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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is that?” Patty asked, her eyes flicking up at a large moss-covered boulder beside a long dead oak tree. When Tommy Ray didn’t answer, she looked over at him and was surprised to see that he had removed his shirt and rolled his pants up to just below his knees. During her most recent daydream, he had also waded a foot deep into the foul-smelling water, and as she watched, he reached down and grabbed a handful of green and brown vegetation and threw it at her. 
 
    Patty yelped and ducked, even though the slime slapped the water more than ten feet from where she stood.  
 
    “Gross!” she shouted. “There’s gotta be leeches or some shit in there, Tommy! Don’t throw it at me!” 
 
    Tommy Ray broke into a grin. 
 
    Shaking her head, Patty turned away from her boyfriend and looked back at what had first caught her eye. 
 
    A strange stick figure, made entirely of wood and vines, sat atop the large boulder that she had been leaning against. When she had first seen it, Patty thought that it was just another piece of driftwood, but upon closer inspection, she realized that this wasn’t the case: it was too ordered, too precise, too human. There were two angled cross pieces for legs, and one straight twig for arms. A twisted knot of vines made up the head. All told, it couldn’t have stood more than four inches tall, but stood it did.  
 
    Patty started to walk toward it, shielding her eyes from the sun that leaked in through the long dead oak trees that made up this part of the swamp. As she neared it, she confirmed that it was indeed a stick figure and not just something she had imagined. 
 
    Patty frowned and looked back at Tommy Ray, but he was still messing around with the boggy mess and paid her no heed, let alone the figure.  
 
    When her gaze returned to the boulder, her eyes passed by another large rock, not five feet from where she stood.  
 
    There was another stick figure atop this boulder, one that was nearly identical to the first. A shudder passed through her then, and she suddenly felt a chill despite the warm air.  
 
    Now that she had noticed the first, Patty realized in horror that the little stickmen were everywhere. She counted twelve just on the boulders alone, and several more tangled in the dead branches above their heads 
 
    Her heart racing now, she started to back away, slowly making her way to Tommy Ray behind her.  
 
    As she did, Patty caught sight of something else marking the largest of the boulders. There was a dark brown stain on the face of the rock, which at first, being so riveted by the stick figure, she had failed to notice. 
 
    Now, however, Patty didn’t know how she could have missed the two capital letters written using some long-dried ink: BH. 
 
    Patty’s breath caught in her throat. 
 
    “Tommy Ray? I think we should—” but a girlish giggle cut her off. 
 
    Her heart, which was already pounding in her chest, thumped so strongly now that it started to make her entire body quake. 
 
    I imagined it, I— 
 
    But then she heard it again. 
 
    A distinct giggle, coming from somewhere to her right. She whipped her head in the direction of the sound, only to turn it back around again when the laughter erupted from off to her left. 
 
    “Tommy Ray?” She shouted, almost running backward now.  
 
    Something wasn’t right here—a lot wasn’t right here in this swamp. They had to get out, they had to get out now. 
 
    Patty turned around to stare at her boyfriend. He was covered in mud and muck, completely absorbed in his own, childish game. As she watched, Tommy Ray reached down deep into the swamp water, and grabbed something. With a grunt, he tried to pull it to the surface, but it didn’t budge. Determined, Tommy Ray used both hands and yanked hard. Even with all the grime covering his torso, Patty could see the man’s chest tighten and go red with the effort. 
 
    “Oh, this is gonna be the biggest—” but he stopped short as the object finally surfaced. 
 
    It was a hand.  
 
    A blackened, soggy hand, severed just before the elbow. 
 
    Patty and Tommy Ray both started to scream. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Patty caught sight of several shadows moving between the trees, coming toward them. 
 
    They moved quickly in and out of the tall, warped oak stumps making it difficult to focus on any one of them for more than a second or two. The only thing that registered with Patty was their bobbing heads of blond hair.  
 
    She opened her mouth to scream again, but a filthy hand wrapped around her face, muffling her. Before she knew what was happening, Patty was pulled backward and dragged through the mud.  
 
    A second before she was turned around, her back pushed up against a tree, Patty Smith saw at least a dozen girls with blond hair and black eyes descend on Tommy Ray, who was still holding the severed arm like some sort of macabre souvenir.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part I – Bark and Brown Sugar 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Father Larry Smith grunted as he pushed his lawn mower up the small embankment. The hot South Carolina sun beat down on him, causing sweat to break out on his forehead, under his arms, and across the thin line that separated his belly from his chest, what his wife had affectionately come to call his “man boobs”.  
 
      
 
    “Must be a hundred and five degrees out here,” Larry said more to himself than to Ginger, who he knew was staring at him from the kitchen window. Larry didn’t look up as he spoke; he just continued to push the damn lawn mower across the lawn. He had long thought it a bad idea to mow the lawn when it was so hot out, but he had little choice in this matter. 
 
      
 
    Once he had asked Johnny Trundle, the octogenarian who had worked at the local garden store for, well, pretty much all eighty years of his life, about this very point. 
 
      
 
    “Should I mow the lawn in the middle of the day? When it’s close to a hundred degrees outside?” He’d asked. 
 
      
 
    “Naw, not the best thing to do. When you cut the lawn with the sun shining, it has a tendency to burn it. You see, when the blades of the grass are long…” Johnny used his hands to mime what to Larry looked like twisting tentacles blowing in the wind, and this marked the exact moment he’d lost interest. And yet, Larry had gotten the answer that he had wanted, the one that he’d expected. 
 
      
 
    But to tell his wife? To tell Ginger Smith that the Sunday afternoon ritual she’d imposed was actually doing more harm to their precious lawn than good? 
 
      
 
    Nope, not happening. 
 
      
 
    Which was why Larry found himself mowing the lawn in 105° heat while his wife stood by the window inside their air-conditioned home, a cool glass of non-alcoholic ice tea clutched in her bony fingers. 
 
      
 
    He wiped his brow with the back of his arm, but his skin was so sweaty that it only seemed to add to the problem. Clad in a black T-shirt that ran to his elbows and sporting the thick black pants that he wore while giving his nightly sermon, Larry felt massively overdressed for this type of work. 
 
      
 
    But try bringing that up to Ginger Smith. 
 
      
 
    In fact, he had tried to bring this up with her just the other day. He told her that, hey, it didn’t make sense for him to mow the lawn wearing such garb, the same uniform he wore when he gave his sermons, and that maybe while he was at home, they could relax on the rules somewhat. 
 
      
 
    But Ginger was having none of it. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want to do Larry? You want to go outside with no shirt on? Show off your pasty belly and your man boobs like that delinquent Greg Peacock up the road? You’re a disciple of God, Larry, so why don’t you act like one.”  
 
    Larry had bit his tongue. 
 
      
 
    He bit his tongue so hard, in fact, that he’d tasted blood in his mouth. 
 
      
 
    And so here he was, in 105° weather, wearing the same black shirt and pants that he wore during his sermons, trying to convince himself to be grateful that Ginger let him wear running shoes instead of his black patent leather loafers that he tucked beneath the pulpit. 
 
      
 
    Larry closed his eyes for a moment, and turned his chin towards the sun high above. 
 
      
 
    Lord, what does a man have to do, in order to— 
 
      
 
    The creaking sound of the wooden gate to the backyard opening caused Larry to lower his chin. It was the same gate that he’d told Ginger he’d fixed three weeks ago.  
 
      
 
    Only it hadn’t been fixed; he hadn’t gotten around to it, and wasn’t planning to. 
 
      
 
    Larry knew that pettiness, while it wasn’t specifically denoted as a sin, should very well be one, but he took his victories where he could get them. 
 
      
 
    “Mother of one, mother of all.” 
 
      
 
    Larry’s eyes snapped open. 
 
      
 
    At first, he thought it was just the sun playing tricks on him, as although his eyelids were closed while aimed up at it, the sun was so bright that it still made an impression on his retinas. But when the voice came again, he knew that this was no half-baked mirage or hallucination. 
 
      
 
    He blinked rapidly and then wiped away small tears from the corners of his eyes to get a better look. There was a figure walking through the broken backyard gate. 
 
      
 
    It was a female figure, of that he was certain, but his eyes were still adjusting to the contrast from looking up to make out anything more specific. 
 
      
 
    “What in the heck?”  
 
      
 
    Larry let go of the lawn mower handle, and the engine immediately shut off.  
 
      
 
    “What in the heck?” Larry repeated more loudly this time. 
 
      
 
    The woman wasn’t approaching him so much as she was shambling towards him, her movements and gait awkward, reminiscent of a robot in desperate need of some WD-40. Larry blinked again and his vision finally focused. 
 
      
 
    And what he saw made his blood run cold. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t just a female figure, Larry realized, but it was his daughter. 
 
      
 
    And she was completely naked. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “No, no, no,” Sheriff Liam Lancaster muttered to himself, “This can’t be right.” As he spoke, Liam shuffled the papers in his hands. “This can’t be right at all.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that, boss?” 
 
      
 
    Liam looked up from the folder and then pulled the reading glasses down his nose so that he could get a better look at the man across from him. 
 
      
 
    Deputy Stephen “Stevie” Johnson was staring back at him, a goofy grin plastered on his awkward face. The man’s ears were too big for his head, his eyes were slightly uneven, and he had jet black hair that he insisted on stuccoing to his forehead in crooked bangs.  
 
      
 
    An Elloree deputy for the past three years, Stevie had a way of making Liam laugh. It wasn’t just his looks, although those were amusing enough, but the fact that he had no filter between his ears, as if the thoughts that materialized inside his gray matter was squished between those over-sized ears and simply vomited or regurgitated out his mouth. 
 
      
 
    But the candidness that Larry had once found humorous seemed to have run its course. Things were changing in the South—even in Elloree, South Carolina, even as far as the swamp. No longer could a man grab a woman’s ass at the workplace, just give it a gentle squeeze, a tangible way of saying, hey, I see what you’re doing in the gym, I notice that you’re looking after yourself. Nor was it acceptable to call people retards—the dreaded ‘R’ word as they now referred to it—else be called a bigot. Refer to someone as a fag, in jest? Forget about it. You’d be better off calling them a motherfucking cunt, instead. 
 
      
 
    Not that Larry minded this much. He didn’t care much for either of those words, but he couldn’t help feeling that putting so much emphasis on what people said, rather than on their intentions, set a poor precedent. And maybe that was why he liked Stevie so much; the man was a breath of fresh air in the political quagmire that life had become. Sylvie Sinclair, the newly instated head of HR, on the other hand… 
 
      
 
    “Hey boss, you see the guy on the news the other day? The guy who got the Twinkie stuck up his butt?” Stevie asked. 
 
      
 
    Even though Stevie was a breath of fresh air, if Sylvie overheard him now, not even Liam would be able to insulate him from the inevitable lashings. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that now?” Liam asked in a hushed tone. 
 
      
 
    Stevie’s dark eyes darted about the room before answering. Like societal language laws, the Elloree Police Station had undergone many changes over the years. It had gone from a bustling three division suite, to just the four of them: Sheriff Lancaster, Deputy Stevie Johnson, Stevie’s massively overweight and badger looking partner Dwight Porter, and the newly acquired Sylvie Sinclair.  
 
      
 
    Down-sizing, down-sizing, down-sizing.  
 
      
 
    For a while mid-transition, it had even just been Liam and Stevie, but when there were a series of break-ins about five years ago, the Mayor had decided that they needed someone to man the station while the duo were out trying to apprehend what had eventually become known as the 13-Gang looters. The 13 in this case didn’t refer to the number of people in the gang, but rather the age of the looters. And then, after several quasi-anonymous reports of inappropriate comments made by Stevie, the Mayor had decided that in order to save face with his constituents, he would hire a full-time HR consultant for the station. The irony was that the bigger-than-life Mayor, Bobby Lee Ross, was the worst type of offender. While Stevie might let his tongue wag in his mouth like the tail of an excited Doberman, he meant no offense by what he said. The mayor on the other hand? Well, Mayor Ross was as sleazy as they came. Instead of a thoughtful ass squeeze, Bobby Lee was more inclined to stick a finger the size of a Pogo up someone’s butt and ask them to cough.  
 
      
 
    “Twinkies,” Stevie whispered, bringing Liam’s thoughts full circle. “A man in South Carolina had to go to the hospital because he had so many Twinkies shoved up his—” 
 
      
 
    The door to the police station suddenly flung open and Sylvie Sinclair didn’t so much step through as barrel over the threshold, as she always did. Her hair was white blond, almost certainly chemically enhanced, and tied up in a bun so tight that it pulled her eyebrows nearly to the back of her head. Her lips, a deep red, were pressed together so tightly that if she had tried to speak in that moment, Liam expected that her eyes would’ve bulged from the simple fact that she needed the extra skin from her eyelids in order to form words. 
 
      
 
    Liam’s own eyes went wide in that moment, and he shot the most glaring and purposeful look that he could manage at Stevie. The man just started to chuckle, which made Liam even more nervous. In fact, he was so nervous that when Sylvie walked over to them and said good morning, the only thing that Liam could say was Twinkie. 
 
      
 
    Yes, he said it; he actually said it. 
 
      
 
    “Twinkie.” 
 
      
 
    Sylvie gave him a strange look and Stevie broke into such roaring laughter that he slipped from his chair and fell to the floor. 
 
      
 
    Uttering a curse under his breath, Liam immediately went to the deputy and tried to help him to his feet. Stevie, however, was laughing so hard that he couldn’t be lifted. 
 
      
 
    “Twinkie,” Stevie repeated between gasps for air.  
 
      
 
    This time, Liam chuckled.  
 
      
 
    He couldn’t help it. 
 
      
 
    Twinkie.  
 
      
 
    Predictably, Sylvie remained stoic during this episode, her hands locked on her hips. Eventually, the two men managed to regain some semblance of control. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the folder for?” Sylvie asked, clearly desperate for a subject change.  
 
      
 
    “Hmmm?” 
 
      
 
    Sylvie reached over and with a long, manicured nail tapped the brown folder that Liam clutched between his weathered knuckles. 
 
      
 
    “The folder. What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, this? I was just reading it…” Liam suddenly grew serious. “I think there’s been some sort of mistake.” 
 
      
 
    Sylvie pointed her chin toward the sky in the form of a question. 
 
      
 
    “Missing girls… it says here that four girls have all gone missing from around Elloree this month. But that can’t be right…” Liam lifted an eyebrow and observed both Sylvie and then Stevie, who thankfully had since gotten his laughter under control. “Can it?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Father Larry Smith ran towards his daughter, all the while shouting over his shoulder to Ginger to call the police, an ambulance, somebody, anybody. 
 
      
 
    “Patty!” He shrieked as he sprinted. Sweat dripped into his eyes, blurring his vision. He wiped it away and then immediately wished that he hadn’t.  
 
      
 
    Patty was completely nude, and while this in and of itself was shocking—aside from when she was a child, Larry had never seen his daughter naked—this wasn’t what made his heart skip a beat.  
 
      
 
    That honor was bestowed on the dozens, if not hundreds, of gashes that marred her perfectly tanned flesh. 
 
      
 
    “Patty! Patty!” He screamed. 
 
      
 
    Just as Patricia Smith swooned, Larry reached her. She collapsed into him, and he wrapped his arms around her protectively, before lowering her body to the freshly cut grass. Somewhere behind him, Larry heard the sliding door open, and he shouted again over his shoulder for Ginger to call somebody, to get an ambulance here, to get help. 
 
      
 
    “For Christ’s sake, get some fucking help!” 
 
      
 
    Larry put his hand on his daughter’s forehead, which was unnaturally cool given the hot sun above them. 
 
      
 
    “Sweetie, sweetie, are you okay? What happened? What happened to you?” Larry’s words came out in a breathy rush. 
 
      
 
    Patty Smith’s eyes rolled back in her head and her eyelids started to flutter. 
 
      
 
    “Ginger, help! Help!” He screamed over his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    But Ginger didn’t help, nor did she call anyone as he instructed. Instead, she ambled toward them as if in a trance. Then, after taking one look at Patty’s naked body, she screamed as loud and as long as Larry had ever heard before. 
 
      
 
    “Ginger, for fuck’s sake, get some help!”  
 
      
 
    Maybe the gravity of the situation finally dawned on her, or maybe it was his use of the curse word; either way, Ginger finally turned on her heels, dropped the glass of cool ice tea on the grass, and then hurried back to the house. 
 
      
 
    Now that his wife was gone, Larry turned his full attention to his daughter who had started mumbling incoherently. Her lips had turned a shade of purple, which was strange given how damn hot it was. Sweat dripped off Larry’s brow and landed on her face, but Patty didn’t notice. 
 
      
 
    Larry was at a loss; he didn’t know what to do. If Patty had been hot, he would have scooped her up and brought her inside where it was cool. But she wasn’t; she was freezing. 
 
      
 
    “Patty?” He whispered this time. “Patty, what happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    But his daughter didn’t answer.  
 
      
 
    Larry pulled back to take a better look at her, fearing the worst.  
 
      
 
    Fearing that she had been violated in some way, some way worse than all of the wounds that covered her body. 
 
      
 
    The incisions started at her collarbone, thin lines of blood, hashtags on her skin. They continued down to her small breasts, most no more than two or three inches long, like scratches from a feral cat. One particularly deep gash had nearly severed her left nipple, while the markings that covered her lean stomach appeared more superficial. When his eyes moved lower, to between her legs, Larry could handle it no more. Her soft pubic hair, once blond like the hair on her head, was soaked in red. 
 
      
 
    “Noooo,” Larry moaned as he reached down and embraced her. “This can’t be happening.”  
 
      
 
    This can’t be happening. Not here. Not in Elloree. Not to us. 
 
      
 
    Not to a priest’s daughter of all things, not to a pure and pretty and amazing and smart and— 
 
      
 
    “Mother,” Patty Smith moaned. 
 
      
 
    Larry pulled back from his daughter, trying to determine if she had said the word or if he had just imagined it. 
 
      
 
    Patty’s lips were moving, but they didn’t appear to be forming words. The sound of the sliding door flying open again and Ginger rushing toward them shouting something into the telephone, threatened to draw Larry’s attention, but he wouldn’t let it. 
 
      
 
    “Mother,” Patty whispered, and this time Larry saw her lips move in sync with the word. 
 
      
 
    Larry, confused and perhaps a little dehydrated given the amount of sweat that poured profusely from his brow and coated his daughter’s otherwise cool skin, tried desperately to pay attention to what his daughter was muttering. 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming—the ambulance is coming, they should be here in five minutes,” Ginger shouted from somewhere behind them. 
 
      
 
    Ignoring his wife, Larry leaned down close to his daughter’s lips, and pressed his ears against them. 
 
      
 
    “Who did this to you?” He asked. “Patty, who did this to you?” 
 
      
 
    And then came that fateful word again, and Larry felt his blood run as cold as Patty’s flesh. 
 
      
 
    “Mother.” 
 
      
 
    Something hard came down on Larry’s shoulder and he immediately pulled back from his daughters’ face and whipped his head around. 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear me, Larry? Did you hear what I said? The ambulance will be here in under ten minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Larry squinted at his wife, at the curly hair on her head the color of which matched her name, at her high arching eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    Mother? She did this? How can that… how can that be?  
 
      
 
    “She said—she said—” Larry stopped blubbering when Patty started to speak again. 
 
      
 
    He turned around to look at her, his heart breaking at the sight of her bruised and bleeding body lying on the grass. 
 
      
 
    At first Larry didn’t understand Patty, and began to question if she was using words at all or if the sounds that came out of her mouth were just random syllables produced by a sixteen-year-old who was slipping into shock. 
 
      
 
    “Mater est, matrem omnium.” 
 
