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Lizeth shifted from sleeping to half awake. She was aware of the warm sheets beneath 

her body but little else. 

She hadn’t been dreaming, not really. Her dreams weren’t absurd narratives, like Hyla 

often described experiencing; hers were more obscure than that. She dreamed in 

sensations, emotions, and waves of color. 

Tonight her dream had taken place in a vast room. Stripes of smoky grays and dark 

blues swirled around her, and she’d been sad and angry. Disembodied words repeated 

themselves somewhere in the background, in a voice she didn’t recognize. 

Why aren’t you doing something more important with your life? 

A pair of hazel eyes floated amid the gray. 

My children… I have to tell them a bedtime story. They love me, you know… Who loves 

you? 

Had anyone actually said those things to her? Lizeth didn’t think so, but it felt real 

enough. Real enough to bleed into her conscious mind as she woke, making her feel lost and 

somehow ashamed of herself. But for what, she couldn’t say. 

She rolled over, curling the blankets beneath her arms. She opened her eyes on an 

unfamiliar black room. She searched the shadows for the line of the windows, but they’d 

been replaced with a dresser. The doorway was in the wrong place, too. 

Where was Hyla? Why wasn’t she here? 

Terror gripped her. She sat up. Lizeth knew she was in her own bed, but her eyes 

couldn’t make sense of the room. Even her own body felt alien. Her heart pounded, and she 

tried to calm it. 

You’re still dreaming. 

Lizeth reached over and touched the lampshade on the stand beside her bed. It came to 

life, dim but comforting, and the light chased away the last strands of her dream. The room 

was familiar again—her small bedroom, the hallway that led into her kitchen, beyond 

that… 



No. 

Wait. 

Something was blocking her view of the kitchen. From this angle, she could usually see 

the stove and its tiny digital numbers, flashing the time in green light, but the lights were 

gone. 

Was she still asleep? She didn’t think so, but everything still felt so strange. Terror 

rippled up her spine again, seizing her heart. 

Something moved, taking two steps down the hallway and into her bedroom. A figure. 

A person. 

A man. 

“Miss Frontenac?” 

The voice was breathless, high-pitched. Frightened. 

Still in bed, Lizeth plastered herself against the headboard but was otherwise unable to 

move. What good would it have done her, anyway? The man was standing at the foot of her 

bed, and because her room was so small, he blocked both the doorway to the kitchen and a 

door that led outside. 

“Who are you?” she yelled. Maybe the sound of her own voice would wake her up. 

Because she must still be dreaming. 

“Pierre Davis. I live at 113 Fox Farm Road. Rhodhiss, Verm—” 

“Why are you in my bedroom?” 

“Please, Miss Frontenac, don’t ask me questions…” 

She touched the lampshade a second time, then again, and it brightened by two degrees. 

In case this wasn’t a dream, she needed to take stock of the man. He was in his fifties, thin, 

balding, wearing circle glasses. Was there anything distinctive about him? She searched. 

Nothing. He was utterly ordinary. 

“You have to help me—” He spoke quickly now and gazed over his shoulder, as if a 

second intruder were about to arrive. “I’m about to be murdered.” 

“Oh my God,” Lizeth mumbled. What kind of a dream was this? She reached over to her 

phone on the nightstand and started to dial 9-1-1. 

He lunged forward over the bed and grasped her wrist; his hands were cold, his grip 

strong. And something else… weird… She couldn’t find a word to describe it. 



“No!” Pierre shrieked. 

His eyes locked on hers—detached but fiercely focused, blue as glacial ice. His gaze 

shifted from her face and through her, and back again. 

“If I’m murdered, only you and your sister can find who did it. I’m not the—” He 

stopped. A sharp intake of breath. Again, he looked through her. “It’s too late… Debbie 

Lang,” he said. “Find Debbie Lan—” 

The command ended abruptly in a shrill scream. Pierre catapulted from the bed and to 

the floor, stumbling down the hallway into Lizeth’s kitchen, where he fell noisily. She 

followed and found him lying on his back in her living room. He was flailing his legs wildly, 

and she looked down to find a river of blood seeping from cuts near his ankles. 

“Please, no!” He howled like an animal. 

Lizeth leaned over him, but Pierre thrust his arms upward and pushed her away. The 

next second, his screams gurgled into silence. His hands shot up to his throat. 

He couldn’t breathe. 

Lizeth didn’t know what to do. Was he choking? Having a seizure of some kind? How 

were his ankles cut? She stood there, useless and confused, still half convinced she was 

dreaming, begging herself to wake up. 

“Pierre,” she whispered, uselessly placing her hands on his chest, his shoulder, his belly, 

“tell me how to help you.” 

The stranger glanced over her shoulder, and she turned to look, certain someone must 

be there—the second intruder had arrived, perhaps—but it was still just the two of them. 

Pierre’s limbs twitched into stillness. His glacial blue eyes glossed over, and a hiss of 

breath pushed out from his chest. His hands fell to his sides with a thump. 

“Pierre?” Lizeth raised a hand to check his neck for a pulse. But in that moment, he 

vanished, her fingers hovering in midair. 

The body, the blood—everything was gone. 

Lizeth sat back on her heels. She peered around her living room and behind her into the 

kitchen. Listened. She was alone. 

Shakily, she got to her feet and looked out every window. She stepped onto her covered 

porch and did the same, then stood outside on the front steps and listened to the silence. 

Moonlight revealed every withered blade of grass and bare tree branch. It was too cold for 



crickets, so the only sound to greet her was the wind. She circled her house, finding every 

window and door locked and closed. Back in the warmth of her living room, she found no 

evidence anything had taken place at all. 

Hyla was the one who had weird dreams, not Lizeth. But she’d been stressed, and stress 

was amplified by her unconscious mind. She couldn’t sleep, so she’d taken a swig of 

melatonin. Now, as she climbed back into bed, she regretted her weakness. 

Melatonin always gave her vivid and violent narrative dreams, the kind that remained 

even after you’d woken up. 

That was all it was. A vivid melatonin dream. 

Lizeth considered calling Hyla to see what she thought, but Lizeth didn’t even know 

how to describe what happened. Besides, she should get used to handling such emotional 

turmoil on her own. 

That was her fate after all… 

 

 

Sleep came in fits and starts for the rest of the night. 

When the sun finally rose, it snapped Lizeth from her shallow sleep. She opened her 

eyes on the place at the foot of her bed where the stranger had stood, the memory of him 

and her bizarre dream forming like a tight fist of fear in her chest. 

The first thing Lizeth did after she got out of bed was to dump her bottle of melatonin 

down the drain of her kitchen sink. She’d much rather stay up all night, obsessing over her 

life choices and worrying about being alone the rest of her life, than experience a dream 

like that again. 

She padded into her kitchen to start her morning routine: a pot of French press coffee 

and the local news. She flicked on the TV, then set a kettle of water on the stove to boil, 

gazing out her kitchen window at her lawn. The grass was white with frost, the first of the 

season. 

By the time her coffee was steeping, the morning newscast had begun. Her tiny TV 

screen flashed the intro, and the familiar faces of the two news anchors appeared, their 

expressions grave. 

The top story was vague and succinct. A disturbing incident had occurred overnight, 



and reporters were still on the scene in Rhodhiss, Vermont, gathering what few scraps of 

details they could find. Lizeth listened, her nerves cracking like fireworks, heartbeat 

thudding slowly. 

