss Woods said. “I was going to take a day off to make sure Miguel stayed safe and out of sight.” She jerked her head in the direction of Hambly's retreat. “But apparently my contract doesn't allow for days off, so I made Miguel attend today.” She shrugged. “Probably the safest place for him to be, anyway.”

“Yeah, school is generally super safe,” I said. “Kind of a blip on that record for one day in the month of April, but other than that...” That sparked a rueful smile from her, and I edged closer. “You sure Miguel's not involved?”

“He was not out of my sight last night from five minutes after our call to two hours after I talked to you on the phone,” she said. “I found him just where you said he'd be, still clutching himself and crying, and he didn't even dare pee without the door being open so I could at least hear him. So unless he snuck out while I had my back turned for thirty seconds, and projected his voice for a mile while he was whimpering about how much his balls hurt, then no, I don't think he did it.”

I felt a little blush run over my cheeks. “I hurt him that bad?”

Miss Woods sighed. “Yes, but I healed that. Now his wounds are all psychological. He's so terrified that in spite of multiple opportunities to show me his penis so I can be sure he's fixed up, he hasn't even tried.”

“So, what I'm hearing you say is that I'm a hero and I've done great deeds for the benefit of all womankind.”

She chuckled. “Sure. Let's go with that.” Her smile faded. “But he's truly terrified that he's going to be next. Seems to have had an actual connection with Monica, not just a made-up one – but he won't talk about it, at least not to me.”

A noise of deep skepticism escaped from within me. “I heard him bragging about it to Robbie.”

“Yeah, I'm pretty sure it's just something he made up to impress his friend.”

I blinked a couple times. “Wait. Guys do that?”

She snorted. “Yes. Did you not know that?”

I felt a little taken aback. “Well, see, my boyfriend and I went to excruciating ends to hide what we were doing, mostly because I was terrified anyone would find out, so...I guess I had the opposite experience.”

“Then your boyfriend was unusual for a high school boy,” she said with a smile. “A lot of them have girlfriends in another town that you definitely wouldn't know, and you wouldn't believe the things those imaginary sluts get up to.”

“You are really just opening my eyes to all sorts of things today,” I said, then took a step back, because I heard someone approaching behind me.

“Excuse me.” Vicki Warren darted into class between us, her brown hair flashing in the morning light shining in from the classroom. Miss Woods and I exchanged a look as she went in and took her seat – the only person in there other than Miguel, who glanced at her and twitched slightly as the bell rang, signaling that class was now in session.

“What are we to take from the fact that the only person other than Miguel – who you forced to be here – and me, who is here to investigate – is the mayor's daughter?” I asked. “And while the principal is fretting about the mayor canceling school midday?”

“Not sure,” she said, kicking up the doorstop with her high-heeled shoe tip and letting it swing closed behind us. “At least your friend Mia has the sense to stay home.”

“Oh, well, her mother is clinically insane, so...” I shrugged, and realized we'd just said all that at normal volume. Which was probably fine, since Vicki was staring down at her nails anyway. I took my usual seat, which was not far from her, and she glanced up at me. “No Hellbent Hannah today?”

Her eyes widened, and I realized too late I'd used Hannah's nickname, which had come from me and my now-dead bestie, LL – and had never, to my knowledge, been spoken to Hannah or her clique. “I guess her parents are more loving than mine,” she sort of huffed, skipping over my nickname. She looked up at me, eyes bright. “Can't believe your dad made you come in today, though.”

“Oh, he didn't,” I said airily. “I just didn't want to sit at home and stare at the walls for another day. I did that too much after April 12th.” I paused, realizing this might be a golden opportunity, since Miss Woods was watching, but seemed to be writing something on a notepad and had yet to speak. Leaning in closer to Vicki, I said, “Did you hear anything about Monica dating anyone?”

A sort of disgusted look traced across her face. “She's dead. Why would you bring that up now?” She darted a look at Miguel, who was staring down at his hands, still shaking. “God, why am I not surprised his mother doesn't love him?”

“Did Monica have a thing for him?” I asked, drawing her attention back to me.

She blanched slightly, and I felt like there was a battle going on behind her eyes, one that caught her between her natural desire and instinct to gossip, but that warred with her discomfort with what happened to Monica. Vicki sent a short, searching look at Miguel to make sure his head was down – which it was, he was muttering to himself – then she leaned in closer to me and whispered, “They totally had something going on. I think it was new, because I only saw them together once, but you could tell she was into him.” She made a quasi-disgusted face that was broken by a smile. The gossipy bitch part of her nature had won out.

“Hmm,” I said, looking over at Miguel. He looked like he was about to pee himself. Not a great look, and it made it hard to see...whatever Monica had seen in him.

“I know, right?” Vicki leered at him. “I only kindasorta get it, but it made a lot more sense before he got reduced to wreckage by his boy Robbie's death. Lucky Caleb didn't die, he might never speak again.” She paused. “Actually, that might be better for everyone involved. Including Caleb.”

“Ava?” Miss Woods spoke, breaking my concentration before I could laugh at Vicki's quasi-joke. She was holding a note. “I need this delivered to the office.” She made a perfunctory show of scanning the class. “Take Miguel with you. Principal Hambly would probably have me hung from the flagpole if I sent a student alone through the halls right now.”

“Uh, okay,” I said, coming to the front of the classroom. Miss Woods passed me the note, and something else, so subtly that I couldn't quite tell at first what it was. It was cold, metal, and only an inch or so long.

A key, I realized, as I palmed it. “To my house,” she whispered. “There's a fax coming through right now. Spare bedroom office. It's the file from the FBI, everything the sheriff has sent them so far. Just go and don't come back.”

“What the heck am I supposed to do with Miguel?” I looked over my shoulder to find him unmoved, still sweating in the same position I'd last seen him, head down like he was praying without words.

“Probably not sex or murder,” she said, a little pityingly, “but anything else is fair game. Leave him on my couch? I dunno.”

“How about I claim I'm getting called home, and then ditch him in the hall so he can come back here?” I asked, stealing another look at him. “He's just going to slow me down.”

“But don't you want to talk to him?” she asked, with a smile, and those wide eyes of hers, all nice and kind and annoying.

“Right,” I said, and turned. “Come on, Miguel. Let's get this over with.”

“Oh, great, just leave the two of us here,” Vicki said. “This definitely isn't going to turn out like a slasher movie.”

“I wouldn't worry about it unless you've recently had sex,” I said, and wondered where that came from. It wasn't the sort of thing I would traditionally have said, and it made Vicki blush.

It made me blush, too, but I was already on my way out the door, Miguel muttering and trailing behind me.


chapter 
thirty-six




Getting Miguel to leave the classroom was easy...comparatively.

Getting Miguel to leave the school? That was harder.

“I don't think we should go out there,” Miguel said, standing at the double exit doors at the end of the hallway outside Miss Woods's room. We were less than twenty feet from her door, and kind of exposed just standing here, waiting for Principal Hambly or anyone else to come trolling along and see us, but Miguel was nervous, and I was fighting my instinct to grab him by the wrist and shove him out the door. “Besides, don't you have a note to deliver?”

“No, I have to go pick up something for Miss Woods at her house,” I said, proffering the key. “And she sent you along because...” My brain became a roulette wheel, spinning through possible explanations and scratching them off just as quickly: ...I have to protect you, I need to ask you questions about the murder, I don't feel safe going alone. “And she was worried you were going to have a heart attack if she left you alone with the two of us while she went to go fetch it.”

“Oh.” He brought up both hands and brushed them against his face like he was splashing cold water on himself. Maybe he was sweating enough that the effect was the same. “Okay.” He apparently missed the giant logic hole in my explanation: why didn't she send me alone? Probably because in his mind, I needed protection from the murderer. “I guess, then.” And he swallowed, presumably choking down that fear lump sitting in his throat like a giant goiter. “Let's do it.”

“It's gonna be fine,” I said, pushing him out the door, which made no sound at all other than the squeaking.

The heat hit like a punch to the face, and Miguel turned to look back at me. “How'd you know the door wasn't gonna buzz?”

I stared blankly at him; I could already feel the urge to sweat starting in my armpits and my hair. “What?”

“The door,” he said, chucking a thumb over his shoulder, “it says it'll buzz if you open it. How'd you know it wouldn't?”

“Who cares?” I asked. “Let's get off the streets as quick as possible, huh? I don't want to tempt fate.” And I shoved him along at a jog, trying to get out of the parking lot before someone saw us.
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The AC in Miss Woods' house hit me like the sweetest breeze to ever issue forth from anywhere in the state of Arizona. I ushered Miguel inside as quickly as I could then locked the door behind us. Pausing to listen for any strange sounds, I quickly realized there wasn't anything except Miguel's breathing to worry about, and hurried down a hallway without him in search of her office. I passed a dozen plants and shrubs along the way, like it was a miniature botanical garden.

I found the fax machine in question, and a veritable novel sitting on the print tray. Eureka.

“What's that?” Miguel asked, frown furrowing his brow. He was standing at the door, looking in at me.

“Just some notes,” I said, plunging in as I sat down heavily in Miss Woods' office chair.

“Okay,” Miguel muttered, and shuffled off down the hall toward the living room. A moment later I heard the TV click on, and Drew Carey's distinctive voice started echoing down the hall. The Price is Right. Perfect. That'd keep him busy while I looked into this.

It took me a little time to dig into the files. I speed-read Monica's, skimming for interesting info, and cringed when I read the conclusion that she was raped. Vaginal tearing and semen along with other physical signs strongly suggested what had happened, though I realized I should probably ask Miguel about any activity that might have happened beforehand. Black and white photos of the scene, as rendered by the fax machine, were like a gut-churning reminder of what I'd seen at her house. The semen sample recovered from her body had already been matched, to my surprise, to another rape, this one unsolved, from Arizona State University, in 1976.

I blinked a few times in surprise. That ruled out Miguel for sure, if I hadn't already crossed him off my list. Which was mental this time rather than the paper one I'd created for the school incident. Unless he was somehow like Miss Woods, and much older than he appeared, he couldn't have been guilty of this one.

Finding myself at the end of Monica's file, I went straight on to Bick's, which was labeled with his real name of William Ramsey. The coroner had ruled this one a murder, too, and I felt a small swell of pride when the evidence cited for the conclusion was the broken teeth, which were inconsistent with simple recoil from a gun in the mouth. There were also defensive bruises from a struggle pre-mortem.

That caused me to swivel in Miss Woods' chair. Not only a murderer, but an amateur one. And a rapist that had operated at least once before, and not here. The Arizona State campus was over three hours away; not a forever drive, but there was some distance. Curious. I did the math in my head, and concluded that our rapist would have to have been at least fifteen years old to have been active in 1976. Unless there were some sort of exigent circumstances involved, like the victim was a coma patient who didn't fight back or something.

Or the rapist was super strong, even while very young. Couldn't rule that out.

The phone next to Miss Woods' desk started to ring before I'd flipped into the final file, and I leaned forward to look at the caller ID. The Minnesota number intrigued me, and I answered it: “Sienna?”

“No,” came a distinctly male voice on the other end. “Kat?”

“No,” I said, feeling a hot flush in my cheeks. “I'm Ava. I'm helping Miss Woods – err, Forrest. Or she's helping me. One of those.”

“Oh,” the voice said, the man sounding distinctly amused, “you're the one who helped save my sister and Scott from Century. I'm Reed.”

“I've heard of you,” I said, rubbing the tips of my fingers against the pages of the fax. “Uhm, from Miss, uh, Forrest.”

“Really? What have you heard?”

I felt a strange pressure. “That you have very nice long hair,” I said. “Such that women wonder what kind of product and hair care routine you have.” WHERE THE HELL DID THAT COME FROM?!

“Oh, wow,” he said, sounding deeply flattered. “Yeah, I really take time to condition properly. A lot of guys skip that step, or they use the cheap stuff from Walmart or wherever, trying to save money.” He chuckled. “But what they're saving in dollars they're losing in tangles and manageability, if you know what I mean.”

“Sure,” I said, vaguely aware and feeling quite surreal. “Hey, uhm – I was reading through this file...”

“Right,” he said, snapping right back to business. “I was calling to check in on Kat's progress with that.”

“She's at school.”

“And you're...not?” He sounded suspicious.

“We've had three murders in two days,” I said. “Sixteen in a month. It's a town of two thousand.”

“Ah,” he said, “so everyone's in freakout mode right now. But Kat's still at school?”

“Oh, the mayor didn't cancel it,” I said, “it's just that in my class of thirty or so...well, remember how I said sixteen people were dead? Like ten of them are from my school class. Which was only about thirty to begin with.” The Class of 2013 at Sunvail High, if its losses continued at this rate, was going to have a very sparsely attended ten year reunion in 2023.

“Still surprised she couldn't get a day off.”

“That's because you haven't met our principal,” I said. “Who is nobody's prince...ss...and also nobody's pal.”

“Hah,” he said. “I see why Sienna likes you. All right, well, did you get through the file yet?”

“Almost,” I said, flipping ahead to the very preliminary section on Robbie. It had no conclusions other than a ruling of homicide that looked like it was still subject to further review. “Did you notice the bit in the Thomas file about the DNA tie to a rape from 1976?”