      
 
    “What? What-” 
 
      
 
    “What’s she saying?” Ginger demanded. “What’s she saying?” 
 
      
 
    “Mater est, matrem omnium?” 
 
      
 
    Larry stared at his daughter’s lips, his brow furrowing in confusion. The sounds weren’t random but seemed… Latin of all things.  
 
      
 
    “What is that? What’s she saying, Larry, what is she saying? What happened to her, Larry?” Ginger demanded, her voice acquiring a high-pitched tone that Larry Smith was all too familiar with. 
 
      
 
    “Mater est, matrem omnium.” 
 
      
 
    “Larry, what’s she —” 
 
      
 
    Patty’s body suddenly tensed. It was as if every muscle in the girl’s entire body contracted simultaneously, an extreme form of tetanus, a bout so severe that her back started to arch. If it weren’t for the crown of her head and her heels, Larry would have thought that that his daughter was levitating. 
 
      
 
    “Larry!” Ginger shrieked. “Larry, what is—” 
 
      
 
    “I have no fucking idea!” Larry suddenly exploded. “I have no fucking clue what’s happening!” 
 
      
 
    A croak exited his daughter’s throat then, a deep resonating sound that was so horrible that it made the fillings in Larry’s teeth start to vibrate and he tasted bile on the back of his tongue. 
 
      
 
    Just when Larry thought things couldn’t get any worse, he saw something; he saw something on his daughter’s bare hip. It was as if the slices there weren’t as random as the ones that had nearly removed her left nipple, or that had flayed the soft skin that covered her ribs, but as if they had been put there on purpose. 
 
      
 
    The slashes formed two letters. 
 
      
 
    Two capital letters, like initials. 
 
      
 
    B and H.  
 
      
 
    BH. 
 
      
 
    BH? What the hell is BH? 
 
      
 
    The wail of a siren suddenly cut through the hot summer air, and as it did, Patty’s body finally collapsed to the grass. 
 
      
 
    Larry didn’t need to check for a pulse to know that she was gone. He crossed himself, wiped the tears from his cheeks, and gave his daughter the last rites. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “What you mean?” Stevie asked. 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Liam Lancaster tapped the folder with the eraser end of a pencil. 
 
      
 
    “It’s right here… four girls all from the surrounding areas—Santee, Wells, Holly Hill, even as far as Batesburg. All gone missing in the last few months.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie just stared at Liam for a moment, while he stared at the photograph of little Stacey Weller, her bright smile, her blond pigtails that were ridiculously short. 
 
      
 
    Missing… 
 
      
 
    Liam scratched his head with the pointed end of the pencil. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t be right, can it? I mean, it must be a mistake, right?” 
 
      
 
    It was Sylvie who answered. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’re the Sheriff, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Liam gave her a disgusted look. 
 
      
 
    Yeah, I’m the Sheriff alright, and you’re the wart on Toto’s ass.  
 
      
 
    “She’s right,” Stevie confirmed with a nod. 
 
      
 
    Liam’s frown deepened. Of course, he was the Sheriff, this was never in question. What he’d asked is whether it was possible that four girls, all between four and eight years of age, had gone missing from around Elloree.  
 
      
 
    “Hey Stevie, did Dwight never show you how to use that newfangled computer program?” Liam asked. 
 
      
 
    Stevie shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. He never told me anything about it… I don’t know how to use it, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Liam’s frown returned. 
 
      
 
    Of course, I don’t know how to use it. If I knew how to use it, then why the hell would I be asking if you knew how to use it, you nitwit, he felt like saying. But, of course… 
 
      
 
    Liam looked over at Sylvie, who was still staring at him, her eyebrows seeming to migrate even further up her forehead. He thought she was perilously close to losing them in her hairline. 
 
      
 
    “Stevie, get Dwight on the horn—tell him to come in. I want to know if he can use the computer to figure out if these cases are real or not, if maybe the dates got changed somehow.” 
 
      
 
    Sylvie made an annoying clucking sound with her tongue, before retreating to her desk without offering any insight whatsoever. Liam shook his head as he watched her go. 
 
      
 
    Then he turned to face Stevie again, who was looking back at him with a queer expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Can I see them?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Liam shrugged and he turned the folder around and set it down on the man’s desk. Stevie quickly pulled out the four photographs and set them up in a square configuration. As he did, Liam realized something: the girls… they all looked rather similar. All with button noses, blue eyes and blond hair.  
 
      
 
    It’s like the Aryan race. 
 
      
 
    Larry shook his head in an attempt to clear his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t seem to help any. 
 
      
 
    “I need a coffee,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    Stevie looked over the photographs for a few moments while Liam watched on. 
 
      
 
    “How’d you come across these, anyways?” Stevie asked, his eyes still locked on the photographs of the girls and the accompanying details. 
 
      
 
    “A friend from Batesburg called me up just the other day—Officer Ron Jenkins. He said that they’d been having a problem with people heading out for camping trips up at Stumphole and not coming back. He didn’t know if there was anything insidious going on, but he thought it was worth looking into. He said that the three couples that went missing all had little girls between the ages of five and eight, but the families also had some financial troubles so he wasn’t ruling out the possibility that they had just up and left,” Liam said, recalling the conversation that he had had with his old friend Ron Jenkins the night prior. “I didn’t think much of it, but he sent over a copy of one of the girls, the, uh,” Liam reached over and tapped the photograph of the oldest of the missing children, a one Carla Shari. “This one. I looked on the board…” 
 
      
 
    Liam stopped when he saw a blank stare cross over the deputy’s face. 
 
      
 
    “The board,” Liam said almost as a question, pointing across the room to the bulletin board near the front of the station. It was covered in so many advertisements—everything from babysitting to taxes to life insurance—that it reminded Liam of Bourbon Street the day after Mardi Gras. “That board.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know what the board is, boss. But what is… insidious?” 
 
      
 
    Liam frowned again. 
 
      
 
    “It just means that something bad is going on, Stevie. Like a crime has been committed. Just get Dwight in here and see if he can look up all those things on the doohickey comp—” 
 
      
 
    Liam froze as the door to the police station suddenly flew wide. He spun on his heels, instinctively reaching for the pistol that was strapped to his hip. His hand fell away, however, when he recognized the man who came through the doors. 
 
      
 
    “Father Smith?” Liam exclaimed as he rushed toward him. “Father Smith, what’s going on? Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Jesus, take a seat, Father, please,” Liam said as he wrapped his arms around the man with the red-rimmed eyes. 
 
      
 
    Father Smith collapsed into his arms, and it was all Liam could do to hold up the man who had at least twenty pounds on him. Luckily, Stevie rushed over and wrapped his arm around the other side of the man’s waist and together they guided him towards a chair. 
 
      
 
    “Father? What’s wrong? What happened? Everything all right?” Liam asked, his heart and his mind racing.  
 
      
 
    He had known Father Larry Smith for the better part of a decade, having attended his services every single Sunday for the past ten years. Father Smith was well regarded in the community, and it wasn’t just because the man was a priest. 
 
      
 
    The man was a saint; he had to be, to put up with his wife, Ginger. Ginger Smith… the only woman Liam knew with a bigger cock than Sylvie Sinclair. 
 
      
 
    Father Smith didn’t reply right away; he just sat slumped in the uncomfortable plastic chair, his eyes downcast. Liam could see the man’s heart pounding through his sweat-soaked shirt. 
 
      
 
    The Sheriff looked over at Stevie, his own eyes wide, hoping that the meaning behind his expression would get through to the man. 
 
      
 
    What the fuck is going on here? 
 
      
 
    “She took my daughter,” Father Smith said at last, slowly raising his eyes. “She took… Patty.” 
 
      
 
    Liam recoiled as if he’d been struck. As he did, Father Smith leaned forward and if it weren’t for Stevie sitting beside him, he would’ve surely pitched out of the chair. 
 
      
 
    “W-w-what?” Liam stuttered. 
 
      
 
    But Father Smith had apparently said all he was capable of in this moment. He lowered his gaze again, and tears started to drop into his lap. 
 
      
 
    Liam’s eyes darted to Stevie first, but the man was preoccupied with making sure that Father Smith didn’t fall out of his chair, vomit, or collapse, and the Sheriff was resigned to turning to Sylvie next. 
 
      
 
    The woman stood behind her desk, hand on her hips, a stern expression on her ever-cross face. 
 
      
 
    She took my daughter? What was Father Smith talking about? 
 
      
 
    Liam gestured for her to come over. 
 
      
 
    As Sylvie approached, Liam let his eyes drift back to the sobbing priest. And as he did, his gaze passed over the still open folder lying on Stevie’s desk. 
 
      
 
    The folder with the images of the missing girls. 
 
      
 
    Liam didn’t know Father Smith’s daughter on a professional level—by all accounts, Patty Smith was the prototypical preacher’s daughter—but he knew her to be much older than the girls in the photographs. Yet Liam couldn’t shake the strange feeling in his gut that somehow this was related. 
 
      
 
    And then a thought entered his head, one that was wholly inappropriate given the circumstances. 
 
      
 
    I need a coffee. 
 
      
 
    I need a coffee with some bourbon, hold the coffee. 
 
      
 
    Stevie gently started to rub Father Smith’s back, and Sylvie squatted down in front of them, taking up residence beside Liam. 
 
      
 
    “Father? Father, it’s Sylvie.” 
 
      
 
    At the mention of her name, the priest looked up, sniffed, and then wiped the snot from his nose with the back of his hand.  
 
      
 
    “Sylvie… she took my daughter. They took Patty from us.” 
 
      
 
    Instead of asking for clarification—which is exactly what Liam wanted to do, ask who took his daughter, where they took his daughter, what they wanted with his daughter—Sylvie reached out and wiped the tears from beneath father Smith’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    The man shuddered at her touch, and then he took a deep, hitching breath. And then the question that Liam wanted to ask but didn’t was answered without prompting. Only instead of clarifying things, it only confused him further. 
 
      
 
    Confused and scared him. 
 
      
 
    “The witch’s children… the witch’s children took my daughter. They took her into the swamp and murdered her.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The old woman pressed her cane into the boggy marsh, watching as water built up from below and soaked the tip, before lifting it again. A series of small bubbles followed where her cane had left an indentation in the bog, and she watched these with keen interest. If anybody had been staring at the woman, they would’ve thought it impossible for her to see: her eyes were white, the consequence of long hardening cataracts that had never been dealt with. 
 
      
 
    But that didn’t matter. 
 
      
 
    Because the old woman didn’t need her eyes to see. In fact, she hadn’t needed her eyes for as long as the swamp had been here.  
 
      
 
    For as long as Stumphole had existed. 
 
      
 
    The woman had been moving through the trees even before Anne LaForet had been burned at the stake—she had even warned the woman about the dangers of what she was doing. 
 
      
 
    The croon had been here when the man had first come; the man with the black hat and faded Jean jacket vest, both of which seemed out of place and time. Back then, horses were used to plow fields, and trade routes were only as far as you could travel in a few days. 
 
      
 
    Things had changed over the years, and that was of no surprise to the woman who had seen many come and go and return to dirt.  
 
      
 
    Everything turned to dirt, in the end. 
 
      
 
    Except for her. Her and the man in the hat. 
 
      
 
    She used her cane to scratch a sigil into the mud in front of an old oak tree. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the trunk groaned and seemed to stretch before her blind eyes.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Dwight?” Sheriff Lancaster barked into the radio on his shoulder. “Dwight, where the hell are you? I need you in here, STAT.” 
 
      
 
    Liam glanced furtively over his shoulder at the slumped priest who was still being consoled by both Stevie and Sylvan Sinclair. 
 
      
 
    What the hell is going on? What in God’s name is happening here? First, the missing girls… and now this? His daughter… dead? 
 
      
 
    Liam looked down at his coffee cup, and was surprised to see that his hand was trembling, causing the dark liquid inside to quiver as if struck by a miniature earthquake. 
 
      
 
    Calm down, Liam. Call down and think this through. You’re the Sheriff here, the Captain, you’re the one in charge. If they see you nervous like this, it’ll only make them nervous, a voice in his head reminded him.  
 
      
 
    Liam strode over to Stevie, Sylvie, and Father Smith, and bent on his haunches. He gently tapped Stevie on the left shoulder indicating for the man to rise. Although the deputy made a strange face, which wasn’t uncommon given that this was the most natural expression that he could make with his lopsided features, he eventually got Liam’s intention and stood. 
 
      
 
    Liam resisted the urge to touch Sylvie on the shoulder next for even in this high-strung environment he was worried about sexual harassment and #metoo. 
 
      
 
    “Sylvie, can I have a moment here with Father Smith?” 
 
      
 
    Sylvie turned to him then and pushed her lips together tightly, but she did as she was asked and retreated to her desk without complaint. 
 
      
 
    Liam took a moment to study the priest’s sullen features, the raw skin on his cheeks from all the crying he had been doing. 
 
      
 
    “Father Smith? Larry? I need you to tell me everything that happened. Can you do that? It’s important that you tell me while it’s still fresh in your mind.” 
 
      
 
    Something in Father Smith’s face seemed to break and collapse inward. For a second, Liam thought that he had taken the wrong approach, that he was going to get nowhere with this. But then Father Smith raised his dark eyes and stared at him. 
 
      
 
    “I can do that… but you’re not gonna believe it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Father Smith was right; Liam didn’t believe the man’s story. A story about slashes on Patty Smith’s hip moving, rearranging themselves to form two letters: BH. Of weird Latin phrases and a near levitation experience. 
 
      
 
    Liam chalked the fantastical story up to shock, which would make sense given the fact that Larry Smith had just offered his daughter final rights while she lay nude in his backyard. 
 
      
 
    Liam glanced over at Stevie several times as Father Smith told his tale, but Stevie didn’t look back; the deputy’s eyes were trained on the priest as he spoke, all the while maintaining a dumbfounded expression on his own face. This wasn’t his usual, goofy expression, however; it was an expression of…  
 
      
 
    What? What is that expression? Liam wondered. It almost looked like… recognition? 
 
      
 
    When the priest was done, when he breathed a sigh of anguish and terror as the last words left his mouth, Liam reached over and laid a gentle hand on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Father Smith, and I’m very sorry for your loss.” 
 
      
 
    The words seemed hollow to Liam, hollow and trite, but he didn’t know what else to say. If this had been a regular crime, if… if Father Smith’s daughter hadn’t walked into their backyard with nothing on but her birthday suit, covered in slashes, Liam would know exactly what to do. 
 
      
 
    And maybe if this tale hadn’t come from a man of the cloth, if it hadn’t come from his priest, from Father Larry Smith, then he would have behaved differently. Liam might have even put the man in the cell, the only jail cell in all of Elloree, just to keep them all safe. He might have gone as far as to take the man’s shoelaces away to make sure he didn’t do something that he couldn’t undo later. 
 
      
 
    But this wasn’t a normal man; this was Father Larry Smith. A pillar of the community, a pillar that had been standing since the church itself was raised. Maybe not Larry personally, but his Father before him, and all the Fathers that came before them. 
 
      
 
    But you need to do something, Liam thought. You have to do something, and you have to do it now. 
 
      
 
    Liam squeezed the man’s shoulder gently and rose to his feet. Then he turned to Sylvie and gave her a curt nod. 
 
      
 
    “Sylvie, do you think you can stay here with Father for a little while? I need to visit the hospital.” 
 
      
 
    Sylvie nodded and as Liam stepped away from the priest, she moved forward to console him again. 
 
      
 
    “What about me, boss? What you want me to do?” Stevie asked. His voice was excited, or frightened, or maybe both. 
 
      
 
    Liam contemplated this for a moment. It made sense to keep Stevie here with Sylvie, given the fact that Sylvie wasn’t an actual police officer, but there was something about that expression… 
 
      
 
    “I have to tell you something,” Stevie said suddenly.  
 
      
 
    And there it is, Liam thought; it looked like he needed to tell me something, and evidently, he does. 
 
      
 
    Liam opened his mouth to answer when the walkie on his shoulder suddenly squawked. 
 
      
 
    He turned respectfully away from the three of them and then clicked the button on the mouthpiece. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? Sheriff Lancaster here.” 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence punctuated only by a crackle of static before Dwight Porter’s familiar voice filled the room. And when it did, Liam Lancaster immediately cringed and wished that he hadn’t taken just one step away from Father Smith, but a couple dozen. 
 
      
 
    “Sheriff? Sheriff? It’s Dwight… Dwight Porter. I’m here at the… uh… uh…” 
 
      
 
    “Spit it out, Dwight, and keep your damn voice down.” 
 
      
 
    There was another pause, but when Dwight spoke again, he had thankfully lowered his voice an octave. 
 
      
 
    “Sheriff, I’m here at the hospital. And I think you should get down here—there’s something you’re gonna want to see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Liam kept the siren off, but had the lights flashing as he sped towards the hospital. If he had been frantic and confused inside the station in the presence of Father Smith, he was bordering on hysterical now. 
 
      
 
    Apparently, one of Dwight’s buddies was a paramedic, and had been the first on the scene when Ginger Smith had called about their daughter Patty. Liam was still holding onto the idea that Father Smith had had a stroke of some sort, and that he had just imagined the scene in his backyard; after all, it had sounded made up. But Dwight quashed this idea. 
 
      
 
    Patty Smith was dead; Dwight’s friend had confirmed that she had arrived to see Patty lying on the glass covered in only a thin sheet that Ginger had retrieved from her bedroom. Both parents were sobbing, intractable in their grief and confusion. The paramedic had convinced Father Smith to go to the police station, to seek out Sheriff Lancaster.  
 
      
 
    And then the paramedic had called Dwight, who had met her at the hospital. 
 
      
 
    It was only a short, five-minute drive from the police station to the hospital, but there had been a small fender bender on what residents called Main Street, even though its name was technically Doherty Street. Mrs. Pincourt tried to flag down Sheriff Lancaster as he passed, thinking that he was there to help assess the damage to her 2007 Honda Civic, but frowned and shook her fist when Liam had simply sped by. 
 
      
 
    Heart racing, mind racing even more than his heart, Liam continued towards the hospital. 
 
      
 
    Calling it a hospital was perhaps a bit of an overstatement; it was more of a glorified warehouse with one operating room, one secretary, two doctors, one of which was on call, and a total staff of six people. As a result, it could only accommodate two or three patients at a time, which generally suited the thousand or so Elloree residents just fine. For any major surgeries, or a major problem such as the heart attack that Mr. Danby had had a few weeks ago, they simply shipped the patient off to Batesburg or one of the larger surrounding areas to get treated. 
 
      
 
    Liam pulled up right outside the large swinging doors, now equipped with a wheelchair access ramp off to one side— Sylvie Sinclair’s doing of course, even though Elloree did not presently, and for as long as Liam could remember, have a resident who actually used a wheelchair—and then shut off the car. He sat in the vehicle for just a moment longer, trying to calm himself, his eyes focusing on his fingers which hadn’t stopped shaking since Father Smith had first burst through the police station doors. 
 
      
 
    Calm down, Liam, calm down. People are counting on you now. It’s just like when you’re— 
 
      
 
    Liam opened the door to distract himself from his thoughts, then he stepped out into the hot sun. 
 
      
 
    Walking with purpose, he strode towards the doors, which opened automatically, and then into the sterile building. 
 
      
 
    The waiting room, which had been filled with plastic chairs leftover from when they had renovated the high school, was empty. As was, to Liam’s dismay, the receptionist desk. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t really matter, however; Liam made his way down the narrow hallway flanked by triage rooms on either side. He knew where Patty Smith would be—he knew where she would be even before he heard Dwight Porter’s loud voice coming toward him. 
 