A body had been found in the woods shortly after midnight, the anchor revealed, but 

the victim had not yet been identified. 

Lizeth placed a hand over her mouth, trying to remember when she’d been startled 

awake to find a man in her bedroom. 

“Police have not confirmed the manner of death,” the news anchor continued. “But 

sources close to the investigation indicate the body was mutilated.” 

I’m about to be murdered. 

The screen flashed to a young reporter bundled up against the morning chill, standing 

in front of a house surrounded by police tape. She spoke about the quaint town of Rhodhiss, 

known for its maple syrup and apples, not murder. Shock rippled through the community. 

Neighbors on Fox Farm Road were frightened for their safety and the safety of their 

children. 

“This kind of thing just doesn’t happen around here…” said one resident. 

The five-minute timer pinged, signaling that Lizeth’s coffee was ready, but she didn’t 

rise to pour it. Instead, she had to sit down, clutching her chest, her head spinning. 

The camera panned out to reveal the rural road and its sparse smattering of homes. In 

the front yard of one of these homes was a woman, short and round, with a tight perm of 

brown hair, sobbing into an older man’s shoulder. 

Lizeth had a feeling she knew who this woman was, as if she needed more evidence that 

her dream the night before hadn’t been a dream at all. 

“This woman is reported to have found the body late last night,” the reporter recited. 

“She has been identified as the victim’s neighbor, Deborah Sue Lang. Police say she has 

been cooperating with the investigation.” 

Lizeth sat back in her chair. Rested her forehead in the palm of her hands and breathed 

deeply. She stared at the place on her living room floor where a stranger had inexplicably 

died and then vanished. 

… only you and your sister can find who did it. 

She rose and snatched her phone from her bedside table and dialed Hyla. Her sister 



answered in a groggy voice, but Lizeth didn’t care if she’d woken her up and didn’t bother 

with context. 

“We’re going to Vermont.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

The little boy hid behind the wide trunk of a tree, listening for his brother. He was older 

and meaner and had longer legs, but the little boy was cleverer. 

“This isn’t funny!” his brother yelled. “Where are you?” 

His brother wasn’t worried, just mad because he couldn’t find him, and he didn’t like to 

lose a game. 

Strictly speaking, they shouldn’t be playing at all. Mother hadn’t sent them out into the 

woods to play. The little boy had an assignment—to identify six different classifications of 

insects. It was fairly easy, and he’d already found three. His exam was coming up, and 

Mother wanted him to do well, and he wanted to please Mother. 

But he wanted to play more. 

“Come on!” his brother hollered. 

His brother’s feet cracked twigs, closer now than they’d been a minute before. The little 

boy pressed his body harder against the trunk, its roughness scraping his hands and the 

backs of his legs. He’d wait until the right moment and fling himself from the tree and into 

his brother’s path and scare him half to dea— 

A hand grabbed his shoulder and shoved. The little boy toppled over, and his feet 

caught a tree root. Before he could make sense of what happened, his rear thudded against 

the hard ground, and he was looking up at his brother’s laughing face. 

“I knew you were there, dum-dum. I could see your stupid foot!” 

“You didn’t play fair,” the little boy cried. 

“I never said I would!” 

All the little boy wanted was to beat his bigger brother in something and to score really 

high on his exams so he could go to a special school like his older siblings. Maybe then he 

wouldn’t be such a disappointment to everyone. 

But he’d never do any of that if he couldn’t win one simple game of hide-and-seek. 

Against his will, tears welled up in his eyes, and he couldn’t stop them. His brother 

thrust up his arms. 



“Again? Seriously? You’re such a baby.” 

This only made the little boy cry harder. 

“Why are you crying?” 

His face was hot, and his heart was pounding; he wanted his brother to go away and 

stop looking at him. It wasn’t like he would understand. 

“You made me sad,” the little boy said. 

“They’re just words.” His brother scowled and squatted down in front of him but didn’t 

help him up. “No one cares if you’re sad or happy or angry. I don’t care. Mother and Father 

don’t care. And you know what that means?” 

The little boy sniffled and wiped his nose. His brother was never nice to him, but this 

was worse than normal. “What?” 

“That you’re just going to sit there, alone, being sad, with no one to help you. So just get 

over it.” 

His brother spat out the words with anger, and the little boy wondered if this was 

something his brother had learned himself. Probably not. He simply didn’t have any 

feelings. 

His point made, his brother stood and started to walk away, leaving the little boy alone 

in the middle of the forest. Tears poured down his cheeks. He couldn’t just get over it, like 

turning a switch on and off. Why was it wrong to be sad or angry, or to cry? 

Realizing he hadn’t followed him, his brother turned around, arms raised in 

exasperation, face screwed up in anger. He shouted, “Get up, dummy!” 

The tears dried up; his cheeks grew hotter. The little boy got to his feet and brushed off 

the seat of his pants and followed his brother back through the woods. He tried to think of 

something to say to hurt him back, to make him understand what it felt like to be sad too, 

but there was no point. His brother would never understand, at least not with words. 

Instead, he’d have to show him how much he’d hurt his feelings. 

The little boy sprinted toward his brother with his arms out. His brother didn’t 

anticipate this, and so when the tiny hands slammed hard against his back, he stumbled 

and lost his balance, pitching forward as if he was leaping on purpose. His brother rolled 

down a short hill and landed in a creek on a sharp, craggy rock. The woods were quiet, and 

so the sharp cracking of his brother’s right arm bone echoed loudly. Again and again, until 



the sound faded. 

He swore. Terrible words. Words aimed at no one in particular and at the pain, and at 

his little brother. He stopped. His face froze. He stood and, cradling his arm, limped up the 

hill. 

“Aren’t you hurt?” his brother said, grabbing the little boy’s right arm. Turning it over, 

moving it in every angle, examining it. 

“No,” he answered. 

The little boy looked at his arm too, then his brother’s, bent at a weird angle. He didn’t 

understand. 

His brother grabbed him roughly. 

“You can’t tell anyone about this,” he said, yanking his arm into the air and squeezing it 

so it finally did hurt, badly. “Do you understand?” 

The little boy nodded, too distracted by his own confusion and his brother’s anger. Why 

was he so angry? 

“Don’t look at me like an idiot. Say something!” 

“I promise.” 

“Not even Mother and Father. They’ll put you somewhere, and you’ll never get out. Do 

you understand that?” 

“I do.” He didn’t, but he wanted his brother to stop being so mean. “Is something wrong 

with me?” 

“Yes,” his brother said, tossing aside his arm like something disgusting. 

His brother was yelling at him as if he’d made this happen on purpose, but he hadn’t. 

That wasn’t fair either. How come the things that made his brothers and sisters different 

were better than the things that made him different? 

“But it’s not my fault,” the little boy said. 

“Why would that matter?” His brother pointed down at him. “Now you listen to me: You 

can’t trust anyone with this. They’ll call you a freak. Run tests on you. They’ll hurt you. I 

mean it.” 

“But I’m not a freak!” 

His brother’s face softened a little. “No one else will see it that way.” 
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“Tell me again what you saw,” Hyla said. 

Lizeth started the story again, but her sister stopped her. 