“I did,” he said, “and I'm working on getting that from Tempe PD, but all the files from that era have not been migrated to digital yet, and apparently they were damaged by some sort of pipe breaking in the precinct or central depot about a decade ago. Someone is supposed to be looking for a copy of it, but thus far they have not found it. The search continues.”

“Damn,” I breathed. “I guess it's too much to hope for that they'd have a suspect list on an unsolved murder, because if it contained even one name I recognized, it'd be a strong enough indicator for me about who's responsible.”

“But not for the courts,” he said, a bit stiffly. “Civil rights are a thing for a reason, and a very good one. Try not to lose sight of that in your mad dash to solve this thing. Don't toss the due process baby out with the expediency bathwater.” He shifted to a metahuman low tone. “Like some people I know.”

“You talking about Sienna again?” I asked.

“Shit, forgot you were metahuman,” he said. “Sorry, I should not have said that. Please forget it. Anyway, uh...I will get that file to you the minute Tempe PD gets it here. I just wanted to let Kat know what the holdup was on it. I tried to call her cell phone, but there was no answer.”

“She's in class. And yeah, that file would be helpful,” I said, paging through Robbie's file again in hopes I might have missed something useful. “Because as of last night, my prime suspect got ruled out, and I got launched back to square one on this.”

He chuckled. “Spoken like a true detective. Got any other clues to follow up on?”

I spun once in my chair, legs out, feeling like a little kid on a merry-go-round. “Not a lot. I was in the Benton kid's house talking to his grandmother when whoever it was got him. We're dealing with some sort of...silencing meta, I think.”

“Yeah, I noticed the bit about the dog that didn't bark on the first victim's file,” he said. “Like something out of a Sherlock Holmes story.”

“Except this dog might not bark ever again, and not because he's dead or doesn't want to,” I said. “He's barked at me before, and plenty.”

“Is there something you might be missing from the first scene?” he asked. “I know it's kind of messy, and it doesn't look like, from the photos or the report, that your sheriff's department did a very good job with forensics, but...I dunno, was there any method to what happened there?”

I thought about it, then turned to the earliest pages of the report. When the intruder had entered, Monica had been in or around the kitchen, and had some sort of scuffle with him there. Then she'd tried to flee to her bedroom, where she'd knocked over the contents of her entire dresser top. The photos, the cosmetics, the miscellaneous stuff we teenage girls collected. “Looks to me like she was fighting for her life the whole time.”

“Maybe,” he said. “Then he drags her back in the main room and does...well, does what he does...right in front of the busted sliding glass door.”

I stared straight ahead at a floral painting hanging on the wall next to a little plant that overflowed its pot. “Why, I wonder?”

“Why what?”

“Why drag her back to the kitchen?” I asked. “He caught up to her in the bedroom. There's a bed right there. I mean...for comfort's sake, the bed is, uhm...superior.” I felt myself blush madly just saying that to a stranger.

“You know, you're not wrong,” he said. “That does beg a good question. Maybe this guy's got a kitchen fetish?”

“Yes, the stove makes him hot,” I deadpanned, and my cheeks burned again a moment later as he laughed. “But seriously...there's something there, right?”

“I'm not a profiler,” he said, “and I have no idea how a guy like this would think, but...yeah. I can't see a logical reason for that. First of all, the door being shattered open and right there, where anyone can walk in? Unless he's some sort of exhibitionist–”

“Oh, he's a sick bastard,” I whispered, staring at the crime scene photo that included Monica's corpse, the kitchen countertop, and a view out the shattered door. “Why wouldn't you or I pick the kitchen for...what he did?”

“Other than comfort?” His voice suggested that Reed was suddenly deeply uncomfortable. Which I understood, and also felt, but was pushing through. “Because you're exposed. Anyone can walk in on you while you're...well. You know.”

“Exactly,” I said. “But if you're a metahuman that can shut up a dog – or a human victim – with your powers...having someone walk in on you might just be a...well...”

“A kink?” he asked, sounding like he had landed somewhere between impressed and disgusted. “You may have something there. He's confident he can muzzle them before they get a scream off, and he can surely deal with them if they try and run because he's a meta, and can outpace them easily. Hm. Yeah. Sounds to me like you might have yourself a creepy-ass exhibitionist serial killer working in that town.”

“Great,” I said. “That is just what we needed.”

“But that does bring up another question – why did he pick this victim? And why the other two?”

“I don't know,” I said, after a few solid seconds of trying to reason my way through it. “There's something else here, something we're not seeing. It can't just be coincidence that he's going after only people that have some connection to the school incident a month after it happened.”

“Okay, I see the two kids are in your age group, and I guess, your class. How does the deputy fit in?” he asked.

“He was the one that supposedly stopped the...shooting,” I finished lamely. Presumably Sienna had told him that there was no shooting, as near as I could tell.

“Wow,” he said. “So you've got a witness sweep going on. Yeah, this seems pretty tied to your original case.”

“If only I knew the answers to the original case, that might be reassuring,” I said. “Unfortunately, I'm still completely in the dark about that one, too.”

“Yeah, we requested that file as well,” Reed said. “Hell, Sienna had seen it already, albeit briefly, when she was in town. But the sheriff has so far failed to deliver a copy to us, in spite of prompt punctuality on everything else. Guessing it's because he thinks that one's all closed up, whereas he'd really like us to help him close this one out, and quickly.”

“I feel like I am so deeply in the dark on this,” I said, giving my chair another gentle spin. “That every single clue I pick up undermines something I already believed about what happened. Nothing makes sense, Reed.”

“And it probably won't,” he said, “until the very last minute. You ever see one of those videos where they start out zoomed in deeply on the corner of some famous painting, and gradually pull out until it becomes identifiable?”

“No.”

“Well, it's a thing,” he said, “a sort of trivia, or test-your-knowledge experience, where they try and see how recognizable these things are. And it's tough! Because the closer you get to it, the less clear the total picture is. So unless you're really zoomed in on some incredibly famous element of an insanely well-known painting, like nobody solves these things.”

“Until you can see the whole picture.”

“Exactly,” he said. “So...you just keep trying to zoom out. Get your eyes on some other elements. I'll do what I can from here, okay? You're not alone in this. Just keep that in mind.”

“Thank you,” I said, and we hung up. There was something reassuring about having even a voice on the other end of the phone telling me I wasn't totally alone in this. No matter how much it felt like that might be true.

“Who was that?” asked a voice from behind me.

And I spun to find Miguel, a darkly suspicious look on his face, standing at the door to the study.
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“Are you trying to get kicked in the balls again?” I asked, my heart racing for no reason at all. He was definitely looming, hanging in the doorway to Miss Woods' home office like a shadow.

Miguel blanched, involuntarily jerking slightly and dropping a hand to cover his crotch. “I didn't mean to stir you up. I was just wondering – like, why you asking those questions?”

I stared at him; his eyes were kind of pained, like he thought I was going to hit him again.

Well, I wasn't. Not right now. “Because I want answers to what's going on,” I said. “Don't you?”

“But that's the sheriff's job,” he said.

“Like investigating April 12th was?” I asked, and he flinched again, even more pronounced this time. “Hmm. You know the explanation for April 12th was bullshit, don't you?”

He looked around, as though someone was waiting around a corner to leap out at him and do something unpleasant should he speak out of turn. Maybe kick him in the jimmies. “I followed your boy Ty out the doors that day, while the shooting was supposedly going on.” He shook his head. “But we don't talk about that now.”

“Says who?” I asked.

“Principal Hambly,” he said. “Counselor Jameson. The sheriff. Robbie got a big talking-to by, like, all those people.”

I felt my mouth dry out. “What did they tell him?”

“'Stop telling lies or you're getting expelled,'” he said. “So guess what? Robbie shut his mouth. Didn't want to disappoint grandma by getting booted out of school, you know?”

“And you didn't say anything?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I know y'all think I'm stupid, but when I see a nail get hammered, I'm gonna go look like anything but, y'know? I get enough trouble all on my own.”

That much dovetailed with everything I knew about him. “Where were you yesterday afternoon? When you cut out of baseball practice?”

He blushed. “How'd you hear about that?”

“From listening,” I said. “So, where were you?”

He covered his face with a hand like he was trying to shade his eyes from the sun – or, in this case, me. “Man, I don't want to say. It's embarrassing. And none of your business.”

“Fine,” I said, feeling my jaw clench tight. “You don't want to tell me? My current assumption is that you and Robbie were in the boys’ room, last stall, giving each other handjobs instead of doing batting practice.” I kept my expression and my tone neutral, but I realized I'd just given voice to thoughts I never would have let out a week ago, let alone a month ago. My growing exasperation seemed to be giving me license to speak thoughts that I would have previously found shameful.

Miguel's jaw dropped. “No – we weren't – we would never!” He held up his hands. “I was...I mean, I was in the bathroom, but it wasn't like that. I was...” He turned his face away, and lowered his voice to where I could hear him, but only barely. “...I was crying.”

I stared at him. “Because...?”

“Because of Monica,” he said, looking at me like he was going to cry again. “She and I had...kind of a thing starting. I don't know. I liked her. We were spending time together before...well, before.”

“Did you sleep with her?” I asked.

“Not yet,” he said, eyes a little fluttery but seemingly not afraid to meet mine. “I mean...she wasn't that kind of girl.”

“Then why were you talking sleazy shit about her on the bleachers with Robbie?” I asked.

“Man, where were you, that you heard that?” he asked. “Okay, all right – yeah, I was talking shit. Because I didn't want to start crying again. Not in front of everybody, right?” As if to illustrate the point, he blotted out a tear that had just escaped his eye. “We weren't in love or nothing, but I did care about her. And it coulda gone that way, I think – if we'd had time.”

“Yeah,” I said, and stood. “Okay. So – you're the link between Robbie and Monica.”

His eyebrows rose, threatening to recede to his hairline. “Say what now?”

“I can't be sure,” I said, “but I've been looking for a connection between Robbie and Monica, something tighter than, 'They were classmates.' You might be that link. Tell me – how well did you know Bick Ramsey.”

“I mean, he arrested me once,” Miguel said, looking deeply uncomfortable. After I left a silence, he added. “Maybe twice.” Finally: “Maybe more than twice. What do you want from me?”

I stared at him. “I'd ask you if you have any enemies, but I think we both know you do, and they are legion. So I'll just ask this: who do you know that would want you dead?”

“Nobody,” he said emphatically. “Look, I know I piss people off. I ain't pissed no one off bad enough I think they'd want to kill me over it. That seems extreme.”

“Yet the people around you are dying,” I said. “I suspect we haven't seen the last, either. Where are your parents right now?”

“You mean my mom?” he asked dryly. “She's out of town on that fundraising junket with Mr. Jackson.” I'd forgotten he didn't have a father in the picture. I wondered if that made her safe. Lifting the phone, I dialed Mr. Jackson's direct number.

He picked up on the third ring. “Miss Woods?”

“It's Ava, actually,” I said.

“Ava,” he said, sounding relieved. “I heard there's some things going on in Sunvail. I hope you're staying out of trouble.”

“Not really,” I said. “Robbie Benton died about twenty feet from me last night.” This caused Miguel to do a double take, eyes wide as a cactus stem. “Listen, I've got a theory that Miguel Martinez may be a target in this. Can you keep an eye on his mom? I heard she's with you.”

“She is,” he said, “and she's staying across the hall. I'll make sure and keep an eye and an ear out for her, but we're pretty far from whatever's going on in Sunvail.”

“Only a couple hours by air,” I said. “I'd feel better knowing you're looking out for her.”

“Done,” he said. “Anything else I can do?”

“Nothing for me,” I said. “You doing, uh...better?” I didn't want to get explicit, and ask him if he'd recovered from the paralyzing mental breakdown he'd experienced at the hands of the matriarch of the Marquez family. In fairness, she'd done quite a number on most of the people in town.

“Getting out of Sunvail for this trip was the best decision I could have made,” he said. “I'm heading into a meeting now. Be safe okay?”

“I will do my best,” I said, and hung up.

Miguel sat there, staring at me. “So, you're, like, digging into this thing? Like you're a detective or something?”

“I guess,” I said, and stood. “I don't like the way any of this sounds. Not April 12th, not whatever's going on here. It all feels connected. Just like the fear outbreak last week was.”

He blinked a couple times. “The riot? How was that connected?”

“I'll explain it some other time,” I said, mind racing. “Is there any other connection between you, Bick, Monica, and Robbie that you can think of?”

He paused, scratching his head, disturbing his wavy hair, which was usually perfect, but today was in a mess. “No. Bick's arrested me, that's all. We ain't friends, we ain't enemies. He was decent every time he took me in. Which more than I can say for Hal Otis or Jack Benton or the sheriff himself. Robbie and Monica are...well, you know. Nothing else I know of.”

“Damn,” I breathed, truly stumped. “Was Robbie with you on April 12th?”

He nodded. “Yeah. I was there with him down the hall, heading to algebra. We heard the screams back by Mr. Thurman's room, and we were like, 'Whut, bro?' Then people started running around the corner, you know, from where it was happening. And we just bailed, because Ty was saying we needed to get out of there.” He shrugged. “I listened to your burly dude and we ran for it. The screaming never stopped, even as we were out the doors.”

“I wish I could remember,” I whispered.

“Wait, you don't remember what happened that day?” he asked.

I shook my head. “Not a thing except little flashes. I just...ran.”