      
 
    There was no morgue in Elloree hospital. When a resident passed away, they simply re-purposed one of the two surgical rooms into a makeshift viewing area so that the body could be identified before Dr. Larringer signed the death certificate, and then started the funeral arrangements. 
 
      
 
    And this is where Liam Lancaster went first; surgical room one. Dwight’s loud voice could be heard through the frosted glass door, and Liam could make out three shadows in the room. There was movement, and then a fourth became apparent. 
 
      
 
    Liam rested a palm against the outside of the door, took a deep breath, and then pushed it wide. He raised his head as he entered the room, doing his best to put on at least an air of authority. 
 
      
 
    Inside however, Liam quickly became as confused as Father Smith had been. 
 
      
 
    There were indeed four people in the room: Ginger Smith, her eyes red and her cheeks raw, Deputy Dwight Porter, a burly bear of a man with a rust-colored mustache, thinning hair, and eyes that were big as pieces of coal, Dr. Larringer, rail-thin and white as a sheet of paper, and a woman who although Liam didn’t know her by name, he judged by her outfit to be Deputy Porter’s paramedic friend. 
 
      
 
    There’s a fifth person in the room, Liam thought. But then he tried to take this back, unsure of whether or not a dead person still counted as a person. Four living—five including me—one dead.  
 
      
 
    Before his thoughts could get off track by this nonsense, Dwight Porter stepped forward and directed his loud, booming voice at the Sheriff. 
 
      
 
    “Patty Smith is dead,” he said simply. 
 
      
 
    Liam frowned at his subordinate’s bluntness, his candor, and most of all his redundancy. After all, Liam knew that Patty was dead, Father Smith had told him so and this had been reiterated by Deputy Porter himself; there was no need to continue to announce this fact in front of Ginger. 
 
      
 
    Liam decided not to respond to Dwight’s observation, and instead directed his gaze at Dr. Larringer. 
 
      
 
    “Doctor,” he said with a nod. The man nodded back, but instead of saying anything, he flicked his eyes over to Ginger Smith. 
 
      
 
    Liam immediately walked over to the woman and, realizing that Sylvie wasn’t present, he embraced her tightly. Holding her against his chest, she began to sob again, and her thin back quivered in his arms. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he whispered in her ear. “I’m so, so sorry for your loss.” 
 
      
 
    He wondered if this was the exact same thing he had said to Father Smith, and if it was, if he and his wife would talk about him later and consider him an idiot. 
 
      
 
    It was Ginger Smith who eventually pulled away from the embrace, turning her eyes upwards to look at him. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t… I—I don’t know what happened,” she said between hitched breaths. “She just… She just—” 
 
      
 
    Ginger Smith couldn’t get any more words out; she simply collapsed again and this time Sheriff Lancaster’s embrace wasn’t so much to comfort her, but to prevent the woman from falling flat on her face. This hug went on for so long that Liam began to feel uncomfortable, irrespective of whether Sylvie Sinclair was in the room. He looked around at the others, but they seemed as bewildered as he felt. Eventually, the paramedic saved him. 
 
      
 
    Still sobbing, Ginger Smith was guided away from Liam and into the paramedic’s arms. 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you take her into the waiting room,” Liam whispered softly. 
 
      
 
    The paramedic nodded and a few seconds later she managed to shuffle, bearing most of Ginger Smith’s modest weight, from the room. 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Liam Lancaster then took a deep breath himself and raised his eyes to Dr. Larringer. 
 
      
 
    “Show me what we’ve got,” he said. “Show me her body.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “Cause of death was not blood loss, as you might expect given the condition of the body,” Dr. Larringer said in a matter of fact voice. 
 
      
 
    Liam heard the doctor’s words, but most of his attention was focused on Patty Smith’s body. She was splayed out on the metal operating table like some sort of piece of meat, a slab of pork bled before the butcher chops it into bite-size portions. 
 
      
 
    She was pale, her skin a color only acquired in death. Her eyes were closed, her mouth twisted in a grimace. Everything from the neck to the top of her thighs had been slashed. The wounds themselves didn’t appear terribly deep, aside from one near her left nipple, but there were just so many of them… so damn many of them, that Liam was surprised by the doctor’s claim. 
 
      
 
    “How’d she die then, doc?” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Larringer cleared his throat.  
 
      
 
    “Patty Smith appears to have died from a myocardial infarction.” 
 
      
 
    Liam’s eyes shot up. 
 
      
 
    “Myocardial infarction?” 
 
      
 
    “The technical term for a heart attack,” Dr. Larringer clarified. 
 
      
 
    Liam shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I know what it means doc, but how? How is that possible? Did she have some sort of genetic condition?”  
 
      
 
    Dr. Larringer shook his head tentatively. 
 
      
 
    “Not sure; there’s no history of it in her family—Ginger told me that her grandfather and grandmother were still alive and pushing eighty-five, and I think I remember at his sermon a couple weeks back that Larry Smith mentioned that his parents were still amongst the living as well. So, it’s not impossible, but it’s unlikely at this point.” 
 
      
 
    Liam waited for the man to say more, to elaborate on what he meant, about how a perfectly healthy 16-year-old girl could suddenly die from a heart attack, but it quickly become evident that no answer was forthcoming. He looked to Deputy Porter next, but unlike Liam, the man couldn’t seem to draw his eyes away from Patty Smith’s corpse. 
 
      
 
    “Dwight? You gonna be okay?” 
 
      
 
    When Dwight didn’t reply or even so much as move, Liam reached out and laid a hand on his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    The man literally jumped, but he finally did turn to face Liam with round eyes and eyebrows pushed up in the center. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that now?” he croaked. 
 
      
 
    “I asked if you are gonna be okay,” Liam repeated. 
 
      
 
    It took a while, but Dwight eventually nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be okay,” he said. “I’ll be okay. What happened to her?” 
 
      
 
    Liam shook his head in confusion, then turned back to Dr. Larringer.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, doc, what would cause a 16-year-old girl,” Liam’s eyes flicked down briefly to the body, “a healthy looking 16-year-old girl to go and have a heart attack?” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Larringer chewed the inside of his lip for a moment, and Liam knew that what he was about to say would make him glad that Ginger Smith was no longer in the room.  
 
      
 
    “Tough to say, but it could be a number of factors. As I alluded to before, it could be a genetic condition, a bicuspid valve that went undiagnosed, or it could be something else… could be drugs. She could’ve taken a whole whack of amphetamines mixed with a little bit of Red Bull and some vodka that the body just rejected. Cocaine is another possibility; some people can die from the very first use if they have an adverse reaction—the stress can overload the heart and the muscle can just fail.” 
 
      
 
    Liam found himself nodding at this, even though Dr. Larringer’s tone implied that he wasn’t sure that any of these were the actual cause of death. 
 
      
 
    “Any evidence of any of these things? Of drug use?” Liam asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, not as far as I can tell,” Dr. Larringer answered quickly. “Like I said, we can send some samples out for testing; I’ve got a buddy in Batesburg that can help us out with that, but I’m going to be honest with you, I’m going to level with you Sheriff Lancaster—” 
 
      
 
    “Just call me Liam, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay then, I’m going to level with you Liam. I don’t think any of those things caused her death. I mean, come on, a preacher’s daughter? Into drugs? It’s not impossible, but I just don’t see it. My own daughter is about her age, and she got into some trouble in her youth. She’s not here anymore—I mean, she’s still alive, but moved to Alaska with her mother—but she always said that Patty Smith was a model student. Sure, she got into some trouble just like all the kids do at her age, sneaking a drink—” 
 
      
 
    Liam cut off the doctor’s ramblings. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s fine, doc, thanks. And send the samples out to your colleague in Batesburg and see what he says. Right now, I don’t want to rule anything out.” 
 
      
 
    Liam looked down at the body again. 
 
      
 
    “What about these marks? These cuts? Any idea what caused them?” 
 
      
 
    I hint of a smile formed on Dr. Larringer’s thin lips. 
 
      
 
    “Well now, that is something I can help you with.” The man turned around and retrieved a small specimen container and held it up to one of the bright lights that shone down on Patty Smith’s body. Liam squinted at the object in the container, but he couldn’t readily make out what it was. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a piece of bark,” the doctor said. “It appears as if all of these marks have been made by pieces of bark; sharpened pieces of oak bark, to be exact.” 
 
      
 
    Liam’s eyes bulged. 
 
      
 
    Bark? She was cut by bark? 
 
      
 
    “You can’t be serious,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Dr. Larringer nodded. 
 
      
 
    “’Fraid so. I mean, I’m pretty sure it’s oak bark—it’s bark for sure, and it has markings like those on an oak tree, you know? I can send these out just to be sure, but given the proximity to Stumphole swamp…” Dr. Larringer let his sentence trail off, and Liam’s mind started whirring again. 
 
      
 
    So, Patty Smith heads out to the swamp where she is cut a hundred times by pieces of oak bark and then manages to walk the two hours from the swamp all the way back to her house in the middle of the day without being seen. All this before collapsing and dying of a heart attack in her backyard. 
 
      
 
    If things were confusing following his conversation with Father Smith, then they made zero sense to Liam now. 
 
      
 
    The Sheriff lowered his eyes to the body again and he found himself unconsciously searching for those two initials that Father Smith had mentioned. But while he saw some of the scratches that might’ve been construed as letters, three of them making an E perhaps, he didn’t see the capital B and H that Father Smith had described. 
 
      
 
    “Dr. Larringer?” 
 
      
 
    The doctor nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Mmm, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going ask you something, and it’s gonna sound weird, all right?” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Larringer nodded again. 
 
      
 
    “This stays just between us,” Liam looked over at Dwight again as he said this, but he wasn’t sure the man was listening or paying attention to anything that was happening; the deputy had gone back to staring at Patty Smith’s body again, a look of sheer horror on his round face. Liam shook his head. “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course Sheriff.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you see any… initials?” 
 
      
 
    One of Dr. Larringer’s dark eyebrows rose up his forehead. 
 
      
 
    “Initials?” 
 
      
 
    Liam Lancaster nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, initials… did you see a B and an H anywhere on Patty Smith’s skin?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “What the heck is going on here, boss?” Deputy Porter asked from the passenger seat of Sheriff Lancaster’s cruiser. Not only was Deputy Porter friends with the paramedic, but he had also gotten a ride from her, which made Liam think that perhaps they had been together before the incident had been called in. Which, in turn, made him think that they were more than just friends. 
 
      
 
    “What do I think? I think we’ve got a murder to solve here, Dwight.” 
 
      
 
    Quiet fell over the two of them as both of their minds started to search for answers. 
 
      
 
    “Do you remember the last time there was a murder in Elloree?” Dwight asked at last, breaking the silence. 
 
      
 
    Liam shook his head. 
 
      
 
    A couple of years back they had a drifter come through town, a man with a sordid past, followed by rumors that he was on the run from the law. But Liam kept a close eye on the man, and after putting back a few beers at the local pub, he had passed on through. That was the closest they came to excitement in Elloree. 
 
      
 
    As far as Liam knew, there hadn’t been a murder in Elloree during his entire tenure as a Sheriff, which was going on 28 years now. This was something that Liam was proud of, something that he had hoped to hang his hat on one day when he finally retired.  
 
      
 
    He often pictured headlines in the local Elloree Harold: Sheriff Liam Lancaster retires with dignity after keeping Elloree free of murder for his entire 30-year term. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t really have a good ring to it, no panache, but Liam was no writer. But now it seemed that the headline might be quite different when he finally hung them up. 
 
      
 
    A thought occurred to him then, something that had happened back at the station before Father Smith barged in. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Dwight, is the computer up and working at the station? The new software thingy?” 
 
      
 
    Dwight looked over at him, surprised by the question. 
 
      
 
    “Software thingy?” 
 
      
 
    “You know what I mean; you need your help on something, something unrelated something…”  
 
      
 
    …to look into after Patty Smith’s killer was behind bars. 
 
      
 
    Only Liam didn’t finish the thought; he was again struck by the idea that the missing children and Patty Smith’s death were related. He had no idea how, but…  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it’s working. If you take me back to the station—” 
 
      
 
    Liam shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No, that’s for later. I want you to go to the high school, see if you can find out what Patty was doing out in the swamp—if that’s where she really was—and anything else about her that might make someone want to murder her.” 
 
      
 
    Liam considered if Stevie would be better suited for this task, but quickly decided against it. Stevie would be apt to blab about the girl’s injuries to anyone who’d listen. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, go speak to the school, but please, Dwight, use some tact, would you? Keep the details to yourself. Better still, see if you can’t get information without letting everyone know that Patty’s dead.” 
 
      
 
    Dwight nodded, and neither of them spoke again until they drove by the same fender bender that Sheriff Lancaster had passed on the way to the hospital. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Pincourt waved frantically at them as they drove by, but Liam didn’t slow. They had more important things to worry about now. 
 
      
 
    Dwight didn’t even seem to notice. 
 
      
 
    They had just pulled into the police station, and Dwight was about to get out of the car and into his own cruiser, when he turned back to face the Sheriff. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Liam?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “What was that business about initials? Did you really see some initials on her skin? Did someone carve their name into her?” 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Lancaster’s hand hovered over his own door handle for a moment, recalling father Smith’s haunting words. 
 
      
 
    “It was nothing. Don’t mention it.” 
 
      
 
    With that, Sheriff Lancaster opened the door to his cruiser, and stepped out into the sun. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How’s the priest doing?” Liam said quietly to Stevie who was once again behind his desk. 
 
      
 
    Stevie looked up at him with his lopsided eyes. 
 
      
 
    “He’s… he’s not doing so hot, boss.” 
 
      
 
    Liam nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Is he still with Sylvie?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, she’s doing her best to keep them calm, but I don’t think it’s working. He keeps talking about the damn letters, and the witch in the swamp. Sorry—the witch’s children. This is crazy stuff, ain’t it boss?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure is,” Liam said absently. “Hey Stevie, I want you to head out and pick up Ginger Smith—she’s at the hospital with the paramedic… what’s her name, the one with the—” 
 
      
 
    “The one Dwight’s fuckin’?” 
 
      
 
    Liam shook his head in distaste.  
 
      
 
    Ah, ye of no filter.  
 
      
 
    “—the female one.” 
 
      
 
    Liam was grateful that Sylvie wasn’t present; she would’ve had a field day with Stevie’s previous comment. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Susan… Susan Bauer. What about her?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s at the hospital with Ginger Smith. Go grab them both and bring them back here to make some formal statements.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie nodded and stood. 
 
      
 
    “I looked at these photos that you gave me,” he said, placing a hand on the four images that were still spread out across his desk. “And I think they’re related. I mean, I don’t have Dwight’s computer skills, but I can Google some shit. And I did. It looks like these people, well, they’ve all got a history with Elloree and Stumphole swamp.” 
 
      
 
    Liam looked around quickly, remembering that Patty’s wounds had been inflicted by oak bark, likely from Stumphole.  
 
      
 
    “Keep your voice down, Stevie. For fuck’s sake, keep your voice down.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie shrugged and looked over to Sylvie and Father Smith who were sitting inside the interrogation room with the door closed. 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t matter; when we put in the new interrogation room, they made the walls double thick, even threw in some of that green drywall? You know the drywall that keeps the sound out, or in I suppose. I doubt they can—” 
 
      
 
    “Stevie, just keep your voice down, all right?” Liam implored, his eyes narrowing. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, boss. But I think there’s something to these cases. When we get done here…” 
 
      
 
    “Our first priority is Patty Smith’s murder, alright? And then we can move onto these missing people, got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing, boss, but there’s something you should know about the swamp.” 
 
      
 
    Liam raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? What about it? I know some kids go out there to have some drinks or maybe smoke a little dope—I’ve heard the rumors. I’m not new around here, Stevie, I know all about the swamp.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t think you do; you see there’s something about that place, something that happened a long, long time—” 
 
      
 
    For the second time that day, the door to the police station swung wide, and Liam leapt to his feet. 
 
      
 
    And then his jaw dropped once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Officer Dwight Porter was 38 years old, five-foot-nine, two-hundred and forty-seven and a half pounds, and was having one hell of a good day until EMT Susan Bauer had gotten the emergency call from the preacher’s wife. To make things worse, he had left his car at station for some stupid reason, and when he had arrived at Father Smith’s place, the scene of the crime, he had to do so riding shotgun in the ambulance. Which also meant that he had gone to the hospital with Susan, making a painfully obvious to his boss, Sheriff Liam Lancaster, that he had been doing his…extracurriculars during company time. 
 
      
 
    And although Liam hadn’t mentioned anything on the drive back to the station, he knew from the man’s expression that he’d figured it out. Dwight’s only saving grace was the fact that as of late, Liam was preoccupied with tiptoeing around Sylvie Sinclair, and of course now with Patty’s death. 
 
      
 
    An image of the poor girl’s naked corpse flashed in his mind.  
 
      
 
    Dwight had never seen a dead body before today. 
 
      
 
    He had worked as deputy in Elloree since he was 26 years old, but in all of his time as a police officer, he had never actually seen a dead body. He wasn’t sure if Liam was just protecting him, but it always seemed that the big man took those calls, the ones where a police officer had to come out and make sure that Mr. O’Leary’s heart attack was actually a heart attack and no foul play was involved. And it suited Dwight just fine. He was not of the macabre, not a curious type, and maybe he was just a little too superstitious for his own good.  
 
      
 
    He didn’t need to see a dead body.  
 
      
 
    Dwight could’ve gone his whole life without seeing a dead body and been perfectly happy about it. His parents were still alive, and while his grandparents on both sides had long since passed, he was too young to remember their funerals and, besides, he assumed they had closed caskets anyways.  
 
      
 
    In any event, Dwight was not prepared for the scene that he had wandered into in Father Smith’s backyard. 
 
      
 
    A shudder ran through him as he pulled up to the modest high school. 
 
      
 
    Her skin… it was sliced everywhere. Who could do that to a person? Who in Elloree could do that to another human being? 
 
      
 
    He had heard what Dr. Larringer had said about the bark, and although Liam instructed him numerous times in the past not to let his mind go off the rails as it was prone to do, not to think of the fantastical when the mundane was usually the case in a place such as Elloree—Occam’s razor and all that bullshit—he couldn’t help it. 
 
      
 
    What if… what if there’s a serial killer out in the woods? A hermit, a man haunted by demons that would make Charles Manson look like a Boy Scout. What if he was out there, living off foul, stinking swamp water and lizard heads, waiting for an unsuspecting camper that he can trap only to slice them up and eat them while they’re still alive? 
 
      
 
    The shudder that ran up Dwight’s spine this time was more of them baby mal seizure then an uncomfortable sensation. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down, Dwight. Keep it together.” 
 
      
 
    With a deep breath, Dwight stepped from his vehicle. The air was hot, and despite being in short sleeves, his uniform felt uncomfortable against his skin. He had told Liam multiple times that he needed a larger shirt, as XL wasn’t cutting it anymore, but the answer was always the same: there was no room in the budget for uniform upgrades.  
 
      
 
    Upgrades, shit, like I want a bullet proof vest or, God forbid, sweat wicking fabric. 
 
      
 
    Dwight hurried across the parking lot, knowing that the bell would soon ring and then it would be impossible to corral the high school kids that he needed to speak to. 
 
      
 
    After pulling the large blue doors to the school wide, he quickly made his way down the hallway, relishing the cool air-conditioned air against his skin. But this drying sensation also caused chafing between his legs, and he regretted not showering after being with Susan Bauer. 
 
      
 
    As he made his way toward the office, he wondered what exactly Susan Bauer saw in him. Their relationship had started about a year ago as fumbling in the back of his squad car after the New Year’s celebration at Town Hall. At the time, he had passed the incident off as a result of them both being drunk—this was before Sylvie Sinclair had come along, of course—and while he’d enjoyed the experience, sloppy as it was, he hadn’t expected it to continue. 
 