“No. Not ‘this happened, then that happened,’” she said. “The subtle shit. Your 

impressions…” 

How could she describe the dreamlike quality to Pierre’s visit, the transparency in his 

eyes? Assigning words to intuition was difficult. Lizeth sighed, inserting her mind back into 

the memory, reliving its sensations. 

The sisters were halfway across Lake Champlain on the ferry to Vermont. The lake was 

choppy and the wind cold, but Lizeth had needed fresh air. She stood upright at the railing, 

watching the water lap against the boat while Hyla leaned over it, her eyes unfocused. 

“He expected someone. He was always looking elsewhere, as if his killer was on his 

way,” Lizeth said. 

“But no one showed up.” 

Lizeth nodded. “And he was killed anyway.” 

She thought of the man’s tight grip on her wrist, the feel of his body beneath her palms. 

What had she sensed in his touch? 

“He felt odd…” Her voice trailed off.  

“Odd, how?”  

Lizeth picked up Hyla’s annoyed tone, caused by the lack of facts and details. 

“I don’t know.” She closed her eyes, reliving the moments. “Like something was 

missing.” 

“Missing,” Hyla repeated in a whisper. She rose to standing and faced Lizeth. “Why 

didn’t you call me, sissy?” 

“I was convinced it was a dream. I took something before bed to help me sleep. I was 

stressed out…” Lizeth waved her hand, as if the reason why she was stressed was 

unimportant. 

Hyla pursed her lips. The angrier she got, the smaller her mouth became. “That bitch 



Amelia…” 

“Stop.” 

“I will not. That was your special night, and it’s like she went there to insult you.” Hyla 

shoved her hands in her coat pockets. “I’m not talking to her again. I’m done.” 

“That’s a little dramatic, don’t you think?” 

But Hyla was riding the wave of her own anger and didn’t hear her. “Adelie, Aimee, 

Abrielle,” she recited in a mocking tone. “She doesn’t even like her kids. Aunt Carol watches 

them more than she does.” 

“I’m not angry at Amelia. Her comments are more a reflection of her unhappiness than a 

judgment of me.” 

“‘Cute hobby…’ Fuc—” 

“Let it go. It’s fine.” 

“She’s jealous you have the time to do whatever you want.” 

“Yeah, well, maybe I’m jealous of her. Did you ever think of that?” 

Hyla leaned her head back, studying Lizeth as if she’d transformed into a different 

person. 

“Why on earth would you be jealous of Amelia? Her husband is an asshole. The whole 

family knows he’s cheating on her.” 

Hyla listed several more reasons why Amelia’s life was a sham, but Lizeth was more 

concerned with a greater truth she was loath to admit, even to herself. 

In the dream life Louis had built for himself and Lizeth’s other, it was just the two of 

them. We can’t handle children, he’d said. It seemed her counterpart had been brave enough 

to admit and own a very important choice, something Lizeth had never considered. 

Eventually, she realized that choice was hers too, and it brought her shame. 

Not until Hyla returned from Centralia with stories of vampires feasting on the blood of 

pregnant women did Lizeth understand why. The world coveted expectant mothers, 

worshiping their miraculous bodies, revering motherhood. And any woman who wasn’t a 

part of that? Invisible. Even worse was the woman who chose a child-free life. She might as 

a well be a monster herself, unnatural as she was. 

“It’s what we’re supposed to do, isn’t it? Have kids?” she finally answered. 

“Is that what you want?” 



“No. But I suppose I wish I did want it, like everyone else.” 

Hyla snorted. “How does the saying go? ‘Whenever you find yourself on the side of the 

majority, it is time to pause and reflect.’” 

 

 

It was a two-hour drive from the ferry dock to Rhodhiss. Debbie Lang didn’t know the 

sisters were coming; they wanted her answers to their questions to be spontaneous, not 

prepared. 

Hyla slowed the van down Fox Farm Road, which had few houses and plenty of trees 

blazing with autumn colors. Debbie’s house appeared after about a half mile; it was across 

the road from a fenced-in field where a half dozen horses grazed. Pierre’s house, next door 

to Debbie’s, sat far back from the road and had a large front yard. The house and part of the 

yard was still blocked off by police tape; neighbors milled around and police vehicles lined 

the road. 

“I feel like my nightmares have come to life,” Lizeth said. 

Hyla parked the van on the side of the road in front of Debbie’s house. 

“Ready?” She grabbed her reporter’s notebook. Lizeth nodded pertly. 

The sisters walked up a short driveway to Debbie’s yellow front door. Lizeth heard of 

soft rustling beside the house and turned to see a shrub, still fluttering. A bunny, perhaps, 

taking shelter from the strangers. Hyla knocked. A minute later, the woman Lizeth had seen 

that very morning on the news opened the door. She had the puffy eyes of someone who 

had spent the night crying rather than sleeping. She was still dressed in pajamas: a white 

button-down two-piece, dotted with a pattern of tiny black schnauzers. 

“Hello, ma’am, my name is Lizeth, and this is my sister, Hyla. We’re here to talk to you 

about Pierre Davis.” 

Debbie’s stubby hand gripped the side of her door as she glanced quickly from sister to 

sister. “The press didn’t release his name…” she whispered. “Are you family?” 

“No, ma’am, we’re not. Pierre told me to find you.” She paused. “He… visited me, last 

night, in New York.” 

Debbie’s cheeks went green and her knees buckled. As she pitched forward and out the 

door, Lizeth reached out and steadied her by the shoulders. Debbie found enough 



composure to nod. 

“He visited me too,” she croaked. 

Lizeth gently squeezed her arms. “Can we talk?” 

Debbie nodded vaguely and opened the door further, shaking off Lizeth’s grip. She 

stumbled into the house as if barely aware of her own movements. The sisters followed. 

The house was dark. Every curtain had been drawn, and only one lamp was flicked on. 

Debbie walked to her couch, where she sat beside a man Lizeth also recognized—he had 

been filmed by news cameras, consoling Debbie on her front lawn. She nestled closely 

beside him, and he draped an arm over her shoulders. The other he extended into the air, 

offering his hand to Lizeth. She shook it. 

“Cecil Hewson,” he said. “I’m a close friend.” 

Lizeth introduced herself and Hyla, and after a brief explanation of their unique private 

investigation business, they were invited to sit. Cecil regarded them skeptically. Lizeth 

estimated his age at nearing seventy. He was dressed in a beige cardigan and dark-brown 

slacks, his white hair thick and neatly combed. Debbie was the picture of desperation, 

staring at the sisters with an expression of both eagerness and uncertainty. Perhaps forty, 

she was as small and plump as she was on the news. 

“What brings you here?” Cecil asked. 

“I believe Miss Lang and I shared a rather unusual experience regarding the death of her 

neighbor, Pierre Davis,” Lizeth said. She turned to Debbie. “I was hoping you could tell me 

your story.” 

Debbie opened her mouth to speak, but Cecil interjected. “Debbie has been through an 

ordeal, Miss Frontenac. I don’t think discussing it with strangers is what’s best for her right 

now.” 

“Well, she let us in, knowing full well what we came here to discuss,” Hyla snapped, “so 

perhaps Debbie can speak for herself. Debbie?” 

The woman peered at Cecil, as if afraid of being candid in front of him. A flush of red 

started just above the collar of her pajamas. 

“Forgive me, but I fail to see how… supernatural sleuths”—Cecil chuckled softly—“can 

help. There are real police outside.” 