“Just like the rest of us that lived,” he said, taking a couple steps and plopping down on the hard floor. “Like your girl.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Mia,” he said. “She was right there with me. Busting through the doors after Ty. Milling around in the parking lot afterward with some of the others.”

I froze. “Mia was there with you on April 12th?”

“I mean, a lot of people were,” he said, “but yeah. She was there.”

A cold, clutching feeling seemed to grab hold of my stomach. “Mia.”
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Night was a long time to wait, when silence was on your side.

The desert was an easy path; slip into it over the berm that surrounded Sunvail, and you could walk the edges of town almost without being seen. Just a little geographical advantage that had been handed to him. It would be foolish not to use it.

Mia Adams' house was a spotless white stucco, with red roof tiles in the Italian style, with the second floor looking down on the desert. If she'd been paying attention, and looked out her window, she might have seen him lurking behind the cactus. But she didn't look out her window much.

He knew this, because he'd watched her before.

Oh, yes, he'd been watching Mia Adams for some time. Her bedroom provided an easy overlook to the desert, and she didn't seem to realize or consider that someone could be out here. He'd seen her undress, lights on, darkness outside. Watched her take her bra off. The angle was wrong to get a flash of her crotch, but he'd see her without a bra, and it had been lovely, all pale and milky-white.

He watched her now, pacing in her room, on the phone, shaking it because someone wasn't answering on the other end. She threw it down, lifted her head back, and made a soundless cry of frustration.

That made him smile. He knew that frustration.

And soon – oh so soon – he'd lose his own frustration.

With a step, he crossed the berm into her yard.
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Something about Miguel's offhand revelation that Mia had been with him on April 12th sent me into a panic. I left him in the house, told him to lock the doors behind me, and hide in the closet.

And then I'd run. At normal speed, at first, out into the desert, where I'd cranked it up.

Now I was running an orbit of Sunvail, trying to get to Mia's house as fast as I could.

Ahead I saw a flash of something, and skidded to a stop in the gully wash just before State Route 60, that cleaved the desert in two. I needed to cross it in order to reach Mia's house as fast as possible, but the traffic on the road would surely see me if I did.

Cursing that I hadn't taken Sienna's advice and gotten a mask, I came to a sliding stop to wait, anxious, stomach churning, as I waited for the series of cars caught behind a semi to finish their crossing.
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There was silence as he crossed the back yard, detouring around the pool. He watched the rear windows of the house, seeking for any movement, but saw none.

No parents in sight.

No brother visible.

Just the girl, alone upstairs.

How convenient.

Surely the parents were somewhere in the house. Surely the brother was about somewhere.

But it didn't matter so long as he could just.

Keep.

Quiet.

And if there was anything he knew how to do, it was to keep things quiet.
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I detoured.

The line of cars trapped behind the slow-moving semi was at a crawl. I couldn't wait. I ran, instead, a mile up the road, farther out of town, and crossed, my feet slapping against the burning sands the entire time.

I could cover the remaining orbit of the town in less than a minute.

Hopefully that would be fast enough.

Hopefully I was imagining things. Being too scared for too little reason.

Hopefully I wouldn't be too late.
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He leapt, crashing through Mia's window and landing on the carpet, blocking her from the door. Her only exit.

She opened her mouth to scream...

...But nothing came out.

He smiled. This was the fun part.


chapter 
forty-four




I reached the back of Mia's house and looked up...

And up.

Yeah, it was bigger than my house, but that was no shock. Nicer, too, obviously. She didn't just live on the swanky side of town, she lived in one of the nicer houses there.

Which was why it was pretty obvious that the giant, gaping hole where her window should be nice and tightly closed, glaring where the sun's reflection hit it, indicated something was seriously, seriously wrong.

I had to take a running leap from thirty or so steps back, and landed with my hands on the edge. Surprisingly, I did not encounter any broken glass. Pulling myself up, it was obvious someone had cleared this small area of the sill of any broken glass; it was all brushed and piled to either side.

Why?

A moment later, I figured it out.

The door was tightly closed, and locked. No one was knocking, there was a quiet hum of people talking in normal voices downstairs–

They didn't have a clue what had happened up here.

I looked around the room, checking in the closet–

No one there.

There was blood smeared, and a row of things knocked off one of the shelves. Pictures and the like, a smear of crimson along one of the frames, which held a photo of Mia and her family, knocked over and shattered. Glass was everywhere.

“Mia?” someone called from below; a high, female voice, that didn't have any indication that something was wrong.

I tried to memorize everything I could about the scene – the shattered glass, the knocked over photographs, the bloody fingerprints on the side of the one with Mia and her family. On a boat. On a lake. Probably Havasu.

Then I leapt out the window, my jump carrying me out over the pool, over the yard, and back to the desert, where I hit the ground running, unsure of where I could go next to try and find out where my friend had been taken.
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I jetted through the desert and came out on the other side of Sunvail; a short walk, sweat pouring down my face, brought me to Miss Woods' door. I fumbled for the key in my pocket and unlocked the door; after a glance around to see if anyone was watching me, I went in.

“What happened?” Miguel asked, clutching a butcher knife in his hand. He lowered it as he saw me; I guess he found his courage after all.

“She's already gone,” I said, throwing myself down on the couch hard enough to move it a few inches. This was a new thing, and power related. I'd never moved furniture by sitting down before. “Whoever he is, he got her.” The despair settled on me like a freezing blanket, enveloping me in cold chills.

Miguel blinked a couple times. “Wait...he got her? Like...she's dead?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “No, he didn't kill her. Not there, at least. He...took her, I guess.”

He was quiet for a moment. “But why?”

I opened my mouth to answer this simple, foolish question...

...And I realized I didn't have the answer for that.

Because this was something completely new.

And then my stomach lurched, because the first possible explanation that came to mind involved Mia being kept as a slave to this killer's base desires. I retched, throwing my hand up over my mouth and barely getting control of myself in time to prevent a hard spewing.

Miguel took a few big steps back, but didn't leave the room. “You're thinking he might want her to...” He made a sort of vague poking motion with his knife.

“Please stop,” I said, stomach rebelling furiously again. “And...maybe. But maybe not.” I rose to my feet. “I feel like I am in such a black box in this town, like we're locked away from sunlight and life. We both know that Ty didn't murder anyone on April 12th – but we can't say it, except quietly, away from others, because the lies just choke us here. And then there's this, where a person with superpowers has become a rapist and a murderer, and the town is milling around, gossiping and wondering, and no one knows what's happening. They can't tell the truth because they don't know the truth, because no one's able to talk about the tiny fraction of it they know, and as a result, this shit keeps happening.”

“Super...what?” Miguel asked, face clouded with confusion.

“And I'm just sitting here in utter despair, because Mia, and Mr. Jackson, and Miss Woods are the only people I can even talk to about what's going on with me,” I said, the fury just pouring out. “I can't even tell my dad. How am I supposed to explain it to him? 'Hey, dad, I'm a superhero now. Something you and I never believed in before, and which is maybe getting me and others killed here in Sunvail.'”

“Wait, there's a superhero killing people in Sunvail...?” Miguel was standing there, face contorted as he seemed to work his way through things. “Actually, that makes a lot of sense. I was wondering why people were screaming on April 12th when there was no gunshots, and someone was shouting, 'They're killing them!' so I ran.”

“I am in so far over my head here,” I said, settling back down on the couch, putting my head in my hands, “I don't even know where to start looking for Mia. She's out there, suffering, and I have no clues, no knowledge – I'm a high school student, for crying out loud. Why am I in charge here? What possible reason could there be for me being stuck with this?”

“Because no one else is willing to say what's going on,” Miguel said, his voice like a steely knife in the quiet. I looked up at him. “You're right,” he said, half-shrugging. “I was afraid to say anything about Ty. I've got priors, they came at me, you know, put me in that interrogation room in the jail, Mayor Warren and Sheriff Carter, and they asked me questions. But really, they were telling me: this is what happened, it was that Ty Foster shot up the school. Then, the day we come back, Principal Hambly and Counselor Jameson, they do the same number: invite me in, talk to me about how trauma can mess with our memories, and how people spreading lies are endangering the mental health of others, and traumatizing them all over again.” He laughed ruefully. “Well, it looks to me like the trauma ain't over, kids. To me it looks like maybe the real killer didn't even get caught that day.”

I nodded along. “It's why all the victims are linked to April 12th. Monica was there, Bick shot Ty. He looked like he wanted to say something to me that first night at the Thomas house, and the next day he was dead.”

“Like they were trying to keep him quiet,” Miguel said, eyes alive. “Same thing with Robbie. And now Mia. All of us are linked to that day.” He hesitated. “But there are a lot more people who escaped the school that day. You really think this killer is gonna wipe 'em all out, one by one? Because that's a lot of dead bodies.”

“I don't know,” I said, brushing stray strands of windblown hair out of my face. “It does feel like they're wrapping up loose ends. But the thing I don't get is – why leave such a mess at Mia's? There's no playing that off as a suicide, or an accident.”

“People think she already ran away once,” Miguel said, eyes focused in thought. “You'd think this killer, whoever they are, they'd play off that, make it look like she ran again instead of busting through windows on the second story and leaving a huge mess.”

I stared straight ahead for a moment. “Unless...”

Miguel waited, but my thought didn't complete. “Unless what?”

“Have you ever met Mia's mom?” I asked, picturing the woman in my head. Short. Dark-haired. Uptight. Had once reamed me out when she thought I'd aided Mia in running away.

A slow smile broke out across Miguel's face. “Yeah, she's got a righteous rack, and a great ass.”

I felt a slow, spreading look of disgust come across my face. “Ewww.”

“What?” His eyes widened, like he was surprised I called him out on that. “She does. I can't help that.”

“I was talking about her personality.”

He held up his hands, miming breasts. “So was I. She got lots of 'personality.'”

“You are such a pig. I should use you as bait to draw out the killer.”

“Sorry,” he said, dropping his hands immediately. “Her personality. Yeah, she's, uh...a real bitch.”

“Well, yes,” I said, “but I meant she was not going to let Mia out of that house for...months, probably. Overprotective does not begin to describe her.”

“Haha, yeah,” he said, flashing a grin. “I remember back when I was like two, and she full on slapped her husband in the middle of the diner when she saw him looking at another woman. Threw a bowl of soup at him and stormed out. I think that might be my first memory.”

“Why do you remember that?” I asked, brow furrowed so deeply I could feel it.

“Because I threw my soup at my mom like five minutes later and got my ass whooped with a chancla in return,” he said. “We had a little discussion about how just because Mrs. Adams decided to act the fool, didn't mean I was allowed to.”

“Right, so, anyway,” I said, “if the killer thought Mia was not coming out – because he knows Mrs. Adams, just like he seems to know the rest of his victims – then he got desperate. He got desperate, and decided to make his move in the middle of the day, figuring he at least wouldn't be heard.” I frowned. “But why her? Why now? She didn't know anything else. She wasn't talking to anybody.”

“Aw, man,” Miguel said, and he suddenly deflated. “I think I know what Mia, Robbie, Bick, and Monica all have in common.”

“Besides April 12th?” I asked, standing up straight. Miguel had a sick look on his face; as in he looked like he was about to be sick, right there, all over Miss Woods' floor. “Well, what is it?” I asked, waiting for him to spit it out, and hoping the 'it' he spit out wouldn't be vomit. Or make me want to vomit. “What do they have in common?”

He seemed to swallow, and get control of himself. “You,” he said. “The only thing they have in common other than April 12th is you.”
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I didn't have long to sit, gasping like a fish ripped out of water, contemplating what he'd said, because the front door banged open and Miss Woods called, “Ava? Miguel?”

“In here,” I called back, eyes locked with Miguel's. His were earnest, and he looked like his Adam's apple was the world's biggest lump in his throat. “We just figured something out.”

Miss Woods burst into the living room a moment later, eyes wide, sounding just slightly winded. “What is it? What did you figure out?”

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “Don't you have class?”

“They canceled school,” she said. “Word just got out that Mia was kidnapped out of her house, so naturally Principal Hambly immediately shit her flowing skirt. She bundled every remaining kid in the cafeteria and they're calling parents to come get them right now. There were less than ten remaining when I got there.”

Miguel snickered. “Was Vicki the first to get picked up? I can see old man mayor losing his shit about his daughter being in danger.”

“No, she was still there when I left,” Miss Woods said. “I imagine the mayor has a few things to worry about at the moment, and I guess her mother is out of town. Now, what did you figure out?”

“That the common thread between these victims is Ava,” Miguel said.

Miss Woods just stared at us. “Mia gets kidnapped alive – breaking the pattern of murders – and you just now get to that conclusion? How was that not your first thought? She's clearly bait.”

“I'm new at this,” I said, feeling a little huffy. My sole contribution to this case thus far that was worth a damn, and it wasn't even my contribution. I'd been wrong on this whole thing from the jump, thinking it was Miguel, thinking Robbie might have something to do with it. “And I suck at it.”

“You're unpracticed,” Miss Woods said, placing her delicate hands on my shoulders and looking up at me. “But you're a natural, you just need to work at it.”

“This isn't what I'm supposed to be doing,” I said.

“Oh?” she raised an eyebrow wryly. “Then what were you supposed to be doing?”