      
 
    But to his surprise, it had; and it hadn’t stopped since. Susan had approached him less than a week later, asking if he wanted to go to dinner with her. Dwight expected the conversation to go something like this: 
 
      
 
    Susan: Dwight, I am really, um, I had a good time the other night. 
 
      
 
    Dwight: So did I. 
 
      
 
    Susan: I really did, and I don’t need to offend you, but… 
 
      
 
    Dwight: Say no more, Susan. I understand why you wouldn’t want anybody to know that we were together, if only for that one night. I won’t tell anybody. 
 
      
 
    But this wasn’t at all how it went, and Susan’s willingness to continue the relationship had been so surprising that Dwight hadn’t managed to get a more than a handful of words out between chews of a double-sized plate of tortellini. 
 
      
 
    “Deputy Porter, what can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    The secretary’s voice drew Dwight out of his head and he lifted his eyes and then adjusted his belt, which was also too small. 
 
      
 
    “Oh hi, Teresa. How’re things?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa, a woman who looked as if she had been transported to present day in a hot tub time machine from the 80s, complete with ringlets that matched the old-school telephone cords that none of the kids in this high school had ever seen, nodded vigorously. She was overweight, but not quite as fat as Dwight, and yet when she nodded her head, the soft skin beneath her chin waddled somewhat. And then she started to blush, which in turn made Dwight blush. 
 
      
 
    “Things is good. Things is real good. I got a new dog, a bloodhound. Get this, Deputy Porter, I let Tim name him and guess what he picked? Kat. Yeah, I was like, seriously? But now I laugh whenever—” 
 
      
 
    Dwight wasn’t one for interrupting, but this was an extenuating circumstance. Also, when Teresa said cat, he pictured the slices on Patty Smith’s bare chest and imagined that they had been made by some sort of feline. In hindsight, this wouldn’t be that bad. 
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t what Dr. Larringer said. Larringer had said something about bark. And although Dwight was no horticulturist, he didn’t know of any malevolent oak species that could slice you up like that. 
 
      
 
    His mind flicked once again to the idea of a hermit living in a derelict cabin, complete with shrunken heads hanging from the ceiling that he liked to stare at as he masturbated into jars. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry for interrupting, Teresa,” he said quickly trying to chase these visions from his mind. “I need some… I need some help here. Can you help me, please?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s mouth, which was comprised of lips that looked like swollen cucumbers that ran the width of her face, turned downward at the corners, and the color left her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “What I do you for, officer?” Teresa said in a harsh tone, her pudgy fingers moving to a file on the desk and shifting it about. 
 
      
 
    Dwight wasn’t sure how to broach the subject. 
 
      
 
    He placed his hands on the desk and leaned forward, close enough to Teresa to smell her perfume, which was predictably cloying. 
 
      
 
    “Teresa, something bad happened to Patty Smith.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s eyes widened. 
 
      
 
    “What would you mean?” Now it was Teresa’s turn to tilt forward. “Did that boy Tommy Ray get her pregnant?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pregnant? Tommy Ray? The mayor’s son? 
 
      
 
    Dwight shook his head, but not before filing away this tidbit of information.  
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid it’s something far worse; I’m afraid she’s dead, Teresa. Patty Smith was murdered.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa gasped and brought a pudgy hand to her chest as she leaned back in her chair. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Liam demanded, striding toward the man who was holding a young girl out in front of him. He was blond with sunken eyes, and tall and lean with a stoic demeanor. The girl was anywhere between five and eight years old, with long blond hair and a face smeared with dirt and grime. 
 
      
 
    Liam’s hand instinctively went to the gun on his hip as he strode towards them. 
 
      
 
    “Let go of the girl.” 
 
      
 
    The man did as he was requested, letting his hands, which had been previously draped over the girl’s shoulders, fall to his sides. 
 
      
 
    But the girl didn’t rush to Liam as he expected. In fact, she didn’t do much of anything. Liam had to stare closely just to confirm that she was breathing, her features were so calm and flaccid. 
 
      
 
    Liam realized that Stevie had since stood and was now at his side, and he could sense the man’s heart pounding through his chest even at a distance of about a foot. 
 
      
 
    “Little girl, I want you to come to me now, okay? Everything’s going to be all right,” Liam said in the calmest voice he could muster given the strangeness of the situation. When the girl still didn’t move, however, the Sheriff spoke out of the side of his mouth to Stevie. “Go get her; get her and bring her to me.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie nodded and then slowly made his way toward the girl as Liam slipped the gun from his holster. 
 
      
 
    “I want you to take a step backward,” he demanded. “I want you to put your hands on your head, interlace your fingers, and step backward.” 
 
      
 
    Unlike the girl, the man did as he was instructed, his expression never changing. 
 
      
 
    Stevie finally made it the girl and he draped his arms around her, much like the man had been doing seconds ago, and then ushered her back behind Liam. 
 
      
 
    “Take her to the interrogation room,” Liam instructed Stevie. 
 
      
 
    When Stevie didn’t move immediately, Liam quickly glanced in his direction. 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie’s lopsided eyes went wide. 
 
      
 
    “I heard you, but Father Smith’s in there. Should we —” 
 
      
 
    “Just do it,” Liam demanded, turning back to face the man with the blond hair. “Now I want you to tell me who the hell you are, and what you’re doing here.” 
 
      
 
    At first, Liam didn’t think that the man would answer, but he surprised him by clearing his throat and then speaking. Only he didn’t answer, not really.  
 
      
 
    “Something bad is going on here, something really bad is happening in the swamp.” 
 
      
 
    Liam couldn’t help the vision of Patty Smith that came to mind upon mention of the swamp. 
 
      
 
    “No shit,” Liam said, his eyes darting quickly to Stevie who had done as instructed and was now at the door to the interrogation room. With the blinds partially open, he could see Father Smith’s attention being drawn in his direction, until Sylvie said something that drew him back. “I don’t know who the fuck you are, I don’t know what the fuck you’re doing here, or who this girl is, but you better start talking. We don’t like strangers much in Elloree.” 
 
      
 
    The man cleared his throat again, and when he spoke this time, his voice was raspy, as if parched. 
 
      
 
    “The girl—she’s one of the girls who went missing.” 
 
      
 
    Liam’s heart skipped a beat, and his eyes flicked to the images that were still splayed out on Stevie’s desk. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? And how the hell would you know that? Did you kidnap her? Abduct her?” he asked, still unsure if he should raise the gun that he held at his hip, or put it back in the holster and cuff the man. 
 
      
 
    “No; I’m the one who saved her. If she can be saved at all.” 
 
      
 
    “I bet you did. And what about the others?”  
 
      
 
    The man shook his head again before replying. 
 
      
 
    “The others are dead.” 
 
      
 
    The response stunned Liam, but he tried not to let this show on his face. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know who you are,” Liam said taking an aggressive step forward, “Or where you came from, but I’m going to find out.” 
 
      
 
    With the hand not holding the gun, Liam grabbed the handcuffs from his hip. He had nearly made it to the stranger, when the man started to speak again. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Detective Hugh Freeman, and I’m from New York. I’m an NYPD detective.” 
 
      
 
    This time, Liam couldn’t help the shock that befell his features.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Officer Dwight Porter stood at the front of the classroom, Principal Cliff Zanbar at his side. It was no longer the heat that was making him sweat, but the fact that he was uncomfortable speaking in front of a crowd, even if said crowd was made up of a handful of high school students. 
 
      
 
    Dammit, why couldn’t Liam do this? What the hell is he doing back at the station? Doesn’t he know I hate this shit? 
 
      
 
    He shifted his heels and looked at the seven people that Teresa and Principal Zanbar had helped him pick from the hundred and fourteen who attended to the high school. They were all friends of Patty Smith, people who might be able to shed some light on why she was in the swamp, or in the very least could tell him what her last day had been like. 
 
      
 
    The one person who wasn’t there, however, was Tommy Ray Ross, the student that Teresa had suggested might have impregnated Patty. Dwight made a mental note to follow up on exactly where he was, beyond the fact that he had called in sick. 
 
      
 
    He cleared his throat, and then used the heel of his left boot to scratch his right calf. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve asked you all to come here today,” Dwight began, acutely aware of the fact that he sounded like a high school student himself uttering the opening line of some speech about global warming or environmental protection or some other shit, “because I need to ask you some questions about Patty Smith.” 
 
      
 
    The students immediately looked at each other with confused expressions, but before they could break out into their own sets of questions, Principal Zanbar spoke up.  
 
      
 
    “Guys, I want you to remain calm during Dwight—Deputy Porter’s questioning. It’s very important that you tell the truth here today, and that you don’t leave anything out. I promise you won’t get in trouble. This is not some sort of exercise—this is a very serious matter.” 
 
      
 
    Dwight looked over at the man, at the way his oak-colored mustache twitched when he spoke. 
 
      
 
    One student, 15-year-old Trevor Daley, raised his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Is she… is she okay? Is Patty okay?” 
 
      
 
    Principal Zanbar held his hands out and opened his mouth to say something, but Dwight cut him off before he could speak. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid that something bad has happened to Patty, but I can’t tell you any more right now. I assure you that you will find out soon enough, but right now we need to focus on the questions I ask you. I need you, as Principal Zanbar said, to answer as truthfully as you can.” 
 
      
 
    Evidently, Dwight’s commentary did nothing to calm the masses; conversation broke out between three females at the back, and Dwight overheard the mention of Tommy Ray’s name. 
 
      
 
    “Please just answer my questions,” Dwight implored. “I need to know what Patty might have been doing in the swamp earlier today.” 
 
      
 
    Almost immediately, the chatter in the room ceased. An odd silence, one that wasn’t even there before Dwight had started speaking, fell over the group. 
 
      
 
    They know something, he thought. 
 
      
 
    “Anybody? Anybody know why she might’ve been in the swamp today or yesterday?” When there was still no answer, Dwight shrugged and added, “Any reason why she might’ve gone to Stumphole swamp at all? Is it someplace you kids go for fun?” 
 
      
 
    The kids’ eyes fell on their desks or their fingers or pencils or papers, anything to distract them from speaking. Dwight shook his head. 
 
      
 
    Oh, they know, all right. 
 
      
 
    Principal Zanbar spoke up. 
 
      
 
    “Guys, please, this is serious. I told you already you won’t get in trouble if—” 
 
      
 
    Rebecca Hall, a petite girl with freckles on her nose and a long ponytail that was slung over her right shoulder, raised their eyes and then spoke in a tiny voice. 
 
      
 
    “We go out there sometimes to drink, and also to—” 
 
      
 
    The boy who sat beside her, his crossed legs revealing several tears in his jeans, leaned towards her, his eyes slits. 
 
      
 
    “Rebecca, don’t—” 
 
      
 
    Dwight stepped forward and addressed the boy directly. 
 
      
 
    “You’re Ben McMahon, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    The boy turned his gaze to Dwight. Ben was two years older than the other kids in the room, and already had a thick goatee that would have given Dwight Porter’s own facial hair a run for its money. 
 
      
 
    The boy nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s right. I’m Ben. Hey, you think I need a lawyer or something?” Ben’s eyes shifted from Dwight to Principal Zanbar, then to Teresa as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Why would you need a lawyer? I’m just asking you about Patty Smith. If you’ve done nothing wrong, then why—” 
 
      
 
    Principal Zanbar suddenly stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    “Dwight, I think that’s enough. They’ve asked for a lawyer, and they are minors, after all. I think we should just—I think we should call their parents.” 
 
      
 
    Dwight turned to the Principal, his eyes narrowing. This was not going as expected, and while he wanted to continue the questioning—shit, he had barely gotten started yet—he knew that Principal Zanbar was right. They were just minors, even Ben McMahon, which meant that they had a right to their parents being present during any questioning by law enforcement. 
 
      
 
    And yet their unwillingness to say anything gave Dwight some insight into the fact that they might know more about Patty Smith and why she was in the swamp. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I think that’s all right for now. I’d ask you a favor, though,” Dwight began chewing the inside of his lip. “Keep this to yourself; don’t go on and blab about Patty Smith or the fact that I was here, or anything about this to anyone, okay?” 
 
      
 
    There was grumbling that might’ve been construed as an affirmative, but Dwight couldn’t be sure. 
 
      
 
    Elloree might’ve had about a thousand residents, but it was if all of them shared a hive mind. Dwight knew that before the school bell rang, everyone in the town would know about him asking questions about Patty Smith. 
 
      
 
    “Go on now, get back to your classes,” Dwight instructed, and the students did as they were told. But as Rebecca Hall passed, he reached out and gently brushed her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    She turned to look at him, her wide green eyes staring up into his own. 
 
      
 
    “Rebecca, mind staying behind for one more second? Just a quick sec.” 
 
      
 
    Rebecca’s gaze darted to Ben McMahon, who was leering at her from the doorway. 
 
      
 
    Dwight couldn’t be certain, but he thought he saw the boy mouth words that could have been, ‘watch what you say’, or maybe even ‘Tommy Ray’. 
 
      
 
    “You heard the deputy,” Principal Zanbar said in a stern voice. “Get back to class and no gabbing about this.” 
 
      
 
    Ben shot a hateful glare at the Principal, but he eventually turned and left. 
 
      
 
    “Rebecca? Think you can answer just a couple more questions?” 
 
      
 
    Rebecca’s gaze fell to the floor, and for a moment Dwight thought that he had lost her, that Ben had intimidated her enough that she too would ask to see one of her parents, or to have a lawyer present. 
 
      
 
    “Is Patty… is Patty Smith okay?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper. 
 
      
 
    Officer Dwight Porter rested a hand on her shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. Rebecca looked up at him, and this time there were tears in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “No, Rebecca, Patty Smith isn’t okay,” he said quietly. “Patty Smith is dead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Liam’s foot bounced nervously up and down, his heel tapping against the linoleum floor inside of the Elloree police station. When he had woken up this morning, he had envisioned a very different day unfolding. But even if he had had a nightmare, a premonition, perhaps, of a day such as today, it wouldn’t have come close to the strangeness of what was actually happening. 
 
      
 
    The thing that bothered Liam most however, was that he had a creeping sensation in his gut that what had happened so far today was only the tip of the iceberg. 
 
      
 
    And Sheriff Liam Lancaster felt like the Goddamn Titanic heading straight toward it. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me again, detective Freeman, why are you in Elloree?” 
 
      
 
    Detective Freeman adjusted the cuffs on his wrists and laid his hands on the desk. Because the interrogation room was occupied—Father Smith and the young girl whom Hugh claimed was Stacey Weller, were inside accompanied by Sylvie Sinclair—Sheriff Lancaster had put Hugh in cuffs and had sat him at his desk. Liam had wanted to put Hugh in the cell, but the man had produced the badge that looked a hell of a lot like an NYPD detective shield. 
 
      
 
    Liam decided better locking him up—for now. He still wasn’t certain that the man was telling the truth, which is why he was in handcuffs, but in the interim Liam had put a request in for an authorization code for the badge and a photo of Hugh Freeman to be sent to the fax machine. Problem was, no one in New York used fax machines anymore, so there was a bit of a delay while they struggled to get one up and running and send him what he needed to know. 
 
      
 
    What they had told him however, was that Detective Hugh Freeman had gone AWOL several months ago, and while they wouldn’t go into any of the details, it did appear plausible that the man before Liam now was in fact Detective Hugh Freeman. 
 
      
 
    But that didn’t explain why he was here, and what he was doing with this girl. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a long, long story,” Hugh began, looking at his hands as he spoke. “A long story that has taken its toll on me, and others. It started with a shallow grave, and has only ballooned from there.” 
 
      
 
    Liam shook his head. He wasn’t a fan of this obtuse language, these paradoxical riddles or whatever the hell they were that were coming out of the man who claimed to be Hugh Freeman’s mouth. He looked over his shoulder at Stevie, who was staring at Hugh not with a look of confusion, but of something else, something that he couldn’t quite place. 
 
      
 
    Liam drove his elbow into Stevie’s thigh, jolting from his stupor. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me about the girl,” Liam said, changing tactics. “Tell me about how you found her.” 
 
      
 
    The girl certainly looked like Stacey Weller, whose picture was laid out on Stevie’s desk with the other three. He had put a call in to his friend, Officer Jenkins in Batesburg where Stacy Weller lived with her parents, to see if he could get someone out here to confirm that it was indeed her. Officer Jenkins himself had agreed to make the drive that afternoon. 
 
      
 
    Time, and a little soap and water to clear the grime and grit from her face and hair, would help, too. 
 
      
 
    “I found her,” Hugh answered. “I was in the swamp, and I found the girls. There were so many of them, but I could only save one. The others… they were drowned.” 
 
      
 
    Liam was shaking his head almost constantly now, and he fought the urge to cry out in frustration. 
 
      
 
    This was the same rhetoric that he had been saying since he’d arrived. 
 
      
 
    He had saved the girl; the others had drowned. How? Who? Why? None of these questions were answered; at least not to Liam’s satisfaction. 
 
      
 
     He rubbed the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. 
 
      
 
    “Look, Hugh, I’m going to level with you here. It’s been a long day already. A long fucking day. Things haven’t gone so well. As a professional courtesy, assuming of course that you actually are a detective from New York City, I’m going to give you one more chance to tell me what the fuck is going on here before I throw you in the Goddamn cell.” 
 
      
 
    Hugh sighed. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a witch—” 
 
      
 
    Liam leapt to his feet so quickly that it startled not just Hugh, but Stevie as well. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it, get the fuck up. Get up, and get in that Goddamn cell.” 
 
      
 
    Liam reached across the table and hoisted Hugh Freeman to his feet by the handcuffs. 
 
      
 
    “You really think that’s a good idea, boss? I mean, if he really is—” 
 
      
 
    “Be quiet, Stevie.” 
 
      
 
    Liam pulled the detective across the room toward the cell. To his surprise, not only did Hugh not complain, but he didn’t resist either and this caused Liam’s anger to quickly fade. It didn’t subside entirely, but enough so that he slowed his pace. 
 
      
 
    The Elloree police station only had a single jail cell, an old-fashioned type of jail with a large metal padlock that, while others before him had attempted to change out for something new, something digital perhaps, Liam had decided against it. Truth was, he liked the thing, even though it was a bastard and you had to jiggle the key for a good thirty seconds to get the damn thing to unlock. And now, as he fiddled with the lock, he heard a door behind him start to open. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t need to turn to know what was happening, to guess who was coming out of the room. 
 
      
 
    “Shit, hurry up,” he grumbled as he jiggled the key. 
 
      
 
    Just as it popped open, Sylvie’s voice spoke up from behind him. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Liam shoved Hugh inside the jail cell and then quickly closed and locked it, before turning around. 
 
      
 
    Sylvie was standing in the center of the police station now, hands on her hips. 
 
      
 
    “That’s an NYPD detective, you can’t—” 
 
      
 
    But a sound from behind the woman interrupted her: the door to the interrogation room slamming closed.  
 
      
 
    Stevie moved first, walking briskly toward the interrogation room. But even though Stevie was gangly and wiry and quick on his feet, he wasn’t fast enough. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t—” lock the door, Liam meant to say. But before he could get the words out, a resounding click filled the now silent police station. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “I guess you and Patty Smith were good friends, then?” Dwight said. They were empty words, the only ones that popped into his head at that moment. Teresa was still consoling Rebecca who, while she had stopped sobbing, still had tears streaking her young cheeks. Principal Zanbar had resolved himself to just stand in the corner of the small office, a far-off look in his eyes, the pink skin of his lower lip tucked between his teeth. 
 
      
 
    Like Dwight, Principal Zanbar had lived in Elloree his entire life and nothing like this had ever happened to either of their recollections. 
 