Debbie shut her eyes. “Cecil, please stop.” 



With one last skeptical glance at the sisters, he dropped his mouth to Debbie’s ear and 

whispered, patting her shoulder. She shook her head, peeling herself from Cecil’s side. His 

entire body sagged. 

“It was after midnight. Pierre just appeared in my bedroom. I don’t know how he got in. 

He told me: ‘I’m in the meadow behind my house.’” Debbie shook her head, raised eyes 

filled with tears to meet Lizeth’s. “I asked what he meant—he was standing right there! But 

he interrupted me… He was frantic, absolutely terrified. Told me he was going to be 

murdered and I needed to save him. I don’t know what I said to this. I was confused and 

half awake. Wouldn’t you be? It didn’t make any sense.” 

Debbie took a breath. Cecil had been watching her, scowling, and in the moment of 

silence, placed a hand on hers. 

“Are you still sure it wasn’t a dream?” Cecil urged. 

Beneath Cecil’s wrinkled hand, Debbie’s fingers twitched, and she glanced at him 

sideways—the only indication that she heard him. 

“He said I didn’t need to understand, and I couldn’t call the police, either. ‘Just get out of 

bed,’ he said, ‘and save me.’ He gave me directions, told me to bring a weapon… But I 

must’ve spent too much time asking quest—” 

The rest of the sentence was lost in wracking sobs. Debbie tried to continue, but it was 

obviously too painful. 

“He fell to the ground,” Lizeth continued for her. “Suddenly, there was blood pouring 

from his ankles. He reached upward, grasping at something.” Debbie’s red eyes widened. 

“And then he couldn’t breathe, but it didn’t look like he was choking. Nothing really looked 

wrong. But still, he died before my eyes.” 

Debbie nodded. “And then he vanished.” 

“Yes.” 

Lizeth shivered. Debbie wiped her nose.  

Cecil shifted uncomfortably on the couch. “Now, Debbie, I know this episode has upset 

you, but I must be the devil’s advocate here. Isn’t it possible that—” 

“I wasn’t dreaming, Cecil,” Debbie cut in rather hysterically, wrenching her hand away 

from his. 

“But what you’re describing is—” 



“Do not say impossible again.” 

Cecil smiled, reaching out for her hand again. “Did you have anything to drink before 

bed? Something to help you sleep?” 

Debbie’s face hardened to stone, and she scooted away from him. 

“I know you’ve been stressed lately—it’s perfectly understandable if you did.” Cecil 

palmed her shoulder. “But I’ve told you before, those pills affect the mind—” 

“I want to talk to the sisters alone, Cecil.” 

“Don’t be like that, Debbie. I’m only trying to help.” 

“And thank you for that, but I’m fine now.” 

“Are you sure?” 

Debbie nodded curtly. Cecil scowled at the sisters. Lizeth could tell he didn’t trust 

Debbie to their care and wanted to stay, but he rose from the couch with a heavy sigh. 

“I will be over later with some food,” he said. “You need to eat.” 

She rolled her eyes as he tiptoed to the door, and a second later, they heard it snap shut. 

“I’m sorry. He’s just watching out for me. His own children aren’t around, so he uses up 

all that energy on me.” Debbie sat up straight. “I know what I saw. Lizeth, is it?” 

Lizeth nodded. “Me too.” 

Debbie took a deep, stabilizing breath. In Cecil’s absence, she was a different, more 

self-assured woman. Cecil wasn’t there to remind her she needed taking care of. 

“I didn’t want him to hear the rest of the story anyway,” she said quietly. 

“Of how you discovered the body?” Lizeth said. 

Debbie nodded slowly. “I went to the place Pierre said he was, in case I could still do 

something, though I don’t know what that could’ve been.” Her voice was flat now. Not 

emotionless, but numb. “He was lying on his back, looking at the sky. It was clear he was 

dead, so I ran. I thought the killer was still there—that’s all I could think. That he would kill 

me too. I went home and I called my ex-boyfriend. He’s a reporter. I thought he’d know 

what to do.” 

“Why didn’t you call the police first?” Hyla asked. 

Debbie’s puffy eyes bored into Hyla’s. “At this point, I was questioning my own sanity. If 

they showed up and there was no body, and Pierre was still at home, sleeping…” 

“That’s exactly how I felt, Debbie. I didn’t call Hyla after.” 



Debbie turned her nose up at Hyla and smiled at Lizeth. “Nick came right away, and I 

told him the story and took him there. I don’t know if he believed me, but he saw the body. 

So I’m not crazy…” She laughed nervously. 

The rest of the interview was taken up by more conventional questions. Pierre seemed 

to be a rather ordinary man, living a fairly dull life. He worked construction—road repair, 

painting houses, carpentry. In his spare time, he built historical models—Big Ben, the 

Louvre, the Duomo in Florence, which he gave to Debbie as a gift. No, they weren’t intimate, 

only friends. And now that she thought of it, he had been acting oddly lately. Skittish and 

paranoid. Just last week, he’d asked her if someone had been wandering around her 

property late at night. She said no. Had he seen someone? Pierre didn’t answer, and when 

Debbie suggested he call the police, he shrugged it off. 

“Cecil didn’t really like him. He was from out of town and never said a word about his 

private life,” Debbie said. “Pierre bought the house in 2004, in full, with cash—according to 

rumor. But Cecil’s retired and bored. When he saw Pierre and I were getting close, he 

actually said he thought he was running from something.” 

“Like what?” Lizeth asked. 

Debbie shook her head with a roll of her eyes. “Something ridiculous, like he pissed off 

the Russian mob and got a new identity.” 

“Why did you think he was so mysterious?” 

Her gaze unfocused. “I never thought much about it at all. But now, given what’s 

happened, I can’t help but wonder.” 

“Wonder what?” 

“That maybe he really was running from someone, and they finally caught up to him.” 



 
 

4 

The beauty and curse of small towns was their lack of danger and excitement. People 

moved from the city to the country for this reason, but locals complained about the 

boredom. And when danger did rear its ugly head, it was so jarring, so interesting, it 

became the talk of the day, maybe even the entire year. 

Pierre’s murder had this effect on the people of Rhodhiss, Vermont. 

In the half hour it took to interview Debbie Lang, the crowd outside her house had 

grown. People had flocked to Fox Farm Road to gawk at the crime scene tape and Pierre’s 

house and the woods beyond where his body lay. They craned their necks and peppered 

the police with questions and gathered in knots along the road to gossip. 

Hyla and Lizeth wove between these little crowds in search of Debbie’s ex-boyfriend, 

who she’d seen from her front windows, pestering the cops with his notebook in hand. She 

caught snippets of their observations along the way. 

“…having sex… I bet it was Frank…” 

“…where did he get all his money…?” 

“…he could’ve been anybody…” 

“…no wife, no kids, no friends… He was an odd bird, no doubt about it…” 

Hyla scowled at these strangers, who glanced back with equal suspicion. Hers was not a 

face they recognized. 

“Sometimes I hate small towns,” she griped. 

“You don’t think people gossip in the city?” Lizeth offered. 

Hyla didn’t seem to hear her. Instead, she stopped, spun around, and hollered out to the 

crowd. “You know you’re criticizing a murder victim, right?” 