“I don't know,” I said. “Watching movies with my dad. Goofing off with LL.” I felt tears daring to spring up at the corners of my eyes. “Marrying Ty. Raising skinny kids and hiking in the Pierce National Forest on weekends. Not being a superpowered teenage detective in a town that keeps seeing people murdered for no reason.”

“Not for no reason,” Miss Woods said, keeping her hands on my shoulders and giving me a gentle shake. “There is a reason. What is it?”

“Why can't you figure this out?” I pleaded. “You're older. You know more. You–”

“I'm not from here, I don't know these people,” she said. “And despite the interlude where the strangers came to town to kill people, I can tell you this – whatever is going on here, it is a quintessentially Sunvail mystery. Strangers are not responsible, or maybe even involved. Something is rotten here, and it's a local thing. So...get your head on straight, because you're the only one with powers who knows the involved parties, and you need to woman up and think your way through this.”

I brushed my eyes and shrugged off her grip. “Mia's room was a disaster. He came in through the second-floor window, like took a metahuman leap into it.”

“How do you know?” Miss Woods was calm, cool, like a prosecutor in a movie.

“I did the same thing,” I said. “Ran and jumped.”

“Most metas can't run like you,” she said. “But they can jump. So that tracks. Why come in through the window?”

“The whole family was home,” I said, rising, and taking a couple pacing steps. “He didn't want to kill them all.”

“How do you know?” she asked.

“Because he could have, probably,” I said, running a hand over my chin and wiping off the salty moisture that had run its way down there. My eyes had stopped leaking; now I was in thought. “Maybe he didn't want to chance Mr. Adams having a gun? Or didn't want to kill the whole family.”

“Silence is his weapon,” Miss Woods said. “Silence and strength. Think about that.”

“He could keep it quiet,” I said, unbinding my hair and pushing together all the strands that continued to escape when I ran. “But maybe he couldn't keep the whole house quiet? Or maybe he's just used to hiding himself. We know he's got a past–”

“Say more.” She looked me in the eyes, and nodded.

“He raped a girl at ASU in 1976,” I said. “Which lends credence to your thought this is local, homegrown. Almost anyone who went to college that lives in Sunvail went to ASU or University of Arizona.”

“That gives you a timeframe, too,” she said. “If he was in college – or close to it – in 1976, he'd be – probably – in his fifties somewhere.”

“It's not a guarantee he was,” I said, taking another couple pacing steps. “He could have been older, and stalking the campus because that's the age group he liked. Probably not much younger.”

“It gives us a direction,” she said. “A small puzzle piece that might fit or might not – but probably does.”

“It's a man,” I said, “in his fifties, who probably went to college.” I closed my eyes. “That feels like half the town.”

She shook her head. “It's not. It eliminates almost everyone who works at the mine, everyone who works at the diner, or the stores. It's a direction. Think in that direction.”

“Men who work at HiZenith,” I said, closing my eyes. “Men who work in management.” I cocked my head. “Men who live on the nice side of town.”

“Now you're getting it,” Miss Woods said with a slight smile. “Tell me what you saw at Mia's house. Tell me what you saw that's anything like the other victims.”

“Bick ate a gun, probably against his will,” I said, closing my eyes and re-experiencing the nightmare. I'd taken these crime scenes into my head; might as well use them for good instead of just re-experiencing the horror when I slept. “That was different. But Robbie had his neck broken. Monica was overpowered and beaten to death. Mia was overpowered.”

“What else did you see?”

“Monica fought,” I said. “She tried to run. Made it to her room. Knocked stuff off the dresser.” I remembered the scene, the things knocked over. The photo at the lake with the bloody fingerprint–

My eyes sprang open, because I remembered Mia's room, and what I'd seen in it – the photos knocked over, another with a bloody fingerprint–

I felt a dryness spring to my mouth, as though I'd taken a tumble in the desert and landed with my jaw wide, and swallowed the sands whole.

“Ava?” Miss Woods asked. Miguel stood just behind her, brow furrowed, staring at me.

“I think I know who it is,” I whispered. “I think I know who did it.”
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“Shhh, don't struggle,” he whispered to Mia Adams. She was bound upon a chair, looking up at him with wide and fearful eyes. “You'll only hurt yourself.”

She was untouched; a little breath of her shampoo wafted out and touched his metahuman-enhanced senses. He breathed deep, thrusting his face into the crook of her neck as she squirmed against him, bound in his power of silence, held utterly in his power, tied to the chair with strong, leather straps. She tried to wrestle against them to little effect, he breathed her panic in and exhaled his joy.

Mia Adams hadn't been part of his original plan. Oh, certainly she wasn't excluded; there was a list, she was on it, but down, down quite a ways. The only reason she was on it now was...

“Ava,” he whispered into the side of Mia's neck; she smelled of sweat and desperation, but paused in her struggle.

Yes, Ava was the reason Mia was here. He'd tried her house but she hadn't been home. He was on a collision course with her, really. She wasn't really his type, but the moment he'd seen her run...

Well, that was it for him. Mia was a pale shadow; powerless, sad, her lank, black hair and pale skin like nothing compared to the sun-kissed goddess that was Ava. How had he not noticed her before? She slunk into the background of every picture, every scene, until recently.

He could respect that. He'd been through a phase like that himself, at ASU. Always hiding his power. Hell, he still did, but for different reasons, now.

But Ava – she could be so much more, if only he could show her the way. Not some disposable pleasure like Monica, or Mia. She could be his, for a long time, for the long haul, even. He would teach her himself, if he could. Take her under his wing as he set about transforming the town. Using it. He knew what she'd done with Ty Foster, and it excited him. She wasn't some sad, untouched little thing waiting for him to come along. She was running about town, poking, prodding–

He breathed deeply of Mia again, smelled the sweat in her hair, the fear coming off her like scent off good wine. All her scent. All her smell.

She wriggled beside him, trying to pull her head, her hair, away from him. “Ah ah ah,” he said, pressing a hand against her and bringing her head back to rest beside his. She let out a little moan of despair. He had the bounds of his wall of silence up and encompassing her, but only because he liked the sounds of her despair. It was a drug of its own kind, and he thrilled to it.

Ava was so unlike these little dishes. Monica, who tried to escape to her room at a leaden run. Who only ended up destroying her own things as she tried to evade him. Oh, certainly, he realized her game with the photo, once she grabbed it. But it was almost delicious enough to allow, like she was trying to leave a little breadcrumb trail for someone to follow.

And, oh, how he hoped Ava would follow it. Especially after dear Mia had made her contribution to the puzzle.

This, then, was the real test of whether Ava was worthy. Worthy of him, worthy of life, worthy of more than just moaning and pissing herself in terror. Which was, he realized, what Mia was doing just now; the pattering stream of urine was running free of her boy shorts, down off the chair, and onto the concrete floor.

He sighed, then back handed her into unconsciousness. The urine stream tapered off, but it still made the room stink of fear. “Pathetic,” he pronounced. He'd have to wash her off later if he couldn't bring Ava around to his side, couldn't make her his proper mistress. The alternative was to just dispose of Mia, which he didn't rule out. He'd already made enough of a mess, aroused enough suspicion. Mia could not be found, not any part of her, not ever. Ava, either, if she decided to be a fool and ignore reason, ignore excellence, ignore...him. Fortunately, the desert was so large...

“Dad?” The voice called from outside the room he was in, echoing through what sounded like a bubble. He perked up, Mia's head slumped onto his shoulder, insensate. “Dad, are you down here?”

“Yes, honey?” he called, taking care not to step in the puddle of urine as he dropped the field of silence. He could hear what went on outside of it, but it couldn't be pierced, not when he had it up. Fortunately, Mia was unconscious, her jaw slack, eyes closed and not even fluttering. He caught a deeper whiff of the urine, and his nose curled. That had been a dirty play. She'd pay for that later, even if Ava did become his love, as she should. It could be their little secret. And Ava liked secrets, didn't she? Plus, she hadn't even been friends with this girl for long. He knew this.

Slipping over to the hidden door, he opened it into the basement; his secret room was not a secret. It just wasn't somewhere his kids went, for fear...well, fear he'd installed in childhood. His wife didn't go there, either, but mainly because it was where he gutted animals and practiced taxidermy and butchery. There were always little bodies and skins awaiting his touch, and the air smelled of chemicals that turned the stomach of the average person.

He...was not average.

He stepped out to where he could see his daughter and smiled up at her. She waited patiently at the top of the stairs, as she always did.

His Victoria. His Vicki, as her mother called her.

Her brown hair gleamed in the light of the bulb hanging over the stairs. “I just got home from school. I had to catch a ride with Ginny. Where were you? Here all this time?” She made a pouty face.

“No,” he said. “I got a call from the sheriff a little while ago about that Adams girl. I knew you were safe at the school, and I was hoping you'd stay there.”

“The school's not that safe, daddy,” Vicki said. “Remember what happened a month ago?”

He nodded soberly. Of course he remembered. “I just don't think that lightning would strike twice there, my dear. Not with Ty Foster dead. Whatever's happening now, it's just someone sick. Someone who was maybe inspired by him. I'm sure the sheriff will solve it soon.”

“Really?” she asked, looking down at him innocently. So innocently. Like her friend Monica. He'd always liked her. That was one of the reasons he'd been so excited to start with her.

Mayor Warren felt himself smile at the memory, and at the knowledge of what was soon to come. “Anytime now. I think he's close.” He looked down at his hands; no blood on them yet. But soon.
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“It's Mayor Warren” I said, all at once certain – and yet possessed of a nagging doubt, somewhere deep in my soul.

Miss Woods just stared at me. So did Miguel. “Whut?” he said, squinting at me, as though that would make it clearer.

I paced past the fax machine. “It's the pictures. Remember how at Monica's house, she'd made it to her room and swept stuff off the top of her dresser?”

“Sure,” Miss Woods said skeptically; I could tell she was waiting for me to come to the point of my conclusion so she could crap all over it. I understood that impulse, because who wanted to believe the town's mayor was a likely serial killer?

“There was one she landed a bloody finger on,” I said, “and it was the one that had Vicki and Hannah in it with her, along with their parents. Mr. Anderson is older than his fifties. Mrs. Anderson and Mrs. Warren are not men–”

“Unless this is a serious Ace Ventura situation,” Miguel said, utterly deadpan.

“–which means that the only man in our age range in that picture was Mayor Warren,” I said. “And furthermore, when Mia saw the killer burst into her room, she grabbed a photo, too, of her family on a lake. Not for any reason like throwing it at him. She just grabbed it and dropped it. As if to mirror what we told her about Monica's room, to signal to me to look at the photo.”

Miss Woods looked strained, like she was in danger of biting her lip. “Look...I don't want to discourage you from this line of reasoning, because I do believe you are the best hope of figuring this out. But this theory seems...” She paused, as if struggling for the word.

“Batshit crazy,” Miguel supplied the words for her. “You think the mayor is a rapist and murderer? That he killed Monica? And Bick? And Robbie? And now's he nabbed Mia?”

“Yes,” I said. “Think about it – Vicki was at school today. Why would he send his daughter to school on today of all days? No one else did from our class, because we just lost a ton of classmates. Parents are scared. My dad didn't want me to go. The only reason you came is because your mom's out of town and Miss Woods was watching you.”

His eyes got a kind of glazed, half-fearful look. “Yeah, but...the mayor?”

“You said it yourself,” I eased a little closer to him and Miss Woods, “the mayor got you in a room with the sheriff, and browbeat you about April 12th until you shut up. He did the same thing with me, got the sheriff to drag me in, started 'just asking questions' until they had me humiliated, terrified, and sweating. Why? Because I knew some of the same things as Robbie and Monica.” I hesitated. “Or at least they think I do. I can't really remember them firsthand.”

“This is a very thin thread to hang all your hopes on,” Miss Woods said.

“He's in the age range,” I said. “He's an ASU grad; I've seen him wear the sweatshirt.”

“Yo, here's a question I've always had about Mayor McCheese,” Miguel said. “He's got no other job besides mayor, right? But this is a small town. And he lives in a nice house. So where'd he get his money?”

Miss Woods thought about that for a second. “You know, Miguel actually has an excellent point there. Is it inherited wealth, y'think?”

“Don't know,” I said, “but he's never had a job that I can remember, other than being mayor.”

“That's all very suspicious,” Miss Woods said, “and could be a contributing factor. Following the money is a time-tested detective tactic. You may have something here, but...”

“Oh, no, here comes the but,” Miguel said. “You just know it's gonna be bigger than Kim K's.”

Miss Woods shook her head slowly. “But unless you want to go full vigilante, you need more. You need something you can prove.”

My heart sank; what evidence did I actually have?

None. None at all.

Mia's life was hanging in the balance, and even though I thought I had the answers, I had once again failed...because I had no way to prove it.
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“Or...” She paused, cocking her head, then reached for the phone and dialed a number by reflex. “Reed? I need you to run a criminal background for me. Name is Keith Warren, currently mayor of Sunvail.” She clicked on the speakerphone. “I'm here with Ava and Miguel.”

“Hi kids,” Reed said, sounding a little annoyed at the other end of the phone. “Give me a second, I was busy living my life away from a computer, which is probably something you millennials aren't familiar with.” I heard a keyboard tapping at the other end of the phone. “Okay, Keith Warren, current address is Bishop's Garden Avenue, Sunvail...oh, my. He has a criminal history, but his record was state level only – juvenile – and was expunged twenty-five years ago.” His voice seemed to tighten. “Kat, he served five years for assault, kidnapping, forcible rape and sodomy, back when he was thirteen.”