      
 
    “How did she die?” Rebecca asked, finally raising her eyes to look at Dwight. 
 
      
 
    Now it was Dwight’s turn to pause. In the end, he settled for “We’re still looking into that, Rebecca. The truth is, we don’t know for certain. Maybe that’s you can help us with.” 
 
      
 
    Rebecca looked stunned. 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea—” 
 
      
 
    “I just want to know what happened to her,” Dwight said. “And if you could tell me why she might’ve been out in the swamp, that would be a great help. And you do want to help your dead friend, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Rebecca’s thin frame hitched and Dwight thought that the waterworks were going to return, but the girl managed to regain control of herself and eventually answered. She lowered her eyes as she spoke, her voice a dull monotone barely above a whisper. 
 
      
 
    “We go out there sometimes, we go out there sometimes because that’s where Tommy Ray keeps the drugs.” 
 
      
 
    Dwight wasn’t sure what he expected the girl to say, but it definitely wasn’t this. 
 
      
 
    The drugs? 
 
      
 
    When Dwight didn’t reply immediately, Rebecca raised her gaze to look at him again, and now he saw something else in her face besides sorrow and confusion: he saw fear. 
 
      
 
    “I thought… I thought you said that I wouldn’t get in trouble, that I could tell you—” 
 
      
 
    “No—no sweetie you’re not in trouble,” Dwight informed her, although he was aware that he might be made a liar this day. “Like I said I’m not here to arrest people for some weed that they might have stashed out in the swamp, or even if they’re drinking underage. I’m here because a young girl was killed. Murdered. I’m here to find out who did this to her, and to put her friends and family at ease.” 
 
      
 
    Rebecca was shaking her head as Dwight spoke, but it was a subtle gesture and he wasn’t certain if she knew she was doing it. 
 
      
 
    “I’m being serious here, Rebecca.” 
 
      
 
    Rebecca shook her head more noticeably this time. 
 
      
 
    “No, not weed. Not booze. Heroin.” 
 
      
 
    Again, Dwight was taken aback by her response. 
 
      
 
    Heroin? The mayor’s son Tommy Ray Ross was stashing heroin in the swamp? 
 
      
 
    And with that singular answer—heroin—it was clear that they had a prime suspect in Patty’s murder. In his mind, Dwight started piecing things together, an idea forming of Tommy Ray taking Patty Smith out to the swamp, the score his stash, maybe get her involved in moving the product, but then Patty Smith, a good preacher’s daughter, resists maybe even threatens to go to the police with what she knows, and then Tommy Ray loses it. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Dwight stammered trying to catch his bearings, “you’re not getting in trouble. But I do have a few more questions for you: did Patty know about the heroin?” 
 
      
 
    Rebecca nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we all did. Everyone in the school did. How else could he afford a new Porsche?” 
 
      
 
    Dwight mulled this over for a moment. He hadn’t noticed that Tommy Ray was driving a new Porsche around town, but if he had, he might’ve chalked it up to his father giving him an early high school graduation present. A reward for succeeding on his third attempt. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your honesty,” Principal Zanbar said from his perch against the wall. The man stepped forward, a placating smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    Dwight raised an eyebrow, curious about the man’s decision to interject.  
 
      
 
    Who’s running the show here? We might be in his school, but I’m still the law. 
 
      
 
    Rebecca, however, appeared on the verge of breaking into tears again, and this time he was doubtful that Teresa would be able to console her. 
 
      
 
    “Just one more thing, Rebecca. Do you know why she might have gone to the swamp this morning in particular?” 
 
      
 
    “Last night she said she was going somewhere with Tommy,” Rebecca replied quietly. “But that’s all I know. That’s the last I heard from her.” 
 
      
 
    Dwight nodded, and with that, Teresa helped the girl to her feet. 
 
      
 
    “You can go home now, honey, you don’t have to go back to class,” Teresa informed the girl. 
 
      
 
    Just before they left the room, Dwight offered some parting words. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Rebecca, please keep what we discussed here today to yourself. And I’ll be in touch.” 
 
      
 
    As he watched them go, Dwight was struck by something that the girl had said, and couldn’t help but turn and offer a curious stare in Principal Zanbar’s direction. 
 
      
 
    Everyone in the school knew about it.  
 
      
 
    Everyone. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “Stacey? Stacey, can you please open the door? Open the door, sweetie,” Sylvie pleaded through the thick pane of glass.  
 
      
 
    In the intervening seconds between when Liam had walked to the cell and the door to the interrogation room had slammed closed, the girl had locked it from the inside. 
 
      
 
    “Stacey? You need to open the door, Stacey.” 
 
      
 
    Liam moved to the door and jiggled the handle roughly. It was indeed locked, and as Stevie had alluded to, not only had they redone the insulation to prevent sound from bleeding into the main police station, but unlike the lock on the cell door, this one had been recently replaced and upgraded. 
 
      
 
    The doorknob didn’t even turn. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Stevie, you have the master key for this door?” Liam hollered over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Stevie replied, and then Liam heard the man rummaging through the desk. “Should be here somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    Liam leaned to one side to peer through the glass again, and while he could see that Stacey’s lips were moving, and that father Smith was staring intently at her, he couldn’t hear anything.  
 
      
 
    What the hell are they talking about? 
 
      
 
    “You better hurry on that key there, Stevie.” 
 
      
 
    Sylvie knocked on the glass, trying to get either of the occupants’ attention, but they seemed to be locked in a one-sided discussion that was keeping the preacher particularly rapt. 
 
      
 
    “Stacey, sweetie, open the door please,” Sylvie said for what felt like the hundredth time. 
 
      
 
    “No use; they can’t hear you in there,” Liam replied. And while this was true, something suddenly occurred to him. 
 
      
 
    An intercom had been installed in the room, so that if Liam needed to mention something to one of his deputies inside, he could speak to them directly. If he recalled correctly, it was also a two-way intercom, so he might be able to pick up on what the hell Stacey was saying. 
 
      
 
    Liam walked around the corner of the room to the metal box mounted on the side of the wall. He pressed the button and spoke in a brisk, harsh tone. 
 
      
 
    “Father? Father Smith, please open the door. You need to open the door, now.” 
 
      
 
    But as he watched through the glass, Father Smith didn’t seem to hear his words, or if he did he simply paid them no heed. He was, however, still intent on whatever Stacey was saying. Her lips were moving, but her mouth was so small that it made it impossible for Liam to read her lips. 
 
      
 
    What is going on here? 
 
      
 
    Liam pressed the button again. 
 
      
 
    “Open the door, Larry. Open the door now!” 
 
      
 
    And then over his shoulder Liam said, “Stevie, the key, we need the key.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m looking, I’m looking!” 
 
      
 
    Sylvie knocked on the glass again, and this time Father Smith startled. 
 
      
 
    At first, Liam thought that he was about to arise and finally unlock the door, but he didn’t. The Sheriff pressed the intercom button again, but this time he didn’t speak; this time he listened. 
 
      
 
    Stacey Weller spoke in soft tones, words uttered barely above a whisper, and Liam was forced to press his ear directly up against the warm piece of metal to hear. 
 
      
 
    “Mater est, matrem omnium,” he heard the girl say. The words didn’t sound like English to Liam; in fact, if he didn’t know any better, if they hadn’t been uttered by a six or seven-year-old girl, he would’ve thought them Latin. 
 
      
 
    And yet this gibberish seemed to hold some meaning for Father Smith as he slowly snaked his hands across the desk. As Liam watched, his fingers wrapped around a pair of scissors. 
 
      
 
    Horrible thoughts suddenly flooded Liam’s mind, and he shouted over his shoulder for Stevie to hurry with the damn key. Stevie shouted back that he was looking for it, then something about the desk being rearranged ever since Sylvie had come, how he had put them in the desk and now they weren’t there, about how his mother used to move things around and they were never where he left the night before. 
 
      
 
    “Now, Stevie! Now!” 
 
      
 
    But Liam could see that even if Stevie got the key this very moment, he was going to be too late. 
 
      
 
    Sylvie must’ve also realized what was going to happen, because a gasp escaped her lips. 
 
      
 
    Liam abandoned the intercom just as more Latin words flooded the police station, and he hurried back to the door. He gripped the door knob with both hands and then slammed his shoulder into it. There was a splintering of wood, but it was unsatisfactory; it was coming from deep inside the frame, and there was no suggestion that the door itself was going to give way. Liam slammed his shoulder again, and a third time, a forth, and while the cracking got progressively louder, the door didn’t budge in the frame. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
      
 
    Liam took a break from banging at the door to look around the side and in through the window. 
 
      
 
    And then he froze. 
 
      
 
    Liam watched in sheer terror, as Father Smith brought the pointed end of the scissors to his face. 
 
      
 
    Sylvie stumbled backward, falling into a chair and then to the floor, but Liam paid her no heed. He wanted to shout, he wanted to run back to the intercom and shout at Father Smith to put down the damn scissors, but he couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Liam Lancaster couldn’t do anything; he could only stand there and watch. 
 
      
 
    Father Smith drove the point of the scissors into his left eyeball, and for one fleeting moment, Liam was grateful that they had double thick walls between them so that he couldn’t hear the sound of the man’s eye exploding. 
 
      
 
    A thick dark substance squirted from where the scissors had made contact, and then sprayed across the table. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Someone screamed, but Liam had no idea who had made the sound. 
 
      
 
    Father Smith drove the point of the scissors into his right eyeball next, this time with increased fervor. Blood sprayed from the socket, soaking Stacey Weller’s already soiled T-shirt. 
 
      
 
    Liam somehow managed to tear his eyes away from the horror that Father Smith’s was inflicting on himself, and found himself staring at Stacey. 
 
      
 
    He expected the girl to be screaming, to be shouting in terror and anguish, perhaps trying to get as far away from the bleeding, blind man as she could, but none of this was evident on her face. 
 
      
 
    Instead, Stacey Weller appeared to be smiling. 
 
      
 
    In that moment, Stevie appeared at the door, and the deputy drove a key into the lock. Or at least he tried to; his hands were trembling so violently that he missed, and it took him three tries before he could unlock the door. 
 
      
 
    Liam drove his shoulder into it once again, and it flew wide. 
 
      
 
    He rushed into the room, Stevie following closely on his heels. He ignored Stacey, who only now backed away and pressed up against the window, and ran directly to Father Smith. 
 
      
 
    It only been three or four seconds since Liam had looked away while the door was being unlocked, but in that time, Father Smith had driven the scissors not only into each of his eyeballs, but also into his throat. 
 
      
 
    Liam only grazed against the priest, and yet he fell backwards in his chair and onto the floor, blood spurting from his wounds like a hot spring. Liam pressed both hands against his throat, and the priest’s hot blood immediately coated his fingers. 
 
      
 
    “Stevie! Stevie get the paramedics here! Get Susan and Dwight here, now!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    As soon as Rebecca and Teresa left the room, Dwight Porter’s radio on his left shoulder erupted in a static filled mess. 
 
      
 
    “Dwight… Get back… Need help… Liam… Dead priest…” 
 
      
 
    Dwight immediately reached for the walkie and pressed the button. 
 
      
 
    “What? You’re breaking up, come again?” He was aware that Principal Zanbar was still in the room with him, but the desperation he heard in his boss’s voice even amidst all the static, made this irrelevant. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Liam, the priest… Detective from New York… Dead… Gouged eyes out…” 
 
      
 
    Dwight didn’t make out any more of this message than he had before, except for those three words: gouged eyes out. 
 
      
 
    A chill traveled up and down his spine. 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming, Liam. I’ll be there in five.” 
 
      
 
    Principal Zanbar was beside him now, and Dwight quickly turned to the man. 
 
      
 
    “I gotta go, but this thing with Patty—Patty and Tommy Ray, it’s not over yet. I’ll be back soon. Please, try to keep this under wraps, would you?” 
 
      
 
    The principal nodded, and he too looked the way that Dwight felt: frightened and confused. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I gotta go,” he huffed.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took less than five minutes for Dwight to make the short drive back to the police station. And yet, when he got there, the EMT was already blocking most of the parking lot. He pulled his cruiser up beside it and quickly jumped out, not caring that it was still running. 
 
      
 
    Dwight hurried into the police station, breathing deeply as he forced his weight to shift back from side to side. 
 
      
 
    Stevie met him at the door. 
 
      
 
    “Stevie, what the hell is going on?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie looked like he had seen a ghost. 
 
      
 
    “The priest… Father Smith…” But he couldn’t finish his sentence; all he could do was point. 
 
      
 
    Dwight followed the man’s finger and gasped out loud. 
 
      
 
    To his right, Sylvie, also as pale as a sheet, was busy trying to console or maybe distract a young girl who looked to Dwight to be about six or seven years of age—her face was so covered in dirt and grime that it was difficult to tell. To his left a man, who was equally as dirty as the child, sat in the cell, stone-faced, his elbows on his knees, his chin propped up in his filthy hands. But most of the commotion was coming from directly in front of them; from the interrogation room. 
 
      
 
    As Dwight hurried toward the room, the scene began to come into focus. 
 
      
 
    Susan Bauer was already there, hovering over a dark figure on the floor, a stern expression on her face. Sheriff Liam Lancaster was behind her, also staring down at the figure. There was blood splashed across the table and more of it on the white linoleum floor. When Dwight finally made it to the window, he got his first good look at the body.  
 
      
 
    It was Father Smith, and his eyes had indeed been gouged out. Blood pooled about his head and continued to seep from the wounds in his neck. There was so much of it that someone even like Dwight with no medical experience knew that the man was already dead. 
 
      
 
    Dwight’s heart skipped a beat, and he felt all the air sucked from his lungs. 
 
      
 
    In all of his years in Elloree he hadn’t seen a dead body before, and today it wasn’t quite noon yet and he’d seen two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Principal Clifford Zanbar watched the overweight deputy waddle from his room. As soon as the man was gone, he took a giant breath and felt his whole body start to tremble as if a minor electrical shock had coursed through his system. 
 
      
 
    Patty Smith… is dead? 
 
      
 
    If he hadn’t known Dwight so well, he might have thought that this was some sort of strange sting operation to reveal the location of the drugs. But he knew Dwight Porter, he knew him because he had been the principal when Dwight had been a student in the school more than 15 years ago. And Dwight wasn’t smart enough to pull something like this off. 
 
      
 
    No, Cliff had zero reservations about the fact that what Dwight told him was actually true. 
 
      
 
    And yet he still couldn’t wrap his mind around the idea of Patty Smith, the cute 16-year-old with the pigtails and upturned nose who Cliff had known since she had been a young girl showing up for her first day of high school, was now dead. 
 
      
 
    While this thought registered in his brain, it didn’t quite take hold. It didn’t take hold, because another thought quickly usurped it. 
 
      
 
    I have to find Tommy Ray, I have to find him and I have to make sure that they don’t find the drugs. 
 
      
 
    And with that, Cliff hurried out of the office. On the way past, Teresa looked up at him, her cheeks still wet with tears. Across from her, sitting on the bench, was Rebecca Hall who appeared to be in some sort of trance, or maybe sleeping. And yet, despite this oddity, Principal Zanbar ignored them both. Indeed, he would have hurried by without comment, if Teresa hadn’t looked up at him then. 
 
      
 
    “Cliff? Where you going?” 
 
      
 
    He took one look at her, then quickly averted his eyes before the lie formed on his lips. 
 
      
 
    “I need to get some air, this is all too… this is all too much for me.” 
 
      
 
    In his periphery, he saw Teresa’s large head bob up and down in acknowledgment. 
 
      
 
    “Just try to… try to keep things under wraps for a little while longer,” he said as he fled the room without waiting for a response. 
 
      
 
    As he exited through the large blue doors, his eyes scanned the school parking lot. He had told Tommy Ray not to buy the Porsche, that it would only raise eyebrows, but the kid was incorrigible and did whatever he wanted. It had been a risk getting the kid involved, a risk that Principal Zanbar had to take to move the drugs through the community and out into South Carolina proper, into Batesburg and other surrounding towns. And yet he had implored the boy, to listen, to wait until he was done here, wait until he graduated before he spent his share.  
 
      
 
    But no, Tommy Ray Ross didn’t listen to nobody. 
 
      
 
    Cliff didn’t see the Porsche in the parking lot, but couldn’t decide if this was a good or a bad thing. 
 
      
 
    He swore anyway as he made his way to his own car, a six-year-old Kia Sorrento. The moment he got inside, he took his cell phone out of his pocket, checked to see that there were no messages from his ex-wife, and laid it on the dash. The next thing he did was retrieve his other cell phone from glovebox. Like the first, this one had no new messages, but he didn’t put on the dash. Instead, Cliff unlocked it and then called the only number in the contact list. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, come on,” he grumbled as the phone continued to ring. After three or four rings it went straight to voicemail, which had no greeting, just a solitary beep. “Tommy Ray, call me back as soon as you get this.” 
 
      
 
    With that, Cliff hung up the phone and put it back in the glovebox. Then he slammed his hands down on the steering will once. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
      
 
    Cliff slammed his hands down a second time, and then a third. 
 
      
 
    Goddammit, we were so close. 
 
      
 
    In less than a calendar year, they managed to move nearly ten kilos of heroin. Ten kilograms. It was an unprecedented amount, and when Clifford’s contact had first approached him, he had thought it an impossible task. 
 
      
 
    Clifford thought back to that day when he had been drinking at the local tavern, six deep in Manhattan’s, and had overheard a man he didn’t recognize speak in a hushed tone to a colleague about moving a ‘product’. Clifford wasn’t naïve, he could read between the lines, but if it hadn’t been for his inebriated state, there was no chance that he would’ve approached them, let alone offered to lend a hand. At the time, he had been going through an expensive divorce, which was why he was at the tavern on a Tuesday afternoon the second classes let out for the day. And for whatever reason, the alcohol or the divorce had given him the balls to approach the man with the strange tattoo on the webbing between his thumb and forefinger of a snake devouring an eyeball. 
 
      
 
    Maybe it was the fact that his whole life he had wanted something more, that he wanted out of this place, this small shitty town called Elloree that constantly reeked of swamp water and caused sweat to trickle down his back the instant he opened his eyes. Sure, he had made the rise to principal of the town’s only high school, but this was the epitome of a small fish in a small pond. He wasn’t the mayor, he could never be the mayor, not that he wanted to, anyway. He was a minnow swimming in a goldfish bowl, simply banging his head against the glass every few seconds. 
 
      
 
    But a man who could move ten kilos of heroin? Ten kilos in a year? A man who had never so much as seen a bag of heroin in his entire existence? Well, that man could do something.  
 
      
 
    That man was somebody. 
 
      
 
    Only now… 
 
      
 
    He pictured Patty Smith’s pretty face, when Tommy Ray had first brought her out to the swamp, to the spot where they were holding the drugs. Cliff protested getting her or any other students involved, but for once in his life Tommy Ray had made a salient point. 
 
      
 
    What did every town in South Carolina have? Schools, hospitals, police stations, a library… sure. But there was only one place that they all had come to with the sanctum of privacy, a place where they could go without being judged, without being considered out of place regardless of locale. 
 
      
 
    Churches; they all had churches. And what better way to get entrenched in the church than to get Patty Smith, the preacher’s girl, involved. And once they met up with Father Carter Duke in Askergan, things had just fallen into place. 
 
      
 
    But now… 
 
      
 
    He shook his head and dialed Tommy’s number again. When there was no answer the second time, he hung up and peeled out from the parking lot, heading to Tommy’s house intent on wrangling the boy, asking what the hell happened, and how they could justify everything that they had done over the last year. 
 