A few neighbors grumbled and shot her a dirty look, but Hyla didn’t seem to care. She 

turned around and pointed to a short man with red hair and black-rimmed glasses, dressed 

in a blazer and jeans, standing inches from the police tape that blocked off Pierre’s yard. 

“Nick Bauer?” Hyla called. 

Debbie’s ex worked for the Burlington Free Press and was engaged in an angry, 



one-sided conversation with a police officer. As they neared, Lizeth caught the end of his 

tirade. Nick caught her eye, then Hyla’s, with an inquisitive flick of his eyebrow. 

“People are going to make up their own minds if you don’t give them some details. Don’t 

you want to control the rumors?” Nick continued, but his words had no effect. “Come on, 

officer. Off the record, at least…” This also didn’t work. Nick flicked his hand at the cop and 

walked away, shouting over his shoulder. “Fine. I’ll talk to all these idiot neighbors, and 

they can tell me whatever they like about your victim. That seems to be what you want.” 

He stopped to stand before the sisters, appraising them. Nick Bauer seemed young at a 

distance, but now, upon closer inspection, Lizeth spied the crow’s feet and paunch of a man 

well into his forties. A plethora of golden freckles on his cheeks, nose, neck, and the backs of 

his hands gave him a boyish appearance. 

“Who are you?” Nick asked. 

“Oh, so you’re rude to everyone, not just valuable sources?” Hyla said. Lizeth arched an 

eyebrow in Hyla’s direction, which was enough to make her behave. She sighed with a 

purse of her lips and pulled back her shoulders. “We just spoke to your friend Debbie Lang.” 

Hyla handed him a card, and he read it quickly. “Debbie thought you’d be willing to talk to 

us about what happened last night.” 

Nick’s eyes sprung wide open, and he glanced over his shoulder at the police officer. “Be 

quiet, will you?” 

So the police didn’t know he’d beaten them to the crime scene. 

“Did she call you?” he asked. 

“Not exactly,” Lizeth answered, but she wasn’t going to tell him the true story. “Let’s just 

say this case has captured our attention.” 

Nick flicked the business card between his freckled fingers, one nostril curling upward. 

“Okay… Are you helping her?” 

“Does she need help?” Hyla said. 

“Well, her story is a bit kooky, if you ask me.” He studied the card, his auburn brows 

knotted in a scowl. He shook his head. “Supernatural sleuths, huh?” 

Lizeth slipped the card from Nick’s fingers and wrote the name of their hotel on the 

back. “There’s a bar, right inside the entrance. Ten o’clock?” 

“Yeah… okay.” Nick took a couple steps closer to the sisters and dropped his voice. “It’s 



not just local police interested in this murder…” 

“What do you mean?” 

“There was a suit here earlier. Detectives didn’t know him. No one did. He walked 

around a while. Talked to no one. He was here maybe five minutes.” 

“Like FBI or something?” Hyla asked. 

Nick shrugged. “Something…” He pointed at them with their business card but backed 

away, shaking his head. 

He had a look in his eye, and Lizeth had seen it before: a special kind of fear. The kind 

that descends when you’ve slammed, headfirst, into something inexplicable and every cell 

in your body is telling you to run. 

And you haven’t even seen the enemy yet. 

 

 

Hyla slapped her phone down on the table, huffing and rolling her eyes. 

“This is what happens when you try to run a newspaper with a skeleton crew.” 

Lizeth smirked. The demise of print journalism was one of Hyla’s favorite topics. 

“What’s the problem?” 

“This headline!” She picked her phone back up and flipped it to show Lizeth the screen. 

She read aloud. “Man mutil-i-ated in his backyard.”  

Lizeth was about to humor her sister and criticize the spelling, but Hyla continued. 

“They have no idea where he was mutil-i-ated. So lazy. And the story itself!” Hyla rolled 

her eyes. “‘Police refused to comment on the identity of the victim.’ Refuse implies an 

intention to deceive. They can’t release the identity of the victim just because a reporter 

asks! There’s protocol!” 

“Please don’t tell Nick any of that when he finally gets here,” Lizeth said. Nick was ten 

minutes late. 

“How is he going to improve as a journalist if he can’t take constructive criticism?” 

“You’re not his editor,” Lizeth said in a singsong voice. “I also shouldn’t have to point out 

he’s a valuable source.” 

“Don’t shove my own words in my face.” 

From across a small table at the hotel bar, the sisters exchanged a brief smirk. Hyla 



returned to her phone, while Lizeth shuffled through a stack of tourism brochures Hyla had 

collected. 

“Nick got the basic details right. Unidentified man found in the woods. Anonymous 

sources indicate the body exhibited strange wounds.” Hyla raised an eyebrow. “I’m 

guessing he’s his own anonymous source. Next of kin being tracked down. Etcetera. 

Nothing we didn’t know already.” 

Lizeth reached the last brochure in the stack and stopped paying attention to her sister. 

The brochure advertised the Spirit of the Ethan Allen, the three-decker cruise ship named 

after the Revolutionary War patriot, which sailed the waters of Lake Champlain. The ship 

the widow at the art exhibit sailed on with her husband in their golden years, where Lizeth 

had imagined an impossible fantasy—of her and Louis, old together. She’d blissfully 

forgotten about her troubles for the afternoon. She slipped the brochure to the bottom of 

the stack, burying those troubles once more. To imagine things that would never be was 

torturous; she had no idea what would replace the dream. 

Hyla’s hand shot across the table. She grabbed the top brochure, for the Shelburne 

Museum. “I’ve heard of this place. They have a steamboat set up there, and you can walk 

right through it.” She opened it and scanned the shiny pages. “Yes, the Ticonderoga. We 

should go.” 

“Sure, if we have ti—” 

But Lizeth’s attention was distracted by Nick’s appearance on the other side of the 

hotel’s glass front doors. He walked across the lobby with his phone pressed to his ear and 

a frown on his lips. Five minutes later, he hung up, spotted the sisters, and ambled into the 

bar. 

“Sorry.” He pulled out a chair and sat, pointing a freckled finger at Hyla. “By the way, I 

knew I recognized your name. I remember your series,” Nick said, referring to Hyla’s 

former job as an investigative journalist and her in-depth articles about supernatural 

phenomena. “Fascinating stuff. I loved the piece on the kids in Oregon who were being 

terrorized by that…” He searched for the word. “Was it a demon? Jesus. Tough luck with the 

last story, though.” 

Hyla cleared her throat, suddenly fascinated with the tabletop. She rarely discussed the 

fateful final story—the skeptics disguised as witnesses, who’d fabricated their experience 



to discredit Hyla, and her prompt termination after the truth came out. 

“You’re only as good as your sources, right?” 

“Ain’t that the truth.” Nick rubbed his freckled chin and stared off into space a moment. 

Lizeth studied him. He was bothered, and it had something to do with that phone call. 

“On to business.” Hyla opened her notebook. “Tell us about that night.” 

A shadow passed over his pale face. “God, I barely know where to start.” He chuckled. 

“It’s weird, being on this side of the questions… Anyway, she called me in the middle of the 

night. She said someone was dead. I went over to her house. She was waiting for me on the 

porch. She led me next door…” He put his elbows on the table, his chin in his hands. “And 

there he was, lying in the grass. We were there maybe two minutes. Her official story to the 

cops was she heard screaming behind Pierre’s house, went to investigate, and found his 

body.” 