“Holy shit,” Miguel said, his dark eyebrows climbing up his forehead. “That's a big ass waving red flag.”

“I'm reading the report now,” Reed said, “it's not something we're supposed to have access to, because of the expungement, but thankfully the government is slow. Look, none of this is admissible, but it looks like there's still a rape kit in evidence from that incident. If it's not completely ruined by time and poor storage, I could try and shake it loose and get it tested, run it against the one from ASU in '76 and the one we just got from Monica Thomas's body.”

“Oh, please do,” I said, feeling a shot of hope seemingly bringing me back to life. “Pretty, pretty please, with extra sugar on top?”

He chuckled at the other end of the line. “Done. Problem is – it'll be a minute. By which I mean 'a minute' in the new slang, where it actually stands in for 'an unspecified long time.' Getting the old rape kit from that local police department may be the work of a day, or it could be a six-week boondoggle that results in nothing because the chain of custody is destroyed, or the samples are contaminated, or it's ruled completely inadmissible because it's tainted with eight different kinds of DNA. It'll take a while. And a lot can go wrong, that's what I'm telling you.”

“A lot has gone wrong,” I said, looking across the phone at Miss Woods. “We can't wait days to prove that Mayor Warren is the one who kidnapped Mia. She could be dead by then – or worse.”

“There's something worse than being dead?” Miguel asked, then seemed to realize what he said. “Oh. Yeah. The mayor is not a pretty man. That is worse.”

I cocked my head at him. “If he was a pretty man and he tried to force himself on you, it'd be better?”

“I mean, maybe a little,” Miguel said. “I think about it like if a pretty girl is forcing herself on me, we don't have a problem, you know?”

“Then that's not forced, jackass,” I said.

He finally seemed to get it. “Right. Well, whatcha gonna do?”

I started to answer, reflexively, but the sound of tires lightly screeching out front of Miss Woods' house made her and I both stiffen. She hurried to the window and moved the curtains to look out before turning back to me, ashen. “It's the sheriff,” she said. “You should go out the back, now. Miguel – you sit here.”

“You don't think he's here because he thinks you're doing something wrong with me, do you?” he asked, looking like he was about to break out in a sweat.

“I haven't done anything wrong with you, and I'm not going to,” she said, hurrying me to the back door. “Go do what you need to do. I'll stall him if I have to.”

“You really think he's here for–” I started to ask. But a heavy, thumping knock at the front of the house made me pause just inches from the back door.

“Miss Woods, open up.” Sheriff Carter's voice boomed, audibly, through the house.

“Coming!” she called back, and opened the door, shoving me out. “Do what you have to. I'll join you when I can – if I can. Don't wait up.” And she shut the door in my face before I heard her small footsteps hurrying to the front of the house.

I slipped out behind the detached garage, putting myself just around the corner where I could hear the front door open over the house. It was muffled, but audible to me, when Miss Woods said, “Hello, Sheriff. What can I do for you?”

“I'm looking for Ava Garcia,” he said, his voice hard and sharp, like a knife, and putting a chill right into my soul. “She's a suspect in the murders of Robbie Benton and Monica Thomas, as well as the kidnapping of Mia Adams.”
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I heard the sheriff's words, filled with an edge of spite, as they echoed all the way over Miss Woods' rental house. I was standing in the backyard, hiding behind the freestanding garage, and yet they hit me like a slap to the cheek. The warm wind came slipping past, stirring my shirt, and it left me wondering exactly how he'd come to this conclusion.

“You think Ava killed these people?” Miss Woods asked, and it felt like she was trying not to laugh, a hint of restraint only holding her back. “Ava Garcia? Ninety-five pounds soaking wet, blow-away-in-a-strong-wind Ava Garcia? You really think she somehow kidnapped Mia Adams, who outweighs her by a solid twenty pounds? And that she raped Monica Thomas?”

“How would you know if Monica Thomas was raped?” Sheriff Carter's tone took an abrupt turn into the confrontational. Before he'd been angry, champing at the bit. Now he seemed to be turning his suspicion loose on Miss Woods. I could picture him, his pale, freckled skin turning red as he regarded her with those steely eyes. I'd seen that look paired with that tone too many times lately to mistake it for anything else.

“Oh, please, we all talk in this town,” she said, utterly dismissing him. “And I didn't hear Bick Ramsey's name in your litany of Ava's supposed crimes. I take it you still think that he just happened to commit suicide at the same time all this other madness is going on?”

“I'm not here to discuss my investigation with you,” Carter said tightly. “When was the last time you saw Ava Garcia?”

“A little while ago,” Miss Woods said casually. “She was in my class this morning. You know – before school got canceled on account of the kidnapping.”

“When was the last time you saw her? The time, please.”

“I can't recall,” Miss Woods said. “She's in my third period class. I had to send her to the office as a runner during part of it.” I felt a certain precision in her words; like she was leaving gaps and conditional statements that occluded the things she didn't want to answer for.

She was attempting to cover for me without lying.

“Say,” Miss Woods said, “do you have any idea where she might have taken Mia, if she kidnapped her? It's not like Sunvail's a big place, and if Mia was struggling, she probably would have left a trail...which you should be following, shouldn't you?”

I heard Sheriff Carter bristle, even at this distance. It was not a subtle thing, and came out in the tonality of his answer. “There is no trail.”

“Let me get this straight: Ava, who is incredibly thin, kidnapped Mia, an average-sized girl, and there's no trail?” Miss Woods seemed to be having a surprising amount of fun with the sheriff considering the circumstances. “And this seems like a reasonable hypothesis to you? Like, she just carried Mia out? Fireman style or something?”

“Clearly, she had help,” Carter said, exasperation bleeding through. “Someone bigger and stronger. Someone like Miguel Martinez, maybe. Which brings me to my next question – when did you last see Miguel?”

“About ten seconds before you knocked,” she said sweetly. “Miguel? The sheriff would like to speak with you...”

I couldn't listen any longer, I realized, pulling my hand away from the garage's smooth clapboard surface. Mia was out there, and the sheriff was looking for me as the suspect. That meant there was no chance he was looking where she actually was–

With the mayor, if I was right.

Keeping my ears open to hear the sheriff's conversation coming rapidly off the rails as his suspicions about Miguel, at least, were completely knocked off track by Miss Woods' clever work, I retreated down the block at the fastest run I could manage without looking like I was a blur, and hurried toward the berm at the edge of town so that I could make my way to the mayor's house.

And, hopefully, Mia.
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I hit the berm at the edge of town and leapt over, landing in the sand roughly, feet buried up to my ankles. I'd left my shoes behind Miss Woods' garage, and now my bare feet burned lightly, sands sliding between my toes as I looked up. South, there was nothing but a clear path, and I set myself like a runner about to come flying out of the gate.

And fly out of the gate, I did, launching into a run.

It was always rough the first dozen steps or so, as I tried to get to breakaway speed. I could run pretty fast just using normal metahuman strength, but it seemed like I needed fifteen or twenty feet to really hit my stride, to catapult myself into the higher-end velocities, to reach speeds of hundreds of miles per hour. My feet getting caught in the layer of loose sand slowed me down, and I didn't burst into the realm of hyperspeed for almost a hundred feet.

But after that, my feet were moving so fast that they barely touched sand. I was at each step and gone before my feet had a chance to sink.

Crossing the highway south of town was easy today, as no one was on it. The sun beat on me, hot overhead, threatening to make me sweat as I made my turn toward the rich side of town.

I crossed it in a blur, and was behind the mayor's house in moments. A stately two story, bigger than Mia's lux home but much smaller than Mr. Jackson's, it looked plenty big enough for their family of three, and sat with its backyard offering convenient access to the desert and its views.

Hitting the ground at the edge of the berm, I could see a recent disturbance in the sands where the lawn met the desert's edge, like someone had struggled across that boundary. It wasn't exactly hard evidence, but then, what hard evidence did I expect to find? Other than Mia, hopefully alive, somewhere in the house?

Scanning across the exterior of the house, I noted the sliding glass door was open to the back patio. A beautiful white set of furniture occupied the space under the awning, a fire pit table at its center, a flatscreen TV hung on the wall. Outside. Words drifted out from within. “Daddy? I'm going over to Hannah's.”

Hellbent Hannah Anderson? I knew she lived just across the street.

“Okay, sweetheart,” Mayor Warren said, appearing behind the curtain, which was gently blowing in the breeze. Who left the door open like that in this heat?

Rich people. Clearly rich people. If I'd left the door open like that, my dad would have taken a page out of Miguel’s mom's book and come after me with a chancla. “What am I, made of money?” he'd say. You learn quick being poor and Arizonan that you don't leave the door open for long.

“You should stay over at the Andersons,” Mayor Warren said, his voice drifting out, though I couldn't see him. “I'm heading out in the next few minutes, might be gone for a while. Gotta coordinate with the sheriff, you know, with all that's happening. I could be away all night, and I wouldn't want you here alone.”

“Ohhh, thanks, daddy,” she said, and I heard the smacking kiss of a SoCal girl, which clearly Vicki was, if one state out of place. “I'll see you later. Love ya!” And the front door slammed.

I pursed my lips, closed my eyes, and listened, lying flat on the hot berm, the sands burning from the sun's wrath.

It was quiet for a few moments, except for the background noise of Sunvail. Vicki walking across the street, sandals slapping in time with her steps, the muffled sound of the doorbell ringing at the Anderson house. A dog barking in the distance, muted by being behind brick and glass in someone's house.

And then the sound of the mayor opening a door in the house, and speaking.

“I'm going to be gone for a little while,” he said, calling out to someone. “I have to attend to some mayoral business, you understand. Now...you keep quiet; not that you have a choice.” He chuckled with an uncomfortable sort of glee. He shut the door and it echoed, along with his footsteps, as he walked to the garage. I only knew that because a moment after he opened the door, the garage door started to rise on its clacking, motorized track. A few more moments and I heard his car start, back out of the driveway, and begin to drive away, the garage door clackety-clacking closed.

Staring into the wide-open sliding glass door, a thought occurred to me:

“This is the trappiest trap in the history of traps,” I whispered to myself. “This is the mother of all Admiral Ackbar situations.” Because hell if it wasn't.

Still, I rose to my feet, and hurried over the berm, with barely a thought other than to rush in and rush out before he could return. Because Mia's life was on the line, and I could do no less.
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Slipping in through the gently wafting white sheers covering the sliding glass door, I caught a whiff of Vicki's perfume. It wasn't subtle; it was about as obvious as a hammer to the nose. It blanketed the place, along with the aroma of takeout from the diner.

I paused just inside the entry to take stock of everything I knew, everything I could hear and see.

The kitchen lay to the right, a gorgeous marble countertop stretching all around, and bright cabinetry interrupted only by sleek, new appliances nestled in the planned gaps. A long island separated the space from the living area, this one giant room almost larger than my tiny, chopped up house.

I listened, but all I could hear were the same distant sounds: dogs barking, the hum of lights, and the gentle talking of distant voices in other houses.

Knowing I didn't have long before the trap was sprung, I mentally worked my way through my options: if Vicki was living here, and wandering around, the mayor wouldn't have put Mia somewhere that Vicki might run across her. Right? Unless his daughter was involved...which seemed unlikely.

Glancing around, I noted that to my left, across the living room, was a recessed hallway that seemed to lead to the master bedroom. I found myself tiptoeing over as quickly as possible on my bare feet, cold tile infusing my toes, and glanced inside, highly attuned to any extraneous noise.

Some of Mrs. Warren's clothing was laid out on the bed, as though she'd packed but not bothered to put away the things she'd opted not to take with her. Mr. Warren's side was clear of debris except for blankets, and was unmade. I caught a drift of a strong scent of deodorant from it, as well as shampoo wafting off the pillow.

With delicate steps I went quickly through Mrs. Warren's closet, which was immense, the size of my room, and completely filled with clothing on all four sides. It had a table in the middle of it strewn with shoes, but no sign of any hidden compartments or doors behind the clothing. Stepping back into the bedroom, I realized there was a second, smaller closet and headed that way.

His closet was almost as big as hers.

I hadn't even realized Mr. Warren was a clotheshorse. Who notices a middle-aged man's dressing habits? Not me. He had suits, he had T-shirts; a sweatshirt with ASU printed in bold lettering was resting in a cubby for sweatshirts and hoodies.

But there were no hidden doors I could detect in the walls, and I left quickly, making a quick sweep through the bathroom, with its luxury-plated fixtures and separate soaker tub and tile-covered shower. This looked like ultimate luxury to me, especially since my shower was one of those plastic bathtub kinds.

A quick scan through a white, glowing living room that was tastefully furnished in a classic style with a grandfather clock and furniture with wood legs and cloth upholstery left me no closer to the truth. Coming through the main hallway foyer, I found a coat closet full of fall jackets, and then–

There was a lonely door that opened to a set of stairs. Downward stairs.

To the basement.

I looked around, wondering if the teeth of this trap were already closing around me. I couldn't hear Mr. Warren's car, nor any other car, anywhere nearby. There was a low thrum of activity from the town at large, but that was normal, and probably included cars on the other side of town, all fading in the general background hum of Sunvail.