      
 
    In the back of his mind, he pictured the man that had loaned him the drugs, the man with the tattoo on the webbing of his hand, scars in his eyebrow and a stare that could strike fear into the heart of a veteran soldier, let alone a principal of a town of only about a thousand people. 
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 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “Let him out of his cell,” Liam said under his breath. 
 
      
 
    When no one moved, he repeated the instruction, louder this time. 
 
      
 
    “Boss, you sure that’s a good idea?” Stevie asked from his left. 
 
      
 
    No, Liam wasn’t sure that this was a good idea, but he didn’t know what else to do. He needed help, and if this man was really from New York City, really was a detective, then he could help them. 
 
      
 
    Or at least, that’s what Liam hoped. 
 
      
 
    “What about the girl?” Stevie asked as he made his way toward the cell. 
 
      
 
    Liam chewed his lip as he thought this over. As he did, his eyes drifted to Father Smith’s corpse, which thankfully Susan had laid a sheet over. 
 
      
 
    What the hell did she say to you? What could she possibly say to you to make you do this? 
 
      
 
    “Boss? Should we put her in the cell?” 
 
      
 
    Liam shook his head, hoping that the girl didn’t pick up on what Stevie had said, and resisted the urge to look over at her. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said out the side of his mouth, “we don’t put her in a cell for Christ’s sake. Just let her sit there with Sylvie, tell Sylvie to keep her occupied. She’s not to leave here though, not before Officer Jenkins gets here from Batesburg.” 
 
      
 
    And yet, this posted a bit of a dilemma for Liam, because while he wanted to speak to his deputies, needed to speak to his deputies about what happened, there was nowhere they could talk in the small police station that the girl wouldn’t overhear them… the girl and Sylvie of course. 
 
      
 
    Aside from the interrogation room, which Liam wanted nothing more than to get the hell out of at this present moment. 
 
      
 
    The Sheriff brought a finger to the bridge of his nose and rubbed at it absently as he thought about a solution to the problem. Thankfully, Susan Bauer spoke up and relieved him of what was likely to be a lengthy and uncomfortable silence. 
 
      
 
    “You think we should call his next of kin?” 
 
      
 
    Liam thought about this for a moment too, but then decided against it. Protocol dictated that they get a doctor to sign off on the body first.  
 
      
 
    Susan Bauer, for all of her medical knowledge, wasn’t actually a doctor, but an EMT. 
 
      
 
    “Susan, can you please give Dr. Larringer a call? Get him to come out here? And try to do it discreetly, if the town finds out about this…” Liam let his sentence trail off. There was nothing that needed to be said here; Elloree, like many of the towns surrounding the swamp, had a deeply religious culture, and Liam himself was a practicing Catholic. 
 
      
 
    If something like this got out, the rumors would start immediately, rumors that Stevie would no doubt perpetuate on account of not being able to keep his mouth shut.  
 
      
 
    A thought occurred to Liam then, and he turned to Stevie who had since unlocked the cell door. 
 
      
 
    “We can go to my cruiser,” he said. “Let’s go there and have a chat.” 
 
      
 
    Dwight raised an eyebrow at this, but eventually nodded. 
 
      
 
    “What about the detec—” Stevie began before being cut off by the sound of the Fax machine finally turning on. 
 
      
 
    “Dwight, go grab that. If it looks like Detective Freeman, then we bring him into the cruiser with us, alright?” 
 
      
 
    Dwight was confused, but did as he was told; Liam himself didn’t want to go look at the fax report that came through. 
 
      
 
    He was scared that Hugh Freeman would be a sixty-year-old black man, and then he really wouldn’t know what to do.  
 
      
 
    Dwight tore the sheet out of the Fax machine, scratched at his ass, which Liam noted was dark with sweat, and then proceeded over next to the man who claimed to be detective Hugh Freeman. 
 
      
 
    Dwight, in an act that was almost comical, held up a sheet of paper beside the man’s face. Even at his distance, and even with the dirt that covered the man’s features and the fact that in the image his hair was perfectly coiffed it was clear that this Hugh Freeman was the Hugh Freeman. 
 
      
 
    And despite everything that happened, Liam let out a sigh of relief; perhaps there was some good to come out of today, some help to put together the pieces of a soon to be broken town. 
 
      
 
    But when Dwight scanned the paper more closely, lowering it away from Hugh’s face, and his expression turned sour, Liam once again felt anxiety build inside. 
 
      
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
      
 
    Dwight didn’t answer, he just shook his head and walked over to Liam and handed him the sheet of paper. He snatched it from his deputy, and then scanned the report quickly. At the bottom, was a single line of text that was underlined several times by hand. 
 
      
 
    Wanted in connection with the death of Jonah Silvers, and suspected in aiding and abetting Carson Black. 
 
      
 
    Liam gritted his teeth and then scrunched the paper into a ball. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking hell,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    From behind him he heard Sylvie inhale sharply, but she was too distraught to call him on his curse. 
 
      
 
    “Everything okay, boss? Is it him? Is this Hugh Freeman?” Stevie asked, a hint of excitement in his voice. At first this confused Liam, but then he realized that this was just the man’s way of dealing with stress. Behind him he heard Susan finally reach Dr. Larringer on the phone.  
 
      
 
    And then, unexpectedly, his thoughts flicked to the mayor, to Bobby Lee Ross, and what he would make of this; Liam had started this day thinking that he would retire without having a single murder during his tenure as Sheriff. 
 
      
 
    But now… now that a man—no, not man, a fucking priest—had killed himself inside the police station with not just Liam present but also his deputy head and the head of HR, he was doubtful that he would finish the week as the Sheriff. 
 
      
 
    But if Liam Lancaster was one thing, he was determined. He was determined to figure out what the hell happened to Patty Smith, and what the hell the little girl had said that made Father Smith gouge his eyes out. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it’s Hugh Freeman,” Liam said, his eyes flicking over to Dwight and offering him a stern expression the meaning of which was clear: keep your mouth shut. In that moment, he was grateful that Dwight had gotten the report and not Stevie; because Dwight could, in fact, keep his mouth shut. Stevie, on the other hand, absolutely could not. “Bring him, too. Let’s go to my car and talk about this mess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Clifford Zanbar cursed as he slowly drove by Tommy Lee Ross’s house. The boy’s Porsche was nowhere to be seen. He briefly debated going up to the door and knocking, but decided against it; this was, after all, also the mayor’s house, which meant that there were always eyes out there watching him. Even in a town such as Elloree, there was always one or two people who wanted what the mayor had, and would be watching him all the time to ensure that if he slipped up they would be there with the cell phone cameras to capture the moment. 
 
      
 
    As a result, Clifford only slowed as he passed, glancing upward at the windows to see if the lights were on, in case for some reason Tommy Ray might’ve lent his car to a friend and was inside, upstairs nursing a hangover. 
 
      
 
    But no such luck for Clifford; Tommy Ray was not here. 
 
      
 
    And now that the boy’s girlfriend, Patty Smith, was dead, there was only one place Tommy Ray would be: the swamp. 
 
      
 
    And irrespective of how little he wanted to go there, Clifford knew that he had no choice. He quickly pulled a U-turn and sped off, hoping that whatever watchful eyes were on the mayor’s house hadn’t noticed the high school principal driving by at roughly seven miles an hour. 
 
      
 
    As he drove toward the swamp, he considered the possibility that Tommy Ray had murdered his girlfriend. The boy was a hothead, that was for certain; twice, Clifford had had to suspend Tommy for altercations with fellow students, and on one occasion he had broken a sophomore’s nose and knocked out his front teeth. But in all of his interactions with the boy, these two incidents notwithstanding, Clifford thought that he was actually a bit of a pussy. The two kids he’d beat up were half his size, and every time that Clifford had put his foot down, the boy had cowered. Sure, he pushed the envelope sometimes, like when he had gone against Cliff’s wishes and bought the car, but he chalked this up to a petty disobedience.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t totally out of the question. Cliff didn’t think the boy had the gumption to do something as fucked up as to kill Patty Smith. And why would he want to, anyway? Everyone knew that Patty Smith did whatever Tommy Ray said. Whatever and whenever he said it. 
 
      
 
    What then? Who killed her? And why? 
 
      
 
    Clifford shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. It didn’t really matter who killed her, at least not now. What mattered now, was that what was left of the ten kilos of heroin were still safe. What mattered was that Tommy Ray hadn’t gone and done something that they would truly end up regretting. 
 
      
 
    The drive to the swamp usually took less than forty minutes, and in the early afternoon the roads were completely empty. Clifford knew he was getting close, as the thin trees started to extend higher, their canopies getting more and more thick, blocking out the bright afternoon sun. And the smell… He was more than ten minutes from where the drop point was, and yet Clifford was forced to close his window and blast the air conditioning. 
 
      
 
    He was never sure why the swamp smelled the way that it did. Sure, he heard rumors about the constant rot of vegetation, or something to do was sulfurous bogs, but there had never been much merit to these claims. It was just a regular, dingy old swamp. And yet on a particularly hot day when the wind was blowing just so, the smell of death and decay reached all the way to the center of Elloree. It was this smell, in fact, that convinced Clifford that the swamp was the best place to hide the dope, the place least likely for it to be discovered. 
 
      
 
    But now, he regretted having it so far away. 
 
      
 
    His foot pressed down on the gas pedal, and the car squirted forward, the bald tires making thick grooves in the mud. 
 
      
 
    He was deep in the swamp now, so deep that the sun could barely peek between the tall spires of trees. He was forced to slow, to avoid the car getting stuck in the mud. Getting stuck would be a disaster of epic proportions. Getting stuck would mean that he would have to call someone out here to help tow his car. And this would raise a lot of questions, questions the nature of which Clifford Zanbar had no answers for, at least not answers that wouldn’t result in him behind bars for fifteen to thirty. 
 
      
 
    Clifford turned left, and then he saw it: Tommy Ray’s jet-black Porsche, parked at the side of the road. 
 
      
 
    “Goddammit,” Clifford swore. 
 
      
 
    One of the reasons they had decided to stash the dope in the abandoned house was that it would offer protection from the elements, and it was almost impossible to see from the road. 
 
      
 
    That is, unless some jackass parked his car right where the laneway began. 
 
      
 
    Clifford parked his own vehicle behind the Porsche. Then he pulled out the secondary phone and dialed Tommy Ray’s number a third time. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, pick up, pick up the Goddamn phone. What the hell you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    But Tommy Ray didn’t pick up the phone; it went directly to the answering machine again. 
 
      
 
    This time Clifford didn’t leave a message. He took a single deep breath, preparing himself for the funk of the swamp, and then exited his vehicle. 
 
      
 
    He walked around Tommy Ray’s Porsche and peered inside, but saw nothing out of the ordinary, nothing of interest. Then he moved toward the house looking down at the fallen mailbox that was half-buried in the mud. Moss covered nearly every inch of the old hunk of wood, so much so that he could barely make out the numbers that had represented a civic address many, many years ago: 8181, or maybe 1818, he never could tell.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    On the way to the front doors of the police station, Liam grabbed a piece of paper and scribbled down what he thought he had heard the young girl mutter to Father Smith right before the man got a close-up view of a pair of scissors.  
 
      
 
    He had no idea how to spell it, and wasn’t even sure if it was what the girl had said, but he managed to come up with: Matter east, matrum omnia.  
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” Stevie asked, lifting his chin to the piece of paper.  
 
      
 
    Liam shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Show you in the car.” 
 
      
 
    With that, he hurried from the station with the three other men in tow. Outside, Liam tilted his head up to the sun. It was still hot and bright, but the temperature had started to dip a little. 
 
      
 
    Good, he thought absently, a reprieve from this damn heat. 
 
      
 
    Liam grabbed the door handle and said, “Stevie, you and Dwight in the back, Hugh, up front with me.” 
 
      
 
    And then, less than a minute later, they were all piled into his cruiser, and he turned it on, blasting the AC. Then, with a deep breath, he turned to Dwight first. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what you found out at the school, about Patty’s last few hours.” 
 
      
 
    Dwight cleared his throat and his eyes bounced from one person in the car to the next before he started speaking.  
 
      
 
    “Well, I, uh, I spoke to her friends at the school?” 
 
      
 
    Liam scowled. 
 
      
 
    “Is that a question? For fuck’s sake, Dwight, I’ve got one murdered sixteen-year-old and her father just filled his face full of holes with a pair of goddamn scissors. Spit it out!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sorry. So, I found out that Patty is, err, was, dating Tommy Ray Ross.” 
 
      
 
    Liam turned completely around at the mention of the boy’s name. 
 
      
 
    “The mayor’s son?” 
 
      
 
    Dwight nodded. 
 
      
 
    “The very one. And not only that, but Tommy was into dealing heroin, which he stashed in the—” 
 
      
 
    This time Liam’s eyes bulged from his head. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie chimed in quickly before Dwight could answer. 
 
      
 
    “I heard about some brown sugar going around—” 
 
      
 
    Liam held up a finger, silencing him. 
 
      
 
    “Heroin? You sure?”  
 
      
 
    Dwight shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Patty’s friend told me… she was scared shitless, and once I told her that Patty was dead—” 
 
      
 
    “You what?” 
 
      
 
    Dwight averted his gaze. 
 
      
 
    “I had to, no one was speaking and…” 
 
      
 
    Liam felt his blood pressure begin to rise to dangerous levels. 
 
      
 
    “This is insane,” he muttered to himself. 
 
      
 
    “No kidding,” Stevie replied. 
 
      
 
    “Quiet, Stevie,” Liam barked. “Dwight, any reason why she might have been out in the swamp?” 
 
      
 
    Dwight nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Rebecca told me that that’s where they keep the heroin.” 
 
      
 
    Liam chewed the inside of his lip. 
 
      
 
    “You want me to talk to Bobby Lee Ross?” Dwight asked. 
 
      
 
    “No—let me talk to the mayor. But we need to find Tommy Ray sooner rather than later. Once this gets out…”  
 
      
 
    Liam didn’t need to finish the sentence for the gravity of the situation to fit in. 
 
      
 
    “What about the priest?” Stevie asked from the backseat.  
 
      
 
    Liam tossed the piece of paper over his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    “Take this to the library, see if you can dig up some Latin texts there, figure out what the hell it means.” 
 
      
 
    “This is what the girl was saying to Father Smith?” 
 
      
 
    Liam nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Close enough.” 
 
      
 
    Hugh Freeman suddenly leaned over and peered at the words that Liam had scribbled on the page. 
 
      
 
    “You spelled it wrong,” he said in a strange, airy tone. “It’s not Matter east, but mater est, and it means mother of one, mother of all.” 
 
      
 
    All eyes were suddenly on the strange detective, who opted to stare straight ahead instead of focusing on any one of them in particular. At first, Liam didn’t know what he was looking at, but then he caught sight of the back of the little blond girl’s head in the police station window.  
 
      
 
    “I told you already, this is only the beginning.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    The house belonged to nobody. There was no deed, no owner of record; in fact, Clifford Zanbar couldn’t find any record of 8181 Coverfeld Ave in any public document. For due diligence, before he and Tommy Ray stashed the drugs here, Clifford made a trip to the local library and had done some subtle inquiries into the place.  
 
      
 
    Growing up in Elloree, he had heard things about the swamp, about people going missing, about bad things happening in this area, and while it was enough to keep him away as a boy, as an adult he just felt no need to enter the swamp. Just wasn’t his cup of tea, until it came time to stashing the drugs of course, then it seemed like the perfect location for him to become acquainted with.  
 
      
 
    And while he couldn’t find anything on record about the place, there was a curious police report from a while back about a missing girl who had shown up naked wandering the streets covered in blood. But other than that, 8181 or 1818 Coverfeld Ave didn’t seem to exist at all.  
 
      
 
    The house itself was dilapidated and decrepit, the slat board front almost completely rotted out and the porch, which might’ve been a beautiful thing once long ago, had fallen into such disrepair that you couldn’t walk up without risking falling through and cutting yourself something fierce on the twisted planks. The thick vegetation that covered the south side of the small bungalow, a layer of moss and other foliage of the likes Clifford could not describe, let alone name, and the layer of dust that covered every window that wasn’t boarded up, made it clear that no one had been here in a long, long time. And yet, Clifford wasn’t so foolish as to put the drugs inside the home, less a curious camper, or just some kids out on a dare were to stumble upon the place and break-in. 
 
      
 
    As he approached the long driveway, the house suddenly came into view, as it was difficult to see from the road what with the tall spires in front of it and the façade that looked more rustic and organic than some of the features of the swamp itself.  
 
      
 
    He kept to one side, wary of leaving footprints in the muddy driveway, in case Tommy Ray really did have something to do with Patty Smith’s murder, and he would inevitably leave evidence of his own presence here. His first priority was to find the drugs, confirm that they were still here, and then his next step would be fine Tommy Ray and figure what the fuck had happened to Patty Smith. And then they would discuss moving the drugs, because they couldn’t keep them here anymore, not after what had happened to Patty Smith. In a matter of hours, or maybe even less, Clifford had the sneaking suspicion that the place would be crawling with cops. 
 
      
 
    And Tommy Ray… he had to be here. He had to be here; his car was here, so he had to be here. 
 
      
 
    Clifford shook his head, trying to stall his runaway thoughts. There was no way that Tommy Ray killed Patty Smith… was there? 
 
      
 
    Clifford slowed his pace as he neared the storm shelter around the side of the house 
 
      
 
    “Tommy?” He whispered. “Tommy, you there?” 
 
      
 
    A new thought occurred to Clifford then, one that made his heart rate quicken. 
 
      
 
    What if someone had killed Patty Smith and Tommy Ray, someone who wanted their drugs? 
 
      
 
    The thought was so cogent, that Clifford wished that not only had he brought a flashlight, but also the .45 Ruger that he kept under his bed in case someone decided to come and pay them a visit. Somebody with, let’s say, a tattoo of a snake eating an eyeball on the webbing of his right hand. 
 
      
 
    All of a sudden, Cliff couldn’t shake the feeling that coming here now was a mistake, given what had happened to Patty Smith. Then he scolded himself for being silly, and knew that he had to collect the drugs, make sure that they were all here, otherwise he wouldn’t fear phantom feelings, but a real tangible threat to his own existence in the form of said man with the tattoo on his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Tommy, are you—are you—” 
 
      
 
    The sound of a chain creaking and sending a high-pitched whine of the air made him freeze, and his heart nearly stopped. 
 
      
 
    When the sound didn’t recur, Cliff chalked it up to just the wind. 
 
      
 
    Only there was no wind.  
 
      
 
    The swamp was deadly still, the sulfurous funk that permeated his every pore hadn’t so much as stirred. 
 
      
 
    I have to get out of here… 
 
      
 
    Clifford hurried to the side of the house and as he approached the storm shelter door, his fear suddenly became palpable. 
 
      
 
    It was open. 
 
      
 
    The storm shelter was open, and Clifford ran for it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The four men sat in the police cruiser, and said nothing for several minutes after detective Hugh Freeman finished his speech. It seemed to Liam that this silence would continue on indefinitely, if it hadn’t been for an image of Patty Smith’s body flashing in his mind. 
 
      
 
    For some reason, he chuckled dryly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not doing this,” he said. 
 
      
 
    The comment seemed to bring with it another bout of silence, one that lasted roughly half as long as the first. This time, however, it wasn’t Liam who broke in, but Stevie. 
 
      
 
    “Naw, I’ve heard something like this before. Something about a witch in the swamp, something about—” 
 
      
 
    “I said, I’m not doing this,” Liam reiterated. 
 
      
 
    Detective Hugh Freeman turned to look at him, a blank stare on his face. 
 
      
 
    “I was like you, once, not too long ago,” he began. “But then I’ve seen things… things that I never thought could be real, things from stories, books, movies. I’ve seen dead people, I’ve seen corpses rise from the grave, I’ve seen people control them using their minds.” 
 