“And her unofficial story?” Hyla asked. 

Nick recounted the same story Debbie had told them. 

“Do you believe it?” 

Nick palmed his cheek. “Debbie is a bit of a drama queen, but she’s not a liar. And I can’t 

think of a reason why she’d make any of this up.” 

“Tell us what you saw when you got there,” Lizeth encouraged. “Debbie couldn’t 

remember any details about the crime scene.” 

“It was strange, for sure.” Nick’s gaze retreated inward, and he whispered, “I didn’t look 

too long or too closely. But I saw two things. I thought the feet had been cut off. And…” 

He swallowed hard, pale cheeks flushing, perspiration beading his forehead. He put a 

hand over his mouth. Was he hesitant to assign words to the horror he’d seen? Or was the 

memory of it enough to make him sick? 

“Take your time.” Lizeth offered a hand to Nick in case he needed it. He stared at her, 

golden eyes full of fear, and took it. 

“His hand. It was lying next to him. Severed.” He paused, squeezing Lizeth’s fingers. “The 

bones were exposed. Someone had sucked the flesh off, like meat off a chicken wing.” 

“Judas priest,” Hyla breathed. 

Nick rubbed his forehead, and the scowl returned. “Whatever I tell you here, it’s 

confidential, right? You’re bound at least by some moral code…” 



Hyla rolled her eyes. 

“Of course, Nick,” Lizeth said. 

He released Lizeth’s hand and sat back in his chair, hands resting on his knees, which 

bobbed nervously. 

“I have a friend in the coroner’s office. He leaked some preliminary findings to me, off 

record, earlier today. He confirmed what I saw: hand cut off post-mortem, partially eaten. 

Pierre’s Achilles tendons were sliced, theoretically to incapacitate him. Then he was 

strangled, face-to-face.” He paused, either for dramatic effect or to compose himself, it 

wasn’t clear. “It could be a serial killer. The elements are there, but not the body count. Yet. 

It’s one detective’s hunch, so I hear.” 

Face-to-face. A scene replayed across Lizeth’s memory: Pierre, screaming and crashing 

to the ground. Blood pouring from his ankles. His eyes, glancing through her as his light 

dimmed. Her stomach was an empty chasm, churning with acid. 

“The call I was on when I got here. That was the coroner again,” Nick continued, a touch 

of pink coloring his cheeks. “Pierre’s body is gone. Along with every scrap of evidence 

police collected at the scene this morning. They found out a half hour ago.” 

The acid sloshed up Lizeth’s throat. 

“Someone wants Pierre’s murder to be ignored,” Hyla stated. “That suit you saw at the 

crime scene…” 

“Looks even more suspicious to me now.” Nick opened his palms and flopped them back 

onto the table. “Pierre was a nice guy. People didn’t like him, I know. He was eccentric and 

all that, but he wouldn’t hurt a fly. I can’t imagine who would do this to him.” 

“All this trouble someone is going to… It implies there’s something to protect,” Hyla 

said. “Could be a serial killer covering his tracks. But then Debbie mentioned rumors Pierre 

was running from something.” 

“Small-town gossip,” Nick said. “But he never spoke about his past. My sources say they 

haven’t found any next of kin…” 

It seemed the specter of Pierre Davis had not only accurately predicted his own murder, 

but the difficulty of solving it. But there was another clue hiding in his midnight visit. A 

frantic sentence, cut off by the arrival of his killer. 

I’m not the— what? 



Lizeth shivered. If this was indeed the work of a serial killer, she didn’t want to finish 

the sentence. 

I’m not the only one. 



 

 

 

His siblings and the other children told him many stories about what happened at the 

Ceremony. 

Some of the stories were ridiculous. He was pretty sure he wouldn’t have to wrestle a 

wild animal or be hung from the ceiling by his feet for an entire day. But one of the bad 

stories seemed more plausible: if he didn’t say the right things, grown-ups would take him 

away and he’d never go home again. 

All morning, he stood in the hallway with the other children, watching each one go in. 

Not one of them came back. Now he was alone, staring at the big blue double doors with the 

carvings, wondering what would happen to him when he went inside. 

When his siblings came here, they were shipped to a special school afterward, and 

Mother and Father were proud. That was what he wanted—for them to be proud of him. 

But when his parents dropped him off that morning, they were already angry and didn’t say 

goodbye. 

Which made him wonder if maybe he would be taken away, and not to a good place. 

Voices murmured on the other side of the door, then it opened with a booming groan. 

They announced his name, and he walked through, his hands clasped in front of him. He 

tried to keep his mouth closed, but he was in awe of the room, with its hard, gleaming floor 

and the high ceilings and the long raised platform at one end, where several mean-looking 

men in blue robes sat. A large blue circle had been drawn on the floor, and he stopped 

inside it, looking up at them. 

Papers were shuffled around. A couple of the men coughed with a snapping sound that 

echoed off the ceiling. None of them looked at him. 

One of the men announced the boy’s name. He wore the most elaborate robe and sat in 

the middle. 

“Overall exam scores indicate inferiority in all markers. Low scores in Higher 

Knowledge, Disposition, and Mental State…” 

He scowled up at the robed men, confused. How had he done so badly? He’d tried so 



hard and did everything Mother assigned to correct him. His brother had even help— 

Maybe he didn’t help at all. Maybe he had been giving him the wrong answers the whole 

time. His skin felt warm with anger. How could he have been so stupid? 

A loud noise cracked through the enormous room. One of the robed men had smacked a 

gavel against the table, and now that the little boy’s attention had been attained, he scowled 

down at him. 

“You will listen while the Council renders its verdict,” he said in a harsh voice. A voice 

full of hate. But why would this stranger hate him? 

Because you’re a freak. His brother had warned that was how everyone would see him. 

Maybe these men had discovered the little boy’s secret. The dark cold of dread and shame 

spread from his heart and into his stomach. 

The man in the fancy robes continued. “Fair scores in Manual Skills and Physical 

Fitness.” He shuffled more papers. “He is hereby declared Substandard and an anomaly 

within the Family Unit.” 

Substandard? 

His siblings had all been declared Exceptional. He didn’t really know what that meant, 

but they all went to a special school as a result. One for law, another for engineering, a third 

for art. Why didn’t he get high scores? He was hoping they’d send him to a special school 

for science, where he could study how living creatures worked. This wasn’t fair. He balled 

his tiny fists, his breathing shallow and fast. 

The man in the fancy robes fixed him with small, hard eyes. “You are hereby stripped of 

your given name and will henceforth be known as Subject NS0924.” 

A door opened on the far side of the room, and two men in uniforms came into the 

room. The little boy’s stomach clenched—these were the grown-ups who would take him 

away. A shiver began in his stomach and spread outward, wracking his entire body in 

tremors. 

“Subject NS0924 is now the property of the State. It will be shipped to the Letchworth 

Island School of Correction and Improvement, where further examination will be 

conducted and an occupation assigned.” 

What was it his brother told him? No one cares if you’re happy or sad or angry. He was 

alone, with all these stupid feelings and no one in the world to help him feel better. He tried 



to stop the tremors and the fear and shame inside him. He didn’t want to be substandard, 

he didn’t want to go to that school. He didn’t want to swallow all of his feelings. 