Catching myself just before I opened my big yap and called down looking for Mia, I clamped my jaw shut. If she was here, she was muted, for sure. There was no sound coming from downstairs, nothing audible over the noise of the air conditioner clanking to life. Presumably because some idiot had left the back doors wide open.

With a buzz in my stomach from worry, I started down the stairs.
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The stairs squeaked with every step I took down. Going down into the Warrens' basement from the upstairs of their ultralux mansion was like entering another world. The steps weren't softly carpeted like the ones leading upstairs. Here they were simple boards, two by fours nailed down to a supporting frame in a manner so obvious that I could see the nail heads shining out of the unpolished wood.

Bare, incandescent bulbs shone delicate light over a storage room, incomplete in their luminosity and allowing shadows to pool all around me at the edges. There were no windows, or at least no windows exposed. Storage shelves overflowing with boxes, odds, and ends, dominated every part of the room I could see.

I had my knees bent to allow me to look over the basement from behind the upper wall of the staircase. My feet and ankles would be visible to anyone below in the basement, and stooping down to look, I saw no one watching. What an odd spectacle I would be, slowly descending the staircase barefooted, my jean shorts ballooning out at the crest of my long, skinny legs.

There was an old green felt pool table in the middle of the room, the cues discarded across it with balls scattered like a game had been abandoned right in the middle. Every step squeaked, and I grimaced at each as it emitted an awful, moaning noise.

When I reached the bottom of the stairs, I could see into the darkness behind them – barely. Another series of shelves – five of them, all in clean lines, were set up like a library of discarded crap, all filled to brimming. Behind that, I couldn't see the far wall, just hints of old, wood paneling somewhere a few feet beyond the last of the shelves.

Something about the setup reminded me of the time I'd been in Wyrick's abandoned gas station with the invisible man, and while trying to give me the slip, he'd overturned the shelves on me. They'd come down like dominos. A similar situation could easily unfold here, and I needed to be careful of that, because the shelves were not far apart.

“Hello?” I called out, listening for any variance in the quiet. It wasn't silent down here, but it was closer, all the outside noises of Sunvail stifled by the insulation of being underground. My foot touched the concrete floor beneath the last step and it sent a chill across the bare pad at the bottom of my foot.

The smell of stale air mingled with something else. Sharp, metallic, familiar–

Blood.

I smelled blood.

“Mia?” I called, drifting past the pool table, the tail of my t-shirt swaying with my motion. My baggy shorts brushed against the wooden table side, bumping against my hip and rattling the balls and pool cues. I eyed one of them as it threatened to roll its tip off the edge, but it settled instead of clacking onto the smooth, green surface.

There was no noise from the far corner of the basement, and once more I realized how dangerous a position I was in. Mayor Warren surely had her gagged under whatever power of sound suppression he possessed, the same thing that he had done to Rusty to silence the dog on the night of her murder. The same thing he'd done to Bick, and Robbie.

Ahead, I could see the outline of a door in the hazy darkness. The lintel caught the slightest hint of low power lamplight from the overhead bulbs. I felt drawn toward it, at a speed that felt, to me, like a crawl.

Placing my hand on the door handle, again I remembered Sienna Nealon's suggestion to wear a mask. That would have been good to have right now, along with gloves, since I was presently leaving my fingerprints everywhere in the Warren house.

The door resisted. Locked. I tried again, and realized it made no noise at all as I tried to rattle it. It was blanketed under whatever silent suppression power the mayor had used.

I scuffed my foot against the floor behind me, and it made noise, my heel brushing concrete.

This, then, was where the zone of silence began.

I gulped, closed my eyes–

And threw my shoulder against the wooden door.

It broke open soundlessly, though a splinter struck me in the arm as the jamb burst. The moment I was inside, the silence died and a voice screamed–

“AIIIIIIIEEEEEEEEEEEE!” At the top of her lungs, Mia wailed. She was bound to a thick, metal chair with leather straps, tied so tight her hands and wrists appeared purple against her lily pale skin. She was stripped down to checkered boxer shorts and a black tank top, and her raven hair was piled up in a messy bun atop her head. Her eyes were swollen from crying, and the smell of pee was so strong I almost gagged the moment I made it into the room.

A quick look around confirmed I was in a strange room; white tile on the walls, a floor drain in the concrete pad, and a work bench with cutting tools surrounded me. The scent that was in the air was urine, but beyond that was a chemical aroma that reminded me of the city morgue, all laid over the thick aroma of old blood.

Her eyes bulged as she looked at me, her scream cutting off abruptly. “Ava!” she cried through a scratchy throat, voice like she'd had her vocal cords hit by a round of sanding. “It was the mayor! He–”

“I know,” I said, coming around behind her and wasting no time with the leather straps. I wiggled a finger in on either side and pulled, using all my strength. The leather popped, and she was free.

Mia hugged me so hard I thought she might take me down, but I bore her weight easily. Too easily, in fact; she felt like nothing in my grasp, like a baby doll I'd played with as a kid. Just another reminder that I wasn't what I used to be.

“Are you okay?” I asked. “Did he...?”

“Just carried me off, the sicko,” she said, wiping her eyes. “Didn't say a word, just grinned at me. He came and got me at my house, Ava. Busted in through the window. I tried to leave a clue–”

“I know, I got it,” I said, grabbing her by the wrist. “We need to get out of here. Now.”

But it was too late.

Because standing there, silently, just beyond the door to his torture room...

...Was Mayor Warren, grinning wide.
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“I'm so glad you're here, Ava,” Mayor Warren said, stepping inside his chamber of death, and setting the broken door daintily back into the spot where I'd broken it down to rescue Mia. He didn't hesitate to turn his back on us, Mia clutching my arm and crying quietly in despair. “I was hoping you'd get my message and come.”

“Of course,” I said, trying to keep my cool. Mia's fingernails were digging into my arm, drawing faint hints of blood where she pressed them in hard. I barely felt it. “Well, you left me so many clues.”

He came up, eyes wide and filled with delight. “Yes. Yes! I have been waiting for someone like you, Ava, to understand. To really see me.”

“Oh, we see you,” Mia said.

“Hush,” he said, and flicked his hand at her.

Mia opened her mouth to scream–

But nothing came out. She widened her lips soundlessly, moving like a figure on a TV that was muted.

“Isn't that better?” Mayor Warren asked. “Some people really should just shut up.”

“She's my friend,” I said, easing back slightly, keeping myself between him and Mia.

“She was never your friend until you lost the other one you had,” Warren said, looking at me slyly. “Now, look at you. You're practically like...sisters.” His lips twisted as though he had a succulent bite in his mouth, which was discomforting. “But I understand. You work with what you have. I've done a very similar thing in this town, you see.”

“Monica was just something you had, huh?” I asked, trying to stay still, not provoke him.

Warren made a grimacing smile. “It's tough having you pretty girls around with Vicki, you understand? A man like me has certain needs, and things can get a bit...stifling. Sometimes I have to take a little trip out of town to get what I need because...well, you shouldn't shit where you live. Know what I mean?”

Looking around the room, I had a pretty clear idea. “I think so. You bring women from elsewhere here, to this room, where you...do what you need to.” The very idea sent a quiver of utter revulsion through me, but I tamped down on it hard. I kept my mind steely, thought of Sienna, and what she would do: try to think of the next question.

“That's right,” he said, smiling. “I always looked elsewhere, out of respect for my wife and daughter. Couldn't have my...interests...causing problems here. This is our home, after all.”

“But something changed,” I said. “Robbie. Bick. They weren't for your own joy, were they?”

“Oh, absolutely not,” he said, looking vaguely disgusted. “I didn't mind killing them, of course, that had to happen. But they didn't meet my needs. Not like pretty young Monica. Not like,” he waved his hand at Mia, who was still struggling beside me, and who buried her nails even deeper in my arm at this, “like beautiful Mia there, with her hair as black as midnight and lips to match. Though not at the moment,” he chuckled. Her lips were fully red now, lacking her usual lipstick. “But I was told, you see. Given a list of names and told to scratch them off.”

“So you violated your rules about Sunvail,” I said.

“See, you understand,” he said, smiling. “I knew you understood. I mean, I was intrigued after I heard what you did with Ty. Listening outside the interrogation room.” He fanned himself. “Thought I was going to have to excuse myself.” He laughed. “You were such a delicious slut.”

I kept a tight grip on Mia, who was still screaming soundlessly beside me. “I...don't know what to say to that.”

“You don't have to say anything, that's the beauty of it,” he said, still smiling eerily. “I thought it was just wonderful.” He closed his eyes and let his head bob side to side. “I had to go shopping for a girl in Phoenix that night to express my feelings.” He cackled. “I expressed my feelings all over her before I took her out to the desert to stay with the rest of them.”

He was a serial killer. That's what I was picking up from what I'd heard thus far. A serial killer who'd always killed elsewhere, until he'd turned his unique talents loose on Sunvail at the behest of...who?

I came up with a revolutionary strategy. “So...who guided you in choosing Monica, Bick, and Robbie?” Yes, I just asked.

His eyes fluttered, then narrowed. “Before I say anything else, I need to know something, straight from you.” He took another step closer. “You see it, don't you? I know you have powers. I've seen you run around the town. Most couldn't, even if they were looking at you; you'd just disappear to them. Not me.” He smiled, and it was eerie. “We're alike, you and I. You're the speed, I'm the silence.

“But what you have to realize,” he said, “there is a powerful force at work here, greater than you or me. We are tiny pawns in the game being played. I wish it weren't so; I thought all my life that everyone else was beneath me – weaker, meant to be quieted, quelled, and used however I wished. Until I met...” His jaw tightened; he swallowed visibly. “There are those who have more power than us. Who could look down on us from just as great a height as we look down on those beneath us.”

He held his hands out and awkwardly rubbed them together, licking his lips. “We have a part to play here. I was shown, you see. I see in you the same reckless disregard for the rules of this pallid society that I, myself, have. The social conventions that don't make any sense. Laws that try to bind us, but they can't.” His eyes widened, his grin got manic, feral. “Their laws don't apply to us. We will be forced to answer to a greater power. Part of a hierarchy that can't be seen by normal human eyes, not right now. It'll be a new world that emerges from what's to come, and you'll see – we'll be at the top.” He took his hand – sweating, shaking – and extended it to me. “You can be a big part of that, of bringing it about. A world where you don't have to be afraid anymore of mobs of angry little people coming after you in the night. Of some furious lawman knocking on your door, looking to turn your life upside down. You'll be the one who turns lives upside down. You'll be the one who comes in the night.”

His voice quivered. “Join me, Ava. We're alike, you and me. We're two of a kind in this crazy, mismatched town.” Extending his hand, he added. “Together, we can bring about the change. That's what this is. I know you see the edges of it, and it must excite you like it does me. It's got you wondering, I can feel your curiosity. Let me invite you in. Join me, and we can be together in this – and all other ways.” His smile got even more wild, along with his eyes. “I can show you things Ty never did, satisfy you in ways he never could.”

There it was. I listened to him with surprising calm all the way through his insane pitch, mentally gathering all the little pieces of his diatribe, trying to fit together what he was talking about, to make it make sense in the context of the murders, of metahumans, and April 12th, seeking some unifying field theory that would tie everything together.

And then he had to go and make his vile offer to couple with me, and insult Ty along the way, and...

I felt something in my head snap, and the old words another dissident in a tyrannical place popped into my mind.

Live not by lies.

“I will never. Join. You,” I said, spitting the words out one by one. “Not in anything you've done. You are a murderer, a rapist, the sort of vile scum that make me sick to my stomach. I wouldn't join you if a meteor was about to crash onto Sunvail and you had the last bus ticket out of town. Ty was one of those humans you look down on, and he was eighteen thousand times the man you are; the ghost of him is more satisfying than you'll ever be, you pathetic shit stain–”

Mayor Warren's face spasmed into fury, and he waved a hand at me–

My voice just cut out.

I was still speaking for a few seconds, but silence fell over me, around me, enveloping and encompassing me until I realized that he'd simply silenced me.

“If you don't want to be like me, you can be like one of them,” Warren said, his face, previously animated, now a cold mask, “and you can die like one of them. Crying alone in the choking silence, unheard by any other soul, as I show you there is a superior race upon this planet and that I am the harbinger of their return.”

And with that, he set his face, and set his feet, and I knew, even though I'd been in so very few fights in my life...

That I was about to fight for mine.

And the loser would not be walking out of here alive.
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My brain misfired as I realized the situation I was in. Stuck in a tiny room that stunk of blood, pee, and chemicals, Mia a few steps behind me, and the mayor – the murderous, raping Keith Warren leering at me with a psychopathic fury only feet away, his fist raised like he wanted to bring it raining down on me in a blow that would shatter my skull like a sledgehammer.

He could do it. I knew this.

Warren came at me with a primal scream, and I felt myself freeze and throw up my hands in front of me, trying to stave off the worst of the damage he could cause. Enraged, bellicose, and strong, his wrist slammed into contact with mine, hastily thrown up to protect me, and a shot of pure pain shot down my arm as I staggered back.

He stumbled back, too, though, as though we'd just traded punches, and he shook his wrist and hand, teeth clenched. “I forgot for a moment that you're like me.”

I seethed through clenched teeth, and though neither he nor I could hear it, I said it anyway. “I...am nothing like you.”