      
 
    Liam chewed the inside of his lip. The man was convincing, if nothing else. If he had been saying anything other than absolute insanity, Liam would be compelled to listen. 
 
      
 
    But this thing… this thing about dead people rising from the grave, about a witch that lives in the woods, a demon from the 17th-century that was out to… What? Steal the souls of the young as payback for something that had happened all that time ago? 
 
      
 
    Liam shook his head, and fell just short of repeating what he had already said twice. The truth was, he was confused over what had happened to Father Smith and his daughter, about what the strange girl that Hugh claimed to have rescued from the swamp had done to him by simply uttering those strange Latin words, but that didn’t mean that there was something supernatural happening here. 
 
      
 
    But Liam had had his fair share of interactions with the devout, the more fundamental of late Father Smith’s congregation, and knew better than to broach the subject head on. 
 
      
 
    Instead, he decided to change the subject, fearing that if he continued along this line of thinking they would never find out what happened to Patty Smith. 
 
      
 
    “You said that a friend of yours, another agent came here with you from… Jersey did you say?” 
 
      
 
    Detective Hugh Freeman averted his eyes and stared out the window. He took several deep breaths before replying. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t say that he was a friend, but yes, I came here with FBI special agent Brett Cherry.” 
 
      
 
    Liam expected the man to expound on this, and waited for him to do so. But when this didn’t happen, he left it up to Stevie to ask the question that was on everyone’s mind. 
 
      
 
    “And? What happened to agent Cherry? Where is he?” Stevie asked. 
 
      
 
    Hugh hesitated before replying. 
 
      
 
    “Something happened to him… we made it to the house in the swamp. He started to… lose it. Started to talk about some woman, about Kendra something, about how she had been taken from him and murdered, burned alive. I tried to reign him in, because I needed him—we needed him—to finally put an end to the curse that had hung over Stumphole swamp for the better part of three centuries.” 
 
      
 
    The man’s reply was completely unsatisfactory, and Stevie called him on it. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, what happened to Brett Cherry? Did he go back to Jersey or something?” 
 
      
 
    Hugh shook his head slowly. 
 
      
 
    “No, he’s still out there in the swamp. I think… I think that he’s going to—” 
 
      
 
    Liam had enough. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got a murder to solve, and this ain’t no Dr. Who mystery. Now look, I’m getting tired here, I’ve got one dead girl, I’ve got a suicide of the local pastor, and I’ve got a detective from New York and a missing FBI agent.” 
 
      
 
    “And we have the three other missing girls,” Stevie offered. “You found Stacey, but there’s still the others that are missing.”  
 
      
 
    Liam nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, there’s that too.” 
 
      
 
    “And we got a missing boyfriend, and a whole whack a heroin that they’re dealing from the swamp,” Dwight offered, speaking up for the first time since they had entered the car. 
 
      
 
    Liam let out an audible sigh. The last thing he wanted to do right now was to recruit the very strange, and likely insane detective Freeman, but what choice did he have? There was just too much crap going on here, too much craziness that he just didn’t understand and didn’t have the manpower to deal with. 
 
      
 
    And again, he had this twisting, grinding sensation in the pit of his stomach this was only the tip of the iceberg, that something bad was going to happen—something more bad, and soon. 
 
      
 
    Liam rubbed the bridge of his nose with the heel of his hand, as he started to develop a plan. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, here’s what were going to do…” And then Liam laid out his plan, focusing first on the swamp, where he thought this had all begun. 
 
      
 
    When he was done, Stevie interjected with something wholly unrelated. 
 
      
 
    “Remember I said earlier that I had something to tell you? Well, I heard about this witch in the swamp—”  
 
      
 
    “No fucking way, I’m not hearing this right now,” Liam said.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Cliff was out of breath when he reached the open storm shelter door, and was preparing to run again should it be empty, when he managed to pick out the familiar outline of the waterproof case. 
 
      
 
    They had re-purposed a specialized box used by divers to keep recording equipment dry to store their heroin in, and had fastened a combination lock to it. But like the storm shelter door, this lock had also been discarded and removed.  
 
      
 
    With a racing heart, Cliff looked inside and was relieved to see that the three packages of the remaining heroin were still there. 
 
      
 
    He had no idea why the storm shelter and the case were open, but the drugs were all there. To confirm this fact, Clifford reached inside and picked up one of the packages and weighed in his hand. It felt like a kilo, and when he inspected the package closely, he didn’t notice any cuts or tears and it.  
 
      
 
    Clifford was in the process of replacing the first brick beside the other two packages, when he heard that strange creaking sound again and his ears perked. He gently replaced the heroin and closed the box. Then, gripping the handle tightly in one hand, he stepped out from the shadow of the house and back into the fading sunlight. 
 
      
 
    And then he froze. 
 
      
 
    There was somebody sitting on the rotting porch swing. 
 
      
 
    He also thought that the porch swing was swaying slightly, but with the shadows he couldn’t be certain that his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him as they often did out here in Stumphole. 
 
      
 
    “Tommy?” Clifford said as he squinted at the shadowy figure. It appeared to be a muscular man, his legs splayed, arms resting on the back of the swing, a casual, Sunday Night Football pose. There was also something very wrong with this picture. 
 
      
 
    “Tommy?” His voice was tentative now, barely more than a whisper. Clifford was torn: he didn’t know if he should go to the man even though he was fairly certain that it was Tommy Ray now, or if he should just get back in his car and get the hell out of here. Never to return to this godforsaken place. 
 
      
 
    But for some reason, Clifford felt compelled to move towards the porch. And he did just that, walking slowly, his feet barely lifting out of the soft mud before coming back down again. 
 
      
 
    “Tommy? Why was the case open?” 
 
      
 
    Clifford Zanbar wasn’t sure that he had ever been this nervous before in his entire life. Not at the bar when he’d first encountered the man with the tattoo, or even this afternoon when Deputy Porter had come to speak to him and the students about Patty. 
 
      
 
    No, this was a new type of nervousness, one that bordered on terror. 
 
      
 
    The creaking of the chains filled the swamp air again, and now it seemed like the only sound in the world. There were no bullfrog bellows, no splash of a beaver tail or a gator groan. There wasn’t even so much as a hiss of a tree frog. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing but the sound of his own labored breathing and the sound of those damn chains. 
 
      
 
    There’s something wrong here, his mind repeated. There’s something so wrong here, Clifford. Get out get out get out get out get out get out get out— 
 
      
 
    Tommy Ray Ross’s body suddenly came into view and Clifford forgot all about the heroin. The case slipped from his fingers and smashed to the ground, where it flung open and one of the packages spilled onto the swampy earth. 
 
      
 
    Tommy Ray Ross’s posture looked awkward, because it was completely unnatural. His arms were stretched out at his sides and his palms were pressed flat against the boards of the porch swing. His legs were also stretched, only his knees were bent inward, when they have bent outward, and his feet rested firmly against the rotting porch boards. 
 
      
 
    But it was the nails, the thick nails that looked like railroad spikes that were driven into the back of each of his palms and the tops of his feet, rooting him in place, that made Clifford break into a cold sweat. 
 
      
 
    That and the fact that his eyes had been clawed out, leaving behind sockets filled with coagulated blood.  
 
      
 
    Clifford felt his entire body quiver, and then he retched violently, unable to control the vomit that first filled his cheeks and then sprayed on the front of his shirt and tie. 
 
      
 
    Get out get out get out get out get out get out, his mind continued to scream. 
 
      
 
    Somehow, Cliff managed to move, to slowly back away from the porch, from Tommy Ray’s horribly mutilated body, when he heard a giggle. 
 
      
 
    It was the giggle of a young girl, a sound so strange in this environment that Clifford spun around too quickly, and he fell on his ass. 
 
      
 
    To his surprise, a young girl of about six or seven years of age, with bright blue eyes and long blond hair that spilled past her shoulders stood not ten feet from him. Her hands were at her sides, the most innocent of postures, and in any other circumstances the principal would’ve thought nothing of it, would’ve thought that the girl was just lost, or out camping with her father, but this wasn’t normal.  
 
      
 
    Nothing about this was normal. 
 
      
 
    And when that giggle came, this time in stereo, he knew that this was the last time he would hear that noise. 
 
      
 
    “Mother says you shouldn’t be here,” the little girl said in a high-pitched voice. And then in the matter of time it took him to blink twice, there were more than a dozen girls all around him, their eyes changing from blue to black. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Deputy Stevie Johnson drove quickly, ignoring the majority of road signs as he made his way towards the local library.  
 
      
 
    As he drove, his mind wandered back to what Detective Freeman had told them inside Sheriff Lancaster’s patrol car.  
 
      
 
    The witch haunts the swamp, she’s seeking revenge for the horrible things that they did to her… 
 
      
 
    Unlike Liam, Stevie wasn’t averse to the idea that there was something supernatural at play here. He didn’t say anything, or at least he didn’t press, in the car, simply because he could see that Liam was struggling to keep it together. But when he had sat down with little Stacey Weller before she had locked herself in the room with Father Smith… there had been something different about her, and it wasn’t just that she refused to say a single word to either him or Sylvie. There was something seriously wrong with the little girl.  
 
      
 
    When Sylvie had gone to drain her lizard, he’d asked Stacey in hushed tones if she knew anything about the swamp, about the demon who lived there. 
 
      
 
    Stacey said nothing, but her eyes… something dark passed over them. And it wasn’t like a shadow either, the way his dad used to get before he put a beating on him, but something much more sinister. It was as if ink had been spilled into her eyes.  
 
      
 
    If we can only manage to get a hold of Hugh’s partner… Agent Fox Mulder or whatever the hell his name is, I’m sure he could convince Liam that normal police procedures weren’t going to cut it in this case. 
 
      
 
    A woman suddenly stepped out in front of his car. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” he swore as he swerved just in time to avoid running the woman over.  
 
      
 
    The woman, who Stevie recognized as Mrs. Pincourt, had the gall to shake her fist at him. 
 
      
 
    “Get the fuck off the road!” he hollered as his car bumped up against the median. Mrs. Pincourt glared at him and shouted something that was lost in the wind. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking hell,” he muttered as he righted the vehicle. “Maybe she’s possessed, for Christ’s sake.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie’s blood pressure barely recovered by the time he pulled up outside the library. Like every building in Elloree, save the Mayor’s swanky new office, the public library was small, squat, and whitewashed from years of exposure to the hot Southern Carolina sun. Stevie had only been to the library four times, and those visits had come way back when he was a student. It simply held no interest to him.  
 
      
 
    And the smell… a combination of damp hair and mildew… Stevie shuddered just thinking about it.  
 
      
 
    He hopped out of the cruiser and quickly up the handful of steps to the wooden doors. Taking a deep gulp of fresh air, he pulled the door wide and stepped inside.  
 
      
 
    Not wasting any time, he hollered into the dim interior even before his eyes adjusted. 
 
      
 
    “Ms. LeBlanc, you around? Ms. LeBlanc, it’s Deputy Johnson, I need your help with something.” 
 
      
 
    When there was no answer, Stevie stepped completely into the library and allowed the door to close behind him. Predictably, the dusty library was empty. 
 
      
 
    He walked directly up to the front desk, and didn’t hesitate before ringing the bell. 
 
      
 
    “Ms. LeBlanc, it’s the police.” 
 
      
 
    When there was still no answer, Stevie looked around, becoming more desperate. He didn’t want to be here, but he didn’t want to let Liam down either.  
 
    “Ms. Le—” 
 
      
 
    A voice from behind him startled Stevie, and he whipped around. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, there.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t Ms. Leblanc, as he expected given that she was the only librarian that had worked there since… forever, really. Instead, a young man with long blond hair that nearly reached his shoulders and a thin goatee to match stood before him. He had an accent that sounded expensive to Stevie, but having never left Elloree, he couldn’t place it. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” Stevie asked making sure to thrust his chest forward as he spoke, ensuring that the deputy shield was in full view. 
 
      
 
    The man looked at the badge, made a comical face and then raised his hands defensively. 
 
      
 
    “I go by many names, but like my daddy used to say, you can call me whatever you want, so long as you don’t call me late for dinner.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie just blinked; he had no idea what that meant. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” He repeated. 
 
      
 
    The man pressed his lips together, shrugged, and then said, “I’m the Curator, but you can just call me Seth Parsons.” 
 
      
 
    Curator? What the hell is a curator? What happened to Mrs. LeBlanc? 
 
      
 
    “Well, Seth, I’m here on official police business, and I’m looking for Mrs. LeBlanc. You know where she is?” 
 
      
 
    The man offered a wan smile. 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t seen her in quite some time, actually. Maybe I can help you with something; what is it that you’re looking for?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie eyed the man suspiciously; he didn’t know all of Elloree’s nine-hundred and change residents, but he thought he would have heard about a man with a long hair and goatee speaking with an accent. 
 
      
 
    “Naw, I don’t think so,” Stevie said hesitantly. “I’m looking for Mrs. LeBlanc.” 
 
      
 
    Seth shrugged again. 
 
      
 
    “Like I said, I don’t know where she is. But I’m pretty sure I can help you.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t—” 
 
      
 
    “Mater est, matrem omnium?”  
 
      
 
    Stevie’s jaw unhinged, and his chin slapped against his Adam’s apple.  
 
      
 
    “Wh-wh-what’d you say?” 
 
      
 
    Seth Parsons smirked. When he spoke next, he put on another accent, this one thicker and reminiscence of somewhere in Europe, maybe. 
 
      
 
    “Mater est, matrem omnium.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you… how do you know that?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, when you’re at this game for as long as I have, you learn things about books and how they affect people. I see you come in here and look around… you reminded me of another guy just like you, although he wasn’t as lean and his eyes weren’t off-center and wonky, but a guy like you just the same. His name was Cal Godfrey, and I knew what book he wanted, just like I know what you’re looking for.” 
 
      
 
    “This… this Cal guy, he wanted a book by this name, too?” 
 
      
 
    Seth chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “No, not the same one. One kinda related though, to be honest.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie suddenly felt dizzy; dizzy and very, very tired.  
 
      
 
    Mater est, matrem omnium. 
 
      
 
    Those four words… there was just something about them that made his guts clench and his forehead break out into a cold sweat. 
 
      
 
    “Do you—do you have the book?” he managed through clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    “You’re in luck! We got one in by that name just this very week.” 
 
      
 
    Still in a daze, Stevie followed the strange man toward the back of the library and into a section he had never been before. As he watched, Seth bent down going to one of the lower shelves and pulled out a book with the plain blue jacket. He blew on the cover and then dramatically leaned away from it as a cloud of dust filled the air.  
 
      
 
    “Argh, this might be it,” Seth said in another accent that Stevie would’ve pegged as pirate if anything at all. 
 
      
 
    The man held out the book, but Stevie stared at it for a moment without reaching for it. The cover was emblazoned with the very words—in deep red, embossed type—scribbled on the piece of paper in his pocket. Stevie, his eyes still locked on the book, reached into his pocket to pull out the sheet of paper to compare the letters, to make sure that they weren’t just similar but exactly the same. 
 
      
 
    “How is this possible?”  
 
      
 
    But even before Stevie posed the question, he knew that there would be no answer forthcoming; at least no answer that would make any sense to him. 
 
      
 
    And he was right. 
 
      
 
    “How is it possible that I’m here after all this time? How is it possible that anybody is here?”  
 
      
 
    Stevie gawked. 
 
      
 
    Instead of bothering to struggle to interpret this nonsense, he looked at the spine of the book; there didn’t appear to be any author listed. 
 
      
 
    “Who wrote it?” 
 
      
 
    Seth Parsons’ next answer was equally as obtuse, but the words actually made a little sense to Stevie.  
 
      
 
    “Who writes any book? Where do the words come from? Are they plucked from thin air, or are they rooted in something else? Genetics, maybe? Human consciousness?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie started to open the cover, but Seth’s hand, which somehow looked much older than his smooth, youthful face, came down on top. 
 
      
 
    “Not here,” the man said, his voice lacking the joviality of a few moments ago. 
 
      
 
    Stevie was about to protest, but the expression on Seth’s face convinced him otherwise. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, there’s one more thing. There’s another book you might be interested, one that’s been around for a long time.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie raised an eyebrow suspiciously, but before he could respond, Seth set off again, rooting through the shelves for another dusty volume. 
 
      
 
    Stevie didn’t know what to expect when he returned, but what he didn’t expect was a copy of the town census. 
 
      
 
    “Is this what I think—” 
 
      
 
    “Yep, it’s the census. You better get going, I think your boss will want to see these.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t unheard of for Elloree’s Sheriff to visit the mayor, especially considering that the Sheriff was nominated by the mayor himself. And yet, Liam had the sneaking suspicion that this would be one of his last visits to see the big man. 
 
      
 
    The mayor had another year to go in his term, but with the death of not only the preacher’s daughter, but the preacher himself…  
 
      
 
    And then there was this new information about the mayor’s son, the delinquent Tommy Ray Ross, and his alleged involvement in a heroin ring of all things. Liam knew Tommy Ray Ross more than he would’ve liked, and on more than half a dozen occasions he had let the boy’s transgressions slide. This didn’t bother Liam so much, considering that most of the offenses were benign: speeding tickets, drinking underage, the occasional bar fight. What troubled Liam, however, was the sneaking suspicion that Tommy Ray was capable of something much more devious. 
 
      
 
    And maybe this was it… 
 
      
 
    Liam shook his head, and turned his mind to the task at hand; or at least he tried to. He couldn’t help, however, think about what Hugh Freeman had said about the witch in the swamp, the conviction in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “C’mon Liam, you’re here to solve a murder, not start a literal witch hunt.” 
 
      
 
    A murder; a single murder. Two bodies, one murder, because Father Smith’s death was a suicide… wasn’t it? 
 
      
 
    And with these strange thoughts rattling around in his brain, Liam stepped out of his cruiser and walked towards the building. Located on the northern end of Main Street, Bobby Lee Ross’s office was the only modern building on the block. In fact, it was the only new building in the downtown core.  
 
      
 
    His first act as Mayor was to build a new office for himself. The second was to hire Liam.  
 
      
 
    Liam stepped inside and nodded at the receptionist.  
 
      
 
    “Morning Nancy,” Liam said. “How’re you doing?” 
 
      
 
    Nancy smiled at him with lips painted a bright red—and a smudge on her teeth, Liam noted.  
 
      
 
    “Aw, you know, they’re doing just peachy. And you?” 
 
      
 
    Liam returned her smile. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you’re peachy, then I’m plum.” 
 
      
 
    The secretary giggled, and covered her mouth with her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “What can I do you for Liam?” she asked after she was done laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Well, as much as I wish that this was a personal call, I’m afraid that it isn’t; I need to speak to the mayor.” 
 
      
 
    The woman behind the desk stopped smiling and shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid that won’t be possible now, Liam. Bobby Lee’s in a meeting with some very important investors interested in revitalizing the downtown core.” 
 
      
 
    Liam raised an eyebrow at this; this was the first he had heard of any investors. Besides, as far as he was concerned, the downtown core wasn’t in need of revitalization. A coat of paint and some new window dressings, maybe, but not revitalization. 
 
      
 
    “Listen Nancy, you know I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t important. I really need to speak to him.” 
 
      
 
    The woman’s red lips twitched. It was painfully obvious that Bobby Lee had told her not to let anybody intrude, but Liam Lancaster wasn’t just anybody; he was the damn Sheriff. 
 
      
 
    “Nancy, I really need to talk to him. It’s very important.” 
 
      
 
    She gnawed on her lower lip, and then offered him a subtle nod. With a manicured finger, she pressed the button on the intercom on the corner of her desk and it squawked a life. 
 