“Can I talk?” he cried out. His voice was tiny and high-pitched and shaky in the 

enormous room. 

The robed men glanced at each other and scowled down at him. Apparently he’d just 

done something very odd. 

“No, of course not!” 

He’d already started breaking the rules; he might as well keep going. His wanted his 

parents to be proud of him, and if he was an anomaly, they’d hate him forever. The only 

way to fix that was to get high scores in Higher Knowledge and be assigned to a special 

school for science. An occupation meant manual labor and mindless tasks, given to people 

too stupid to do anything else. He wanted better for himself. 

Why didn’t they believe he was special too? 

The little boy stepped out of the circle, and a couple of the men gasped. 

“Let me take the exams again. I was nervous. I can do bett—” 

“Absolutely not! I cannot comprehend you’d even ask.” That was the man in the fancy 

robe with the mean eyes, the one who’d taken his name away. 

The little boy stepped farther away from the circle. “Please, sir. I want to go to school for 

Natural Sciences. I want to be an explorer and study animals and inse—” 

“NS0924, your scores in Higher Knowledge were abysmally low. Particularly in the 

sciences. You are entertaining foolish fantasies, and you would do well to recognize and 

accept your position and remain there, where you belong.” 

He slammed his gavel on the table, and the two uniformed men came forward. 

“No!” the little boy screamed. 

The robed men were aghast now and exchanging angry looks. Some of them stood. One 

of the uniformed men took the little boy by the arms, and he kicked and punched and 

screamed as he was dragged to the back door. 

The last thing the little boy saw as his screams echoed shrilly against the high ceilings 

and the hard floor was the second uniformed man holding a wand in his hand. Blue 

lightning sparked across its tip. White-hot pain jolted his side, and he somersaulted into 

darkness. 
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Nearly forty years as a mother had given Helen Frontenac a sixth sense for trouble. 

“What did you girls do in Vermont?” she asked in a casual tone, clearly forced. 

Helen was usually very good at solving mysteries, and this evening, as she and her 

daughters gathered for their Saturday routine of dinner and a movie, she was on a hunt for 

truth. Luckily, the sisters had done more than just investigate a bizarre murder. 

“We went to the Shelburne Museum.” Hyla’s voice was also casual but quivering slightly 

with what she wasn’t saying. “And we saw an old steamboat, the Ticonderoga. This old rich 

woman, Electra Havemeyer Webb, had the whole boat brought to Vermont. I usually hate 

rich people, but she was pretty badass. You wouldn’t believe the weird stuff she collected… 

Giant jugs and glass canes…” 

Hyla kept Helen occupied with details of their visit as both sisters helped her cook 

dinner—Spanish rice and pork chops. Helen flitted around the kitchen from task to task 

like a hummingbird from feeder to feeder. 

“You were gone three days. That’s all you did?” Her voice was pinched and skeptical 

now. 

Hyla turned away from Helen’s searching eyes, which would surely find the lie in her 

daughter’s expression, so Lizeth took over. 

“Of course not. We went to a few antique stores. There were some hiking trails nearby 

too.” 

Helen shook her head. “I don’t like the sound of you two in the woods alone. I wish 

you’d take your father with you.” She glanced up from opening a can of tomatoes to grin 

slyly at Hyla. “Or Jimmy.” 

“For God’s sake, Mom, we can take care of ourselves,” Hyla said with a scoff. “We’re 

grown women.” 

“Really? If a lunatic with a gun came after you in the middle of nowhere, you’d know 

what to do?” 

“And you think Dad would? With his bad knees and his bad back and his asthma?” Hyla 



retorted. “Nothing that exciting ever happens, anyway. You always imagine the worst.” 

“Yeah, well, that’s what mothers do.” 

Helen turned her attention to the stove, giving the sisters a chance to share a silent, 

guilty conversation. Plenty of things much more exciting than a lunatic with a gun had met 

them on their travels, but if Helen Frontenac knew her daughters exorcised witches, 

traveled to parallel universes, and fought vampires, the worry would give her a heart 

attack. Which was why Hyla and Lizeth hadn’t told her about their side business. 

Helen was already nervous, imagining all the normal dangers awaiting her daughters. If 

she knew about the paranormal ones, she’d never let them leave the house. How could they 

continue their investigations in that case? If only Helen could handle the truth; taking care 

of two daughters had worn her nerves raw. Lizeth wondered who she had been before they 

were born. She could’ve been a crack sleuth, with her keen observation skills, her gift for 

reading people, her love of puzzles and research. Lizeth sure could use her mother’s sharp 

insight now. 

Their three-day investigation into Pierre Davis’s murder had ended with more 

questions than answers. The cops had released his name to the public, but no family or 

friends had come forward. Pierre’s alleged employers denied hiring him, perhaps because 

he was paid under the table. Through Nick’s sources, they learned the detective with the 

serial-killer hunch couldn’t convince anyone of his theory. Police had no leads either in the 

murder or the disappearance of the body. 

And since they’d gotten home the night before, even worse news: Pierre’s house had 

burned down, and Debbie had left town. That very morning, an article was published in the 

Press—not written by Nick—that revealed some shady details from Debbie’s past: a DWI 

and a brief stint in a mental health facility. Now discredited as a witness, an “anonymous” 

source said the investigation was shifting its focus to Debbie, since she had found the body. 

Lizeth began to wonder if she’d misinterpreted Pierre’s message. 

It’s too late… Debbie Lang. Find Debbie Lan— 

If you had only minutes to live, wouldn’t you try to identify your killer? Maybe that’s 

what Pierre meant. 

“And by the way, Mother, that’s a pretty old-fashioned notion—to wait for a man to 

accompany us into the world.” Hyla was serious but kept her tone light and joking. “These 



days, women can do anything. Run companies. Fight in wars…” 

Helen rapped her wooden spoon on the edge of the frying pan. “I’m well aware, my dear 

daughter, what women are capable of. Especially my own daughters. But the world can still 

hurt you. That will never change.” 

The back door thumped open, ending the discussion. Their father, Claude, strolled in, 

dressed in his “puttering in the shop” uniform—torn jeans, an old US Air Force shirt, fleece, 

and trucker cap—and smelling of grease and woodsmoke and outdoors. Their old basset 

hound, Hazel, trotted in behind him, her tongue dragging. 

“When’s supper going to be ready?” Claude said. 

“It’s nice to see you too,” Helen responded. In answer, Claude stooped down and kissed 

his wife on the cheek. She smiled. “Thirty minutes.” 

“I’m going to take a shower, then,” he announced and walked off to the bathroom, 

calling over his shoulder, “Next time you let Hazel out, watch out for a skunk. Something 

was moving around out there. She’s been barking at it for a half hour. I set a trap, just in 

case.” 

“Great,” Helen said as her husband disappeared into the next room. 

“The last time she got sprayed she stunk for six weeks,” Hyla said. 

“She did not.” Helen pouted, then dropped to the floor to kiss Hazel on top of her head, 

cooing, “She always smells beautiful.” 

Hazel shuffled into the living room. Hyla and Lizeth helped their mother batter the pork 

chops and squeeze them into a baking dish. She slid them into the oven and set a timer, and 

as she did so, Hyla’s phone pinged. 

“It’s June,” she announced, reading the text with a half smile, half frown. 