He attacked me without mercy, swinging his fists while I held up my arms in front of me, and felt like I was getting hit by a battering ram. The urge to run was strong; I wanted to jet sideways, to bolt away, to run through the broken door and out of the house, to speed up the stairs and out the wide open back door into the desert, never to return to this house, this neighborhood, and maybe even this town, if this loathsome, disgusting gremlin was still here.

But he wasn't going to leave, I didn't have anywhere to go, and the space I was in was too confining to allow me to build up to breakaway speed. In addition, Mia backed into the workbench behind me and the tool pegboard above it rattled, apparently outside her bubble of imposed silence.

“I thought you understood me,” he said, hammering at my arms. I took the blows along the forearm, felt the stings and pain, keeping my face between my tight-squeezed wrists and elbows. He punched underneath my arms and hit me in the ribs, and I screamed soundlessly, because it hurt like someone had stabbed me.

This was violence I wasn't used to. When I'd taken on Dr. Wilcox, it had been me against him, and I'd had enough space to run at him, and he'd lacked the meta capacity to react quickly. When I'd taken on Century's assassins, it had been in a wide-open field where all I'd had to do was run at them and hit them lightly, amateurishly, and they'd gone flying from all my transferred momentum.

I could build no momentum here, and was under a wild, thrashing, close-up attack from a man who'd completely flipped his lid. He was swinging his fists at me, practically frothing at the mouth, little spittle lines appearing at the corners of his lips. He was making a rattling sound deep in his throat, one that sounded a bit like an engine being pushed way too hard.

“Do you have any idea what you are denying?” he screamed. “What I could do for you? The pleasures I could show you? I'm a god!”

He struck me so hard I fell back, tripping over my own feet, unable to bear up under his furious assault any longer. He was on me in an instant, and I screamed again, and it was terrifying to hear nothing at all of my voice, to receive nothing but a blow to the face, then another, as he made all the noise and I made none.

“You want to be one of them?” Mayor Warren screamed. “Then you can die like one of them! And I will treat you like one of them first!” He jerked, his eyes going wide. The rain of blows stopped.

It was like time had halted. I looked out from behind my bruised forearms, and saw him straddling my legs, a pained look on his face. He looked down and raised his arm. Blooming from beneath it was a handle–

He plucked it, and out came a blade some six inches long. He drew it from his side and I realized Mia was standing just feet from him as he did so, retreating back on wobbly legs, him staring at the bloody skinning knife she'd slipped between his ribs. “Betrayal,” he pronounced, looking at the crimson-covered blade.

“It's not a betrayal if I was never on your side to begin with,” Mia said, her eyes red with rage and terror. She stumbled back against the work bench and the tools rattled again. This time I realized – there were a full array of knives there. She fumbled and produced another, holding it in front of her. “It's just getting your ass stabbed by one of those lowly human girls you like to rape and murder.”

“Nothing more than animals,” he seethed, turning his attention to her and raising the blade. “That's what you are. And you know the nice thing about animals?” He stared at her over the bloodied knife. “They stay fucking quiet.”

I will not be silent.

It felt like I had woken from a long sleep, and sensation came back to my legs where he straddled them. I felt a disgusted sensation in my belly, and it turned to one singular thought that I gave voice to, and that came out loud and clear. “Get off me!”

I spasmed as hard as I could, and Mayor Warren flew into the air. He struck the ceiling headfirst, disappeared into the tiles, and something clanged and thumped as his head hit something metal and hard. He came down in a pile, and Mia screamed, lunging forward and burying another knife between his collarbone and neck. She then screamed again and scurried back, seizing another tool off the pegboard, this time a hammer.

But I threw myself on to Mayor Warren, battering him across the face with sloppy punches that I had barely any control over. They made contact and rocked his head back from sheer strength, not any actual ability or technique. His skull bounced against the concrete floor, his jaw cracked and adopted a strange tilt to it. After a few more hits, all from rage vented at him over what he did to me, I pulled myself off and slumped against the legs of the chair Mia had been imprisoned in.

Mayor Warren's eyes were dazed. “I...didn't even...do it...” he said, slurring his words. With spasming motions, he reached up and grabbed hold of the knife in his neck. He pulled it out in a clumsy motion that took three attempts, and when the tip came out, a rush of blood followed in a geyser. It splashed across the concrete floor and flooded its way to the drain at the center. “School, I mean. I didn't...I would have liked to...with some of you girls, but...” His eyes found mine for a brief moment...

...And then he rattled in death, his eyes turned glassy, and he was, at last, silent.
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“Ava,” Mia said, in a harsh, croaking voice. “Ava, is he dead? Ava, did I just kill him?”

The smell of blood was even stronger now. It flowed across the floor into the concrete drain, no longer coming in a gush, but instead seeping out of Mayor Warren's body in a steady flow that slackened as I watched. Without a heart to pump it, it was reduced to being directed by gravity, and had turned from a wash to a drip. “Yes,” I said, after ten full seconds of silence, “I think we both did.”

“What...what do we do now?” Mia asked. She was clinging to the work bench, hammer clutched in her hands. “Ava, my fingerprints are on everything.” She wiped off the hammer's wooden grip. “Yours, too.” She brushed a tear out of her eye and left a streak of blood across her pale cheek. “What do we do, Ava?”

I still lay almost flat against the ground, breathing hard. “I don't know.”

A squeak in the distance sent my heart, which had been thrumming steadily, into a near-orbital trajectory. I turned my head and looked at the broken door, still resting in its frame.

Someone was coming. Steady footsteps across the concrete outside gave me the sense that whoever it was, they were taking a slow, measured approach. When they reached the broken door they paused.

“Ava,” Mia whispered, shaking at the side, frozen, looking at me.

But I couldn't do anything. I hurt all over, especially my side, and my arms, and I felt once again frozen in place. I could see LL's face in front of me, tears running down her cheeks, and it was like I'd been catapulted back in time to a lonely moment long ago, a lifetime ago–

Run, Ava, she whispered to me.

Before I could do anything, the door crashed in, and Mia screamed, fumbling the knife.

Sheriff Carter was standing there in the breach, pistol drawn. He took in the room with a glance, and pointed the gun at me. A flash in his eyes indicated rage and malice, while he settled his gaze on Mayor Warren, bleeding on the floor. He didn't speak for a moment, then managed to get out in a scratchy, shaking voice, “On your feet.”

His words drove me out of my quavering freeze, and I sat up. Putting my palms on the cold, concrete floor, I rose.

The sheriff came in behind me and snapped the first cuff on my wrist with a click that echoed like a gunshot. He had the other on a moment later, the sound of his gun touching holster a second after. “Ava Garcia, you are under arrest.”

“She didn't do anything,” Mia said, voice hoarse. “She saved me. Mayor Warren kidnapped me. He–”

“You don't know what you're saying, Mia,” Sheriff Carter said, much calmer, and more pleasant with her than with me. “You need to just cool off for a bit.”

“I stabbed him,” Mia said, defiantly. “He kidnapped me in my room and dragged me here, and I stabbed him right in his neck as soon as I got free. Because he was going to rape me and kill me, and he said so. He said he's done it to lots of girls–”

“You're just overwhelmed, that's all,” Carter said, and he started to drag me from the room. I took care to step over the broken door. “Wait here. I'm going to put her in the car and I'll be right back We'll get you some help.”

Mia stopped at the door like it was an invisible wall. I met her eyes as I looked back, Sheriff Carter steering me away, then up the stairs.

I stayed silent as he led me out and put me in the back of his car, the engine running and the AC blowing as he shut the door, wordlessly, and left me there with nothing but a look that could have melted the whole damned thing into slag.
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I didn't have to wait long for my ride to jail. Carter himself came out the moment after Hal Otis arrived on the scene with flashing blue lights. He gave me more of the silent treatment on the way to the jail, a very quick ride, and he locked me in the interrogation room, chaining my cuffs to the table before leaving me there with another look, colder this time.

My mind raced as fast as my feet could had I been unrestrained and given open ground. Mia had probably killed Mayor Warren, but I'd pummeled him first. Did that matter? Sheriff Carter seemed determined to blame me, the girl from the wrong side of town, and absolve Mia, the one from the right side.

In truth, neither of us had done anything wrong today, unless you counted my trespassing into Mayor Warren's trap. Defending ourselves from the psychotic mayor was allowable, right?

Who was I kidding? This wasn't the first person I'd killed. Not even close. The body count was starting to rack up around me, and it made me wonder–

Why couldn't I remember what happened on April 12th? If it was as simple as me running out the doors of the school and going until I collapsed outside town, why couldn't I recall it?

And what had the mayor known?

I wouldn't get the truth from him, not now that he was dead. He'd had answers, maybe all the answers, save for who the invisible man was – and he'd attacked me so viciously that I couldn't help but be glad Mia had killed him.

The one-way glass glared at me from the wall, and I pointedly chose not to look at my reflection. I was bloodied, I was haggard, I was running circles in my head.

Had anyone told Mr. Jackson? He was the one who'd hired my last attorney. With him out of town, though, I might need to procure my own lawyer.

Was I going to get a phone call? It seemed like the kind of petty that the sheriff was to leave me stewing in my own worries, my own thoughts, without so much as a word.

I settled my head down on the table, felt the cold steel clunk against my forehead and chill my skull. Maybe it'd cool off my overheating brain.

Was this it? Was I going to prison now? Would Sheriff Carter finally get his wish, and be able to put me away for good? Ironic, if so; I hadn't even been the one to kill Mayor Warren. Though not from lack of trying.

If I could have done it all over again, I could have run into his car as he was driving away from the house. I could just imagine him, parking down the street, jogging back, covered in his own field of silence as he snuck into the house. Gleeful, even, because he knew he was going to catch me in his trap.

The words coming out of his mouth had felt so strange, so repulsive. He seemed...obsessed with me, that old man. I hadn't given him more than a passing thought in my entire life, and he made it seem like he'd been thinking of nothing but me, and in ways that skeeved me out enough that if the choice was prison, or whatever he wanted, I'd take prison.

Silver lining: at least with my powers, I probably wouldn't end up being anyone's bitch in prison.

My mind continued to race: would someone tell my dad that I'd been arrested? How would he find out that his daughter was in jail for killing the mayor? That wouldn't go over well in Sunvail. Hell, they'd probably pin all the killings on me – Monica, Robbie, Bick – if they ever conceded he wasn't a suicide.

I gulped. I was about to have the book thrown at me, big time. Any evidence that didn't work in the sheriff's favor in putting me away, I had a feeling would just...disappear.

Like me. I was about to disappear. Maybe for the rest of my life.

My thoughts went on like that for a long time, silence my only companion. I caught myself sniffling once, and only once, when I thought that the last movie dad and I would ever watch together would be Ghostbusters. It could have been so much worse, I suppose.

I didn't even realize I'd fallen asleep until the clicking of the lock jerked me awake. I raised my head in a daze, caught sight of a tower of a man with red hair in a khaki uniform glaring down at me silently, and it took me a moment to realize the sheriff had returned.

He stared at me without saying anything for a long minute, then moved aside to reveal another man behind him. Tall, broad-chested, wearing a dark government-type black suit, and with his hair bound back in a ponytail, he flashed me a smile. Behind him, darkness had fallen outside the windows of the sheriff's office.

“How long did you leave this poor girl in here?” the younger man asked. His voice sounded familiar. Very familiar, actually. He wore his suit...very well, I couldn't help but notice as he stepped inside and folded his arms, looking at the sheriff expectantly. And his long hair, though pulled back, bore the marks of being well cared for, and regularly conditioned.

“She's just been stewing for a few hours,” Sheriff Carter said, in his low, quiet, raspy voice. He looked right at me, but didn't address me.

“Is this my public defender?” I asked, my own voice rasping from lack of water or something. I felt very thirsty. I knew it wasn't a public defender, but I couldn't act like I knew who it was. Or who I suspected it was.

“What would you need a public defender for?” Carter asked, peering down at me.

The young man in the suit cleared his throat. “You already know what happened, sheriff. You can stop jerking her around now.”

Sheriff Carter crossed his arms over his chest. “I don't know what happened, Agent Treston. I know what you say happened. But you're accusing a longstanding member of this community of some pretty despicable acts, and he's not around to defend himself any longer.”

So he was Reed Treston. Sienna's brother. He had FBI credentials, and he'd come here to help me.

Thank you, Miss Woods. Or Kat Forrest. Whatever.

“Yes, he's not here to defend himself because he kidnapped one of your citizens and helped kill three others,” Reed said, staring evenly back at Sheriff Carter, not blinking one iota. “Then got himself killed by the very girl he kidnapped. Which is fortunate, because I'm looking at him right now for a series of disappearances of young women in the Phoenix metro stretching back to the eighties. I'd hazard a guess if this Mia Adams hadn't stabbed him to death, she and Miss Garcia here would have been next.”

Sheriff Carter seemed to really chafe under this, veins bulging out of his neck. “The man has been a pillar of his community for thirty years. Not a hint of a blemish to his record. And you, who I have never met before today, show up and tell me he's a dirtbag and a serial killer?” He shook his head slowly. “You expect me to just believe that?”

“I expect you to believe the DNA evidence from his body,” Reed said with a cool smirk. “And from that ASU student he raped back in 1976. And whatever other physical evidence we can process that ties him to any other crimes in the database. Unless you think I picked some random mayor in a town in the middle of nowhere and showed up to accuse him of this after he died just for kicks?”