      
 
    “Bobby, there’s someone here to see you.” 
 
      
 
    There was a pause, during which Liam considered speaking into the intercom himself, when Bobby Lee’s southern drawl filled the room. 
 
      
 
    “I’m here with very important investors, Nancy. I’m sure this can wait.” 
 
      
 
    Nancy was biting her lip so hard now that Liam feared in a few moments the red on her lips wouldn’t just be Macy’s Ruby Woo. Rather than put her through any more of this torture, he leaned over her and pressed the intercom himself. 
 
      
 
    “Mayor Ross, it’s Sheriff Liam. We need to talk, and, no, this can’t wait.” 
 
      
 
    There was another short pause, but eventually Bobby Lee replied. 
 
      
 
    “Gimme a minute.” 
 
      
 
    Liam offered a tight smile to Nancy, who indicated that he could sit in one of the chairs in the waiting room. He took the most comfortable looking one and sat. 
 
      
 
    And then he waited.  
 
      
 
    As he did, Liam thought about witches brandishing tiny pieces of bark and slicing Patty Smith’s naked flesh. 
 
      
 
    Death of a thousand cuts… and a fear-induced heart attack, maybe? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Dwight was less than pleased at being teamed up with the strange detective from New York City, and was pretty damn pissed off that he was stuck back at the station babysitting not only Hugh Freeman, but in the presence of Sylvie Sinclair and the girl that, while she apparently had a name, he referred to as child of the corn. 
 
      
 
    I should be out there; I should be out there talking to the mayor, going to speak to the principal again, or even shipped out to the library. Just anywhere but here. 
 
      
 
    “Did you find anything on the computer?” Hugh asked. 
 
      
 
    Dwight typed a few more keystrokes before answering. 
 
      
 
    “Four missing girls all from around Elloree, all between six and eight years old and—” something flashed on Dwight’s screen that gave him pause. 
 
      
 
    The child of the corn, Stacy Weller, might have been from Batesburg, but she had ties to Elloree: her mother was born and raised just down the street from where Dwight currently resided. 
 
      
 
    Typing quickly, he looked up the second girl, Carla Shari, except this time he didn’t focus on the little girl, but her parents. And like Stacey, the girl’s mother was also from Elloree. 
 
      
 
    “What? What is it?”  
 
      
 
    Dwight hushed him, and continued to search on information concerning the other two girls. Sure enough, they too had links to Elloree. 
 
      
 
    “Huh, that’s strange; the mothers of all four of these girls either grew up in Elloree, or spent significant time here. What the hell is that all about?” 
 
      
 
    Hugh’s response surprised him, not just because of the words, but because Dwight hadn’t realized that he was verbalizing his own thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “Of course; that makes sense. You can leave the swamp, you can leave mother, but the kids can’t. The kids always come back.” 
 
      
 
    Dwight still wasn’t used to Hugh’s method of speaking, his morose tone, his apparent proclivity for likening everything to witches and mothers in the swamp.  
 
      
 
    He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    When Liam had mentioned the four missing girls, the ones that Officer Jenkins from Batesburg had told him about, that’d been the first Dwight had heard about them, because the girls weren’t actually from Elloree, at least not when they went missing. 
 
      
 
    Dwight turned back to the computer and started to search for missing girls not just from Elloree but the surrounding districts, including any references to Stumphole swamp.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for him to find what he was looking for: more than three dozen children had gone missing from South Carolina over the past decade alone. A quick scan showed that most, if not all, appeared to have female names.  
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    Hugh was leaning over his shoulder now, and while this made Dwight uncomfortable, he was too consumed by what he was doing to take much notice. 
 
      
 
    “Check back further,” Hugh whispered. 
 
      
 
    Dwight did as he was asked. There didn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary from 1985 or so to the early 2000s—just a handful of missing children, several of which were boys in their mid-teens. But before 1985… 
 
      
 
    “Jesus,” he gasped. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-four girls all up and vanished over a two-year period from 1982 to 1984.  
 
      
 
    What does this mean?  
 
      
 
    Dwight tried to scroll back even further, but 1982 appeared to be the earliest record that had been digitized.  
 
      
 
    “What about before that? In the seventies?” Hugh asked. 
 
      
 
    Dwight shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t go back any further.”  
 
      
 
    Almost fifty girls missing from around Elloree during two events roughly twenty years apart.  
 
      
 
    And it looked like it was starting again…  
 
      
 
    “She’s calling to them,” Hugh said in a far-off voice. “She’s calling to them and they’re coming.” 
 
      
 
    Can this be… some sort of mistake?  
 
      
 
    Mistake or not, Dwight was compelled to let Liam know about what he’d found.  
 
      
 
    He instinctively reached for the radio on his shoulder and was about to press the talk button, when he felt Hugh’s warm breath on his neck.  
 
      
 
    “Excuse me,” Dwight grumbled. Hugh leaned backward and Dwight rose to his feet. As he made his way toward the police station doors, Sylvie looked up at him with tired eyes. 
 
      
 
    “She say anything yet?” Dwight asked, indicating the girl who sat in the chair across from Sylvie with her hands folded neatly in her lap. 
 
      
 
    Sylvie shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, just keep her calm, then. I’m gonna go make a call.” 
 
      
 
    The woman nodded and as Dwight continued past them, Stacey Weller suddenly raised her blond head.  
 
      
 
    When he’d arrived at the station, when Father Smith’s body had still been warm, he had looked over at Stacey, who was standing in the corner of the interrogation room. She had had blue eyes then, Dwight was sure of it; only now when she looked at him, they appeared darker. Not hazel or even brown, but black. 
 
      
 
    Dwight shuddered and looked away.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll be right back,” he said softly as he stepped outside. After a deep breath, he clicked the radio on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Liam? Liam, I think I found something. Something… strange.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    “Get away from me,” Clifford stammered, pushing himself backward through the mud. “Get away from me, please.” 
 
      
 
    There were so many girls now that Clifford, in his terror, was having a hard time distinguishing them from the trees that surrounded him, surrounded 8181 Coverfeld Ave. 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t be here,” the lead girl repeated for what felt like the fiftieth time. “Mother says nobody should be here, except for her children.” 
 
      
 
    Clifford could feel mud not just on his wrists, but his forearms, the seat of his pants; his sneakers were covered in the foul-smelling stuff. He tried to push himself backward even further, but found this an increasingly difficult task; the mud was too thick, and it clung to him like desperate hands. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, fine, okay, I was just leaving… I’ll leave here and never come back,” he pleaded, raising a filthy hand out in front of him. 
 
      
 
    The lead girl, who looked identical to the others, opened her mouth to speak.  
 
      
 
    “You—” 
 
      
 
    The girl beside the first said the next word. 
 
      
 
    “—shouldn’t—” 
 
      
 
    Then a third girl chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “—be—” 
 
      
 
    Then a fourth. 
 
      
 
    “—here—” 
 
      
 
    The words skipped seamlessly from one girl’s mouth to the next, traveling the circumference of the circle that continued to constrict around Cliff. 
 
      
 
    “—Mother—” 
 
      
 
    “—says—” 
 
      
 
    “—only—” 
 
      
 
    “—her—” 
 
      
 
    “—children.” 
 
      
 
    Clifford suddenly felt dizzy, and his vision blurred; he could no longer tell if there were a dozen girls or three times that many surrounding him. 
 
      
 
    “Please,” he tried to say, but he was sobbing now, and it came out as a whimper instead of a word. 
 
      
 
    The lead girl opened her mouth to speak again, when a voice, a male voice this time, interrupted her.  
 
      
 
    “Get in the house! Get in the house!” 
 
      
 
    For some reason, hearing words not from the mouths of little children seemed to imbue Cliff with strength. Without thinking, he drove his hands into the mud, and with one monumental shove, he managed to propel himself to his feet. 
 
      
 
    And then he was running.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He vaguely perceived driving his shoulder into one of the girls, which sent her sprawling to the mud, but neither the act nor the realization slowed him down. Survival; survival was all that mattered now. 
 
      
 
    Clifford ran for the front door of the dilapidated house, which was boarded up by a thin sheet of plywood. He reached it less than a minute later, and when he did, he drove his palms against the wood, which splintered loudly beneath his bodyweight. 
 
      
 
    Words followed him up the porch and to the door. Whispers about mother, about how he shouldn’t be here, about how he didn’t belong. And then there were mutterings in a language he didn’t understand, something that sounded old to him, ancient even. Clifford forced these from his mind as he tore at the plywood with untold desperation. Blood from ragged and torn nails soon started to mix with the brown coating of rot on the wood. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, Clifford managed to peel enough of it away that he could reach inside the musty interior and grasp for the doorknob. 
 
      
 
    “In the house!” The male voice hollered after him. “In the house!” 
 
      
 
    And then, by some strange miracle, Clifford found himself inside the foul-smelling house. 
 
      
 
    It was pitch black, and it reeked of mold and must and… something else. 
 
      
 
    Clifford didn’t slow down; he just continued to run headlong into the house, his heart degenerating into a spastic hummingbird in his narrow chest. Eventually his shin struck something solid—a table, he thought—and he crouched before trying, and failing, to slide his body completely beneath it.  
 
      
 
    Anything to shelter him from those horrible children.  
 
      
 
    Clifford held his breath, and between thrums of his heart, he heard the pitter-patter of small, bare feet entering the house. 
 
      
 
    He squeezed his eyes closed so tightly that he saw stars behind his dark lids. 
 
      
 
    Please, just leave me alone. I don’t know what the hell is going on here, I don’t know who you are or what you want.  
 
      
 
    The man’s thoughts quickly deteriorated into nonsense. 
 
      
 
    I can’t be here I can’t do this I have students to look after I have a family Jesus Christ I have a daughter I don’t want to die I don’t want to die I don’t want to die— 
 
      
 
    Clifford was no longer able to hold his breath, and he drew a sharp inhalation through his nose. 
 
      
 
    And when he did, he realized that there was another smell amidst the pervasive odor of rot and death, a smell he was familiar with, but in his terror, couldn’t immediately place.  
 
      
 
    Just as he felt the first of many tiny fingers intertwine in his hair, claw at his face, grab his limbs, Clifford realized what that smell was. 
 
      
 
    It was gasoline. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he moaned. 
 
      
 
    There was a soft pop, followed by a hiss, and then a match illuminated a male figure in the doorway.  
 
      
 
    One of the girls yanked his head back, and his eyes drifted from the man who had instructed him to enter the house, to the faces of the children that held him.  
 
      
 
    Only they weren’t children anymore; they weren’t even human. 
 
      
 
    Their faces had mostly rotted away, revealing a litany of fetid holes that brimmed with beetles and cockroaches and other burrowing, six-legged creatures. What little flesh they had left hung from their jaws and cheeks like putrid beef jerky. 
 
      
 
    Only their eyes were whole, and they were black as pitch.  
 
      
 
    Clifford screamed.  
 
      
 
    A moment later, he was joined by harrowing cries from the demons that held him as the flames first ignited his clothes, and then rendered his skin beneath into a blistered, waxy mess. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    “Is there somewhere we can speak in private?” Liam asked in a quiet voice, flicking his eyes towards Nancy who, while she was doing a valiant effort of pretending not to be listening, was no Joan Rivers. 
 
      
 
    Mayor Bobby Lee Ross was a mountain of a man, both in personality and in stature. Dressed in a crisp, navy three-piece suit that bore a hint of a pinstripe, complete with a pocket square that didn’t quite match his tie (by design, evidently) he looked even larger than what Liam estimated was a hefty three-hundred-and-ten pounds. 
 
      
 
    The man’s doughy features, a pale shade of pink, were trained on Liam as he spoke, and his beady eyes—black if they were a color at all—darted nervously about the room. 
 
      
 
    “This better be good Liam,” the man growled. He hooked a chubby thumb over his shoulder, “I’ve got some very important people in there.” 
 
      
 
    Liam nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Trust me, you want to hear this. And you want to want to hear it alone. You know that I wouldn’t—” 
 
      
 
    Bobby Lee’s jowls lowered in a frown. 
 
      
 
    “Come with me,” he barked, rising to his feet. As he started toward the door adjacent to the room that he had just exited, he turned to his secretary and said, “Nancy, I’ll just be a minute. If the men in the boardroom ask, just make something up—whatever happens, don’t let them leave.” 
 
      
 
    Nancy nodded briskly as if they had gone over this scenario before, and then Liam followed the mayor into his personal office. With a huff, Bobby Lee lowered his girth into a massive leather seat behind the desk. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t offer Liam a seat. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got a bit of a problem,” Liam began and then, without hesitation or prompting, went on to tell the big man about what had happened to Patty Smith, and then about the little girl who had visited Father Smith before he’d gouged his eyes out and committed suicide. He left out the part about the New York City detective and his strange ideas about a witch in the swamp. 
 
      
 
    Bobby Lee seemed to consider this information for a few seconds with all the fascination of the fruit fly contemplating its own existence, before he said, “Liam, you’re the Sheriff, I’m the mayor. I told you when I nominated you, I don’t want to be bogged down with this kind of crap. This is your job—you deal with it.” 
 
      
 
    Liam scowled. He didn’t mean to, but he couldn’t help it. This was not the response he’d been expecting. 
 
      
 
    A murder and a suicide were not ‘crap’ by any measure.  
 
      
 
    “With all due respect, Bobby Lee, this is very serious. I think you know as well as I do how important Father—” 
 
      
 
    Bobby Lee slammed a meaty palm down on the desk, startling Liam. 
 
      
 
    “Dammit, Liam, I don’t have time for this shit now. I’ve got some very important people in that room, people who have the means and the desire to transform Elloree.” 
 
      
 
    This was the second time in under an hour that Liam had heard about this so-called transformation or revitalization, and it gave him pause; Elloree had been the same since time immaterial. It didn’t require any outside intervention.  
 
      
 
    In Liam’s estimation, the place was damn near perfect. 
 
      
 
    Except for the murder of the preacher’s daughter… 
 
      
 
    “Bobby, you know-” 
 
      
 
    “Take care of it, Liam,” Bobby Lee said, his dark eyes blazing into him. 
 
      
 
    While it was clear that the Mayor wanted this to be the final point on the discussion, there was one more thing that Liam felt obligated to add.  
 
      
 
    “There’s also—” Tommy Ray; there have been allegations that he’s dealing heroin, Liam wanted to say, and would’ve said when the radio on his shoulder suddenly squawked. He reached over and clicked the button. “Sheriff Lancaster here.” 
 
      
 
    “Liam? Liam, I think I found something. Something… strange.” 
 
      
 
    With only a furtive glance at the mayor, Liam clicked the talk button, effectively cutting Dwight off. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be right in,” he said quickly. Then to the mayor, he offered, “I’ll take care of this, Bobby. Sorry to have bothered you.” 
 
      
 
    The big man grunted, and with that, Liam took his leave. After nodding briskly and saying goodbye to Nancy, he exited into the afternoon sun. 
 
      
 
    As he made his way to his cruiser, Liam paid particular attention to the cars in the parking lot, ones that had been there when he’d arrived, but he had been too distracted by what Hugh Freeman had said to notice. But now… 
 
      
 
    Elloree was a simple place, and the only person who drove a car that cost anything near the average mortgage value was Bobby Lee himself. But in the parking lot, Liam noted that there were five brand new looking Mercedeses, along with a 7-series BMW. 
 
      
 
    People with the means and the desire to transform Elloree… 
 
      
 
    Liam got into his own vehicle, a bruised Ford Taurus, and wondered what the Mayor had offered in return. Then he clicked the walkie on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Dwight, I’ll be there in ten—we’re on our own here.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Dwight wanted to add more, but decided against it. The usually conversational Liam Lancaster had intentionally cut him off, suggesting that he was in the presence of someone whom he didn’t want to overhear. 
 
      
 
    Either that, or the man was simply overwhelmed by the past twelve hours.  For the sake of them both, Dwight hoped that it was the former.  
 
      
 
    I need a coffee, he thought. Or maybe something stronger. 
 
      
 
    He started toward the door, intent on making his way back inside to wait for Liam, when it suddenly swung open and Sylvie stepped out. A slender cigarette quivered between the first two fingers of her right hand. 
 
      
 
    “How you holding up?” Dwight asked as the woman slipped outside. 
 
      
 
    Sylvie didn’t reply right away; instead, she struggled to bring the cigarette first to her lips, and then light with the lighter in her other hand. 
 
      
 
    “The girl tell you anything? Did she tell you where she learned all that weird Latin shit?” Dwight asked. His eyes flicked to the sign outside the door, which clearly indicated that smoking was not permitted within five meters of it. 
 
      
 
    The irony of Sylvie breaking the rules wasn’t lost on him, but Dwight was smart enough to know that calling her on it at a time like this would be a mistake.   
 
      
 
    “No… she really hasn’t said anything at all,” Sylvie replied between drags. 
 
      
 
    Dwight nodded. With no children of his own, he had no idea how the mind of a child worked, but what he did know was that watching a man stab his own eyes out with a pair of scissors before driving the sharp end into his throat, would put anyone into a state of shock. 
 
      
 
    Sylvie Sinclair included. 
 
      
 
    But those eyes, those dark, empty eyes… 
 
      
 
    Dwight shuddered again.   
 
      
 
    “Where’s Stacey now? She in there with Susan?” 
 
      
 
    Dwight wondered if the shock that so clearly gripped Sylvie had extended to Susan, as the woman hadn’t said two words to him since arriving. Sure, they had decided to keep their tryst, if that’s what it was, private, but these were extenuating circumstances. And seeing as Dr. Larringer was still on his way over, that meant— 
 
      
 
    “Shit, tell me that the girl isn’t in there with the detective? Alone?” 
 
      
 
    Sylvie took a deep drag and nodded.  
 
      
 
    Dwight swore again and hurried inside. He still wasn’t sure he trusted Hugh Freeman, and his instincts told him that it would be in all of their best interests to keep the two apart. 
 
      
 
    He had no idea what had really happened in the swamp, how much of the strange story Hugh told was true, but no good could come from the two of them getting back together, of that he was certain. 
 
      
 
    Hugh was sitting in the chair vacated by Sylvie, his face but an inch from little Stacey Weller’s, and he was saying something in a low voice that Dwight couldn’t pick up. 
 
      
 
    “Step away from her, detective. Step away from the girl.” 
 
      
 
    Hugh immediately backed up his chair and held his hands up at his sides defensively. The girl, on the other hand, didn’t react at all. Thankfully, her eyes had regained their normal crystal blue color, however.  
 
      
 
    “What’d you say to her?” Dwight asked. 
 
      
 
    Hugh said nothing, and Dwight grabbed the man’s arm and squeezed tightly. Hugh was all skin and bone beneath his long-sleeved T-shirt. Dwight pulled him to his feet and away from Stacey, before leaning in close and whispering in his ear. 
 
      
 
    “What’d you say to her?” 
 
      
 
    Hugh looked at Dwight then, his eyes so full of sadness that Dwight felt compelled to let go of his arm.  
 
      
 
    “She’s one of them,” Hugh said softly. “And she can take us to the others—to the witch.” 
 
      
 
    Any sadness that Dwight felt for the man vanished at the mention of the witch.  
 
      
 
    This man belongs in the loony bin, not helping out with a murder investigation. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Dwight said, “I want you to sit over there, and wait for the Sheriff to get back.” 
 
      
 
    Hugh followed his outstretched finger with his eyes, and then made his way to Stevie’s desk and took a seat behind it. 
 
      
 
    “And don’t touch anything,” Dwight added. 
 
      
 
    Liam might see something in the man, but Dwight wasn’t sure he did. Nothing that wasn’t certifiably insane, that is. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied that Hugh wasn’t going anywhere for