Jimmy’s daughter was entering that awkward stage of life, where everything was the 

end of the world, and she often sought Hyla’s advice. She wouldn’t say so, but Lizeth knew 

Hyla enjoyed being relied upon. 

“I go through my week thinking I’m still young, and then June reminds me I’m old 

enough to be her mother.” She returned the message and set down her phone, shaking her 

head. “I barely know how to take care of myself.” 

Helen sat on a barstool with a wince and a groan, complaining about her sciatica. “I 

hope you’re being careful, Hyla. June has a mother already.” 



“For God’s sake,” Hyla huffed, propping a hand on her hip. “I know that. I don’t want to 

be anyone’s mother.” 

Lizeth studied her sister’s expression for the truth, but on this topic alone, it was buried 

deep. Hyla still talked to Nelly Huggett regularly. She’d bonded quickly with June. Though 

she claimed to despise children and was often awkward in their presence, Hyla possessed 

the selfless strength a woman needed to be a mother. 

“I don’t want you to either, as I’ve told both you girls many times. It’s the most difficult 

job in the world. But you keep carrying on with Jimmy like you are, and before you know it, 

you’ll be a stepmother.” 

“Carrying on? What does that mean?” 

Helen raised an eyebrow. “Your decrepit, old-fashioned mother may have been married 

for forty years, but she knows sexual attraction when she sees it.” 

“Mom!” Hyla yelped and stared at her sister, wide-eyed, for help. 

Lizeth raised her palms in defeat, smirking. “He has that look in his eye.” 

“What look?” Hyla was blushing now. 

“Like you’re an ice cream cone he can’t wait to lick.” 

Helen burst out laughing, but Hyla, for once, was struck mute. But only for a minute. 

“We’re friends, Lizeth. Friends.” Her eyes bobbed back and forth in her head, as if 

recounting every little moment spent with Jimmy. She scowled. “At least I thought so.” 

Several months had passed since Hyla’s messy breakup with Zeke, and she’d barely 

mentioned his name. That limb was swiftly and completely severed, and Hyla wasn’t one to 

beg for a man’s attention. 

“Well, you won’t be friends for long,” Lizeth said. “He’s besotted with you.” 

Hyla studied her sister for a long time, and Lizeth spied, hiding beneath the denial, a 

deeper conflict. Jimmy was Lizeth’s ex, after all. 

“You think so?” Hyla sounded like a teenager with a crush. 

“Yeah. Jimmy’s about as obvious as you are.” 

Despite herself, the corner of Hyla’s mouth flickered in a smile. The next second, it was 

gone. 

 

 



 

 

Hyla was curled up under a blanket, scowling with her hand clutching the remote. 

They were twenty minutes into the movie—The Fifth Element. It was their father’s 

choice, but he’d fallen asleep and was sprawled on the couch, his head dropped back and 

mouth hanging open. 

Helen was missing again; she’d jumped up at least five times since the movie started to 

let Hazel out, or take her Metamucil, or get a snack. Lizeth didn’t know where she was off to 

this time because she was also distracted. 

Her eyes had been watching the movie, but her mind was thinking of Debbie Lang’s 

flight, the new reporter writing about the case in the Press, the house fire and Pierre’s 

missing body, the man in the suit at the crime scene. These mysterious events led to the 

same conclusion Hyla had reached days before in the hotel bar: Someone wanted the 

murder of Pierre Davis to be ignored. Lizeth had to know why. 

Helen sprinted back into the living room. “What did I miss?” 

Hyla huffed and paused the movie. “If you leave the room, you lose the right to know 

what happened.” 

“Just tell me what I missed,” Helen said through gritted teeth. 

Hyla summarized and resumed the movie. It played for ten minutes, and then Hazel, 

who was lying next to Lizeth on the couch, suddenly awoke and brayed loudly. Claude 

snorted awake, groggily crying, “What’s wrong?” 

Hazel jumped stiffly from the couch and to the window, where she raised her large head 

and howled loudly at the ceiling. Helen peered out the black window into the night. 

“It’s just a tree branch, my girl,” she cooed. 

Hazel brayed again. Hyla hit pause. 

“Judas priest, are we ever going to finish this damn movie?” 

Claude ignored her. “Could be that skunk.” 

“I don’t see anything.” Helen glanced down at Hazel. “Do you want to go to bed, 

sweetheart?” And then, to Hyla, “Unpause it.” 

“No. You’ll just get confused again.” 

Helen gave Hyla a dirty look as she followed Hazel out of the living room. Ten minutes 



was spent tending to the dog’s nightly routine, and then the movie began again. But Lizeth 

had already lost interest; she’d scooped up her tablet and spent the intermission searching 

for new stories about Pierre’s case. Nothing had been written in the Press since the story 

about Debbie’s turning from witness to suspect. But after thirty minutes, she found 

something even more interesting: an online forum populated by an anonymous and 

dedicated team of amateur detectives who called themselves the Murder Company. 

One of its members had posted about Pierre’s case, and though the poster used a 

different name, he was clearly Nick Bauer. 

My ex-girlfriend recently experienced something utterly inexplicable. Her neighbor was 

murdered and his body ritualistically mutilated. She told me her story, and though I came to 

her aid, I regret that I didn’t entirely believe her. I should have. Stories have come out about 

her that I know to be false, and now she’s missing. I’ve been told she left town, but if that’s 

true, she left without her clothes or car or medicine. The murder victim’s body vanished, and 

his house has burned down. Rumor has it that the detective who was initially assigned to the 

case resigned after someone snitched about an extra-marital affair… 

The post continued, recounting details about Pierre Davis and his murder. Details only a 

few people had access to—Debbie, Nick, a handful of cops, the coroner. 

And Hyla and Lizeth. 

She finished reading. 

Someone is cleaning up shop. I’m in danger, as is anyone else who asked questions about 

Mr. Davis’s murder. I have no idea who the enemy is, but I know he’s coming. This case cannot 

vanish with me. Pierre Davis deserves justice. 

Lizeth’s hands were shaking. Suddenly, the “skunk” outside and Hazel’s abrupt howling 

were troubling coincidences and her parents innocent bystanders. She and her sister had 

asked questions, and though she felt they’d learned very little, they probably already knew 

too much. 

She texted the link to Hyla with a message: I think I know where Nick went. 

With the movie flashing its light across their faces, Lizeth watched Hyla pick up her 

phone and read for a torturous few minutes. When she was done, she looked up, her 

expression matching Lizeth’s like a mirror. 

She was afraid. 



“What is it?” Helen cried. “What’s wrong?” 

Hyla glanced at their mother, frightened and guilty and trying to erase both emotions 

for their mother’s sake. 

“Nothing. Everything’s fine.” Hyla’s voice was a bit too hollow to be convincing. “Just a 

text from June. She’s still having a hard time. Boy trouble.” 

Helen crooked an eyebrow. “Well, be neutral. Don’t guide her—that’s her mother’s job.” 

Hyla ground her teeth, lending credibility to her lie. “Yes, Mother.” 

A second later, Lizeth’s phone pinged with a message from Hyla: What do we do? 

Their own efforts to get justice for Pierre had failed. Lizeth didn’t want to get someone 

else involved and endanger their lives too. She felt like prey waiting for slaughter. 

She typed back to Hyla: We can take care of ourselves, right? 

A second later: Let’s just hope a lunatic with a gun isn’t waiting outside. 
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