“I don't know what your motivation is,” Carter said, looking at him through narrowed eyes.

“Consider the possibility that it's to try and bring justice to a series of cases that have been hanging out there unsolved for thirty years,” Reed said, not budging one bit. “My colleague offered the FBI's assistance with our crime lab because she said you were a good guy who was struggling with a run of bad luck. Well, here's our assistance.” He threw his arms wide. “Sorry if the results it came up with spoiled the heroic image of your mayor, but I would think that catching him in what is clearly a serial killer room in his basement, one of his victims showing obvious signs of being tied to a chair, the other bruised and bloody, offers very few alternate explanations. When coupled with the DNA results I've brought you, it feels to me like you're letting your personal feelings of loyalty to the mayor and enmity for this girl get in the way of seeing clearly.”

He took a couple steps closer to Carter. “So tell me something, sheriff. Are you really going to tell me that the DNA lies? That your mayor wasn't a serial rapist? That his toy room in his basement was actually an innocent getaway? That these girls just trapped themselves down there for kicks? Or worse yet, so they could kill him? Because if so, I have to ask what motive you think they have.”

Carter's eyes flashed, but he stayed quiet for a long moment. “I don't know,” he said, and then he looked at me. “I don't trust this one. Everything that's gone wrong in this town lately, she's involved somehow. Everything that's happened here, she somehow has a piece of.”

“Is that why you joined a mob that was going to try and murder me?” I asked, feeling a strange rage that burned hot for all of a second, then turned to an icy cold fury. “Is that why you threw the law aside to string me up by my skinny neck?”

A hint of uncertainty broke behind Sheriff Carter's eyes, followed by something so brief I barely caught it at all beneath the facade–

Shame.

“Get out of here,” Carter said, tossing me the keys to the handcuffs. They rang out as they struck the steel surface of the table, and he turned and left without another word.

I fumbled them for a second before Reed stepped in and took them, unlocking my wrists. Red marks circled them where he'd clamped them just a little too tight. “Come on,” Reed said with a grin, like I'd known him forever instead of for five minutes. “Let's get you home.”
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“Thank God you're okay!” Mia hit me with a hug the moment I stepped out of the sheriff's office. She was standing there with Miss Woods, who was smiling, and Miguel, who had his hands in his pockets and was looking around like he was going to get bushwhacked at any moment. This was probably the first time he'd been out wandering in the outdoors since Robbie had been murdered, and he looked like he was expecting to be next any second.

“Thanks to you,” I said, then turned to Reed. “And you.” Back inside the sheriff's station I saw movement; Carter was watching us, outside, through the blinds. “We should probably move on before we say anything more. There's, uh...eyes everywhere.”

“Miss Garcia,” Reed said, nodding to me. He then lowered his voice. “I didn't end up having to lie to the sheriff. We were able to get the results from the 1976 case, and it matched with what they found in Monica Thomas. Your mayor was a real piece of scum. Related: the FBI has a file on a serial killer they suspected had been operating in Phoenix area for years.”

“It was him,” Mia said. “He as much confessed to it while he was attacking us. Said he'd been picking up girls for years and disposing of them.” She shuddered, wrapping her arms around her. “I would have been next if not for Ava.”

“That's what I told the sheriff,” Reed said, looking back and offering a proper glare to Carter, who disappeared behind the blinds. “Doesn't seem like he quite believes me.”

“Mayor Warren also tossed in the suggestion that he was given a list of victims,” I said, finally finding my own voice in this discussion. “By someone god-like. Someone that directed him. Someone that...I think...might have been behind April 12th.”

“That is crazy,” Miguel said, his eyes wide.

“There is some dirty stuff going on in this town, Reed,” Miss Woods said. “It's not Century-level, or Century-related, I don't think, but it's something big. And the longer I'm here, the more it stinks.”

“Given the pedigree of the parties involved,” Reed said, casting another look at the window where Carter had been watching, “I'm starting to get that feeling.” He turned his attention back to me. “If the mayor was working with someone else, someone who so impressed him that he thought of them as a god, that's gotta be a metahuman.”

“That's what I was thinking,” I said. “And a powerful one, because while he was impressed with me and my running, it was nothing like the respect he granted to whoever this was. He let them steer him to his targets.” I looked at Miguel. “And those targets were chosen. Monica, Robbie, and Bick were all on that someone's list. Which means...”

“I'm probably on that someone's list, too, aren't I?” Miguel asked. He managed to keep the horror mostly out of his voice.

“And me,” Mia said. Her eyes were still swollen, and the blood had dried on her hands. I could smell it more than see it.

“Me, too,” I said. “And worse, we don't have any idea who this person is.”

Mia stood there for a moment, hand in front of her mouth. “I need to go. My parents are freaking out. I only got to come here because I threatened to leap out of the giant hole where my window used to be if they didn't let me come.”

I smiled weakly. “I'm surprised your mom let you, given how much she apparently hates me.”

“Oh, she would never,” Mia said. “I went to dad with this request, and he let me go behind mom's back. Figured he could distract her for an hour before she'd compulsively check on me, and my time is pretty much up, so...” She jerked her thumb toward her side of town. “I gotta split.”

“I can drop you,” Reed said. “I'm hitting the crime scene to give a few instructions to the techs and then I'm on my way out, too.” He looked right at me. “Good work today.”

I stared blankly at him. “Good work doing what? Getting caught in a serial killer's trap? Being saved by Mia and her knife skills?”

“My mom always justified making me dice the vegetables by saying it would come in handy some day,” Mia said. “I always thought she meant because she planned to marry me off to some rich dentist to be his hausfrau, not because I'd need them to stab a murderer.”

“You went after your friend and helped produce the situation that allowed the two of you to defeat the killer,” Miss Woods said. “That takes guts, Ava. Don't write it off like it's nothing. If you knew it was a trap and walked in anyway, that's brave. Maybe approach it a little smarter next time, but don't discount the guts it takes to act.” She looked around. “Especially in this town, where the people stay silent and action seems anathema to them.”

“Unless it's taking place in a back seat,” Miguel chipped in. “That's the only kind of action being taken around Sunvail these days.”

“I'll keep you in the loop if anything else comes out of this,” Reed said, cycling between looking at me and Miss Woods. “I've got forensics tossing the mayor's house and electronics. If there's a list to be found, we'll get it.” He looked back once more. “Provided the sheriff didn't find it before we got here and keep it for himself.”

“Yeah,” I said, looking back at the window once more. Carter was gone, I thought, somewhere inside, seething about having to turn me loose.

This much I knew: this thing between the sheriff and myself? It wasn't over.
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“I'm glad you made it out alive,” Miss Woods said once we were in her car, and driving down Main Street. The windows were down, the heat had died off with the fall of the sun over the horizon, and I had my hand hung out the window as we stopped at a traffic light in front of Booster's Bar. “Maybe next time we don't walk into the obvious trap set by the serial killer, though?”

“That's a good idea,” I said. I felt so tired, like the seat would grip me and pull me through it. “I wish I'd had that idea before I did it.”

“Here's an idea,” Miguel said, leaning forward from the back seat. “Why don't you take some self-defense classes, or, better still, get a gun? You know, if you're gonna keep messing with these kinds of people?” He scratched his head nervously. “Because that's what I'm gonna do, and I don't have any super strength, or whatever you ladies got going on.”

I looked across at Miss Woods, and she shrugged. “He asked. I showed him.”

“She nearly strangled me with a potted plant,” he said, eyes a little wild. “But you, you just got the running thing, right? And super strength?”

“Super speed,” I said, nodding. “Fast healing.” I looked down at my arms; the bruises that had formed from Mayor Warren's hammering had already faded almost back to my normal brown skin tone.

“You're gonna need it,” Miguel said. “Think about it. Everyone knows now you and Mia killed the mayor. And unless this serial killer rumor gets to be more than a rumor real soon, some people are going to blame you. Like, they were already talking enough about you behind your back after April 12th. Like how you did it with Ty or something.” He was still for a moment, then his eyes widened. “Not did it, did it. Well, that, too. But I mean...that you did April 12th together.”

“Yeah,” I said, leaning back, sinking into the seat. “I know what people are saying. And I'm pretty sure I know what they're going to say after this.”

“He's right,” Miss Woods said. “There will be consequences. You might want to take some steps to make sure you're extra safe. I can show you some things, if you want. Self-defense. And maybe we could talk to Sienna about getting you a...well, an FBI ID. So you could carry a gun.”

“I'm seventeen,” I said, closing my eyes. “I can't carry a gun to school. You can't hire me as an agent. I can't go around shooting people.”

“Hey, bitch!” someone shouted, and my eyes split open in an instant.

I heard something coming at me before I saw it, and a glint of something flashed under a streetlamp. I raised my hand–

And caught the thrown beer bottle by the neck just before it smashed into the car door.

Daniel Freeman was standing outside the bar, gawking at me with his mouth hanging open, in the position of a pitcher after he's made a throw.

I gave the beer a sniff; less than two swigs of Michelob left. I turned it up drinking the contents until the last of them slid down my throat. Then I lowered it and made an, Ahhh, sound. “You throw like a girl, Daniel. Toss it at me again and I'll shove it up your ass broken.” I threw it back at him, a little lazily, and it exploded just behind his ear against the building. He flinched and gasped, bringing a hand up and touching his ear.

It came away bloody.

Miss Woods hit the pedal; the light had turned green. I debated between blowing an air kiss at him or flipping him the bird on the way by.

I settled for telling him to do something that would have required a lot more flexibility than a mine worker in his late forties could have managed. And a lot bigger set of genitalia than he probably possessed.

To Miss Woods I turned, night air blowing my hair loose around me and said, “Maybe I will take some help. If you have anything you want to teach me about fighting.”

Miguel was cackling in the back seat. “That was awesome. You know, Ava, if I'd known you were this much of a spitfire to be around, I wouldn't have given you so much shit over the years.”

What to say to that? “I guess I should have spoken up sooner,” I said, letting my fingers hang out the window, against the cool exterior of the car, and let the night wind carry me home.
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They dropped me at the driveway, and I knew by the lights on inside that I wasn't the first to get home. I was gentle with the lock, and slow, because I fully expected fire and fury the moment the door opened, to be pounced upon by my father, who would surely be furious I had left the house today after he'd told me to stay home, to lock myself inside. Contemplating his rage at my actions today...I mean, he hadn't showed up at the police station, so he had to be mad, right?

Mentally, I was already packing my bags, thinking about how Miguel would have company at Miss Woods' house tonight. I could be a better roommate than him, I was convinced, if only because I would not try to cop a feel on our host at any time, for any reason. Also, I could do dishes.

When I didn't hear anything once inside, I closed the front door and clicked the lock behind me. The lights were on in the kitchen, and I could see my father hunched over his laptop at the table. He didn't even look up, such was the force of his anger.

The silent treatment. Boy, was that appropriate for today.

I eased in, thinking it would probably be bad if I set him off. I wanted to take the slow approach, get into his peripheral vision first. Try not to provoke his wrath.

Except when I came around his side, he glanced over and smiled wanly. “Oh, hey. Sorry, I was in the middle of something when you came in.” He rubbed his eyes. “Still am, actually, and probably will be for several hours to come.”

“Is it...work stuff?” I asked. Could it possibly be work stuff? Could he possibly not have heard about...well...anything...that had happened today? My father was isolated and all, but not hearing his daughter had been involved in killing the mayor? That beggared belief.

“It is work stuff,” he said, oh-so-casually. “So very much work stuff. Hours and hours of it still before me.” He seemed to be in good cheer. “What's up with you? Good day at school?”

“Uhm...sort of...?” I studied him for any kind of response to this.

“That's good,” he said absently. Had he really forgotten forbidding me to go to school today? His head was elsewhere lately, but how far afield could his brain have wandered to just lose track of all that had happened in the last day?

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I was working alone all night,” he said, squinting at his laptop screen. “Mr. Jackson is out of town, and so a bunch of people bailed out early. The whole marketing department was empty by three.” He was looking at his screen, then turned to look at me, registering his first hint of surprise at the darkness outside. “Oh, it's late. Where have you been?”

“Around town,” I said, sticking my hands into my pockets.

He gave me a briefly suspicious look, then shrugged, and turned back to his laptop. “If you say so. Sorry I'm not very good company lately. It's just...work's not going well. And I don't think it's going to get better anytime soon.” He rubbed his eyes again.

“I can leave you to it,” I said, feeling like I was invading his space, like an intruder in my own house. “I don't want to get in the way of you...getting work done.”

“No, it's fine,” he said. “It will consume me literally forever if I let it.” He turned in his chair, then smiled. “What have you got to say?”

What could I say to that? My brain froze like I was back on the floor of the mayor's kill room, and I stared at my father, mouth moving up and down without producing a single sound, not even a click of the teeth. “Nothing,” I said, finally.

“Oh,” he said, and his face slackened, and he turned back to his computer. “Well. Okay, then. I guess I should get back to it.” And he started to hunt and peck once more at his keyboard.

I turned to head for my room, but some force stopped me. Some pull. Some...command, written now, in the recesses of my brain.

I will not be silent.

“Dad?” I said, because I could remain quiet no more. He looked up, in slight surprise, at me, halfway to my sanctuary, to my room. “There's something I need to tell you.”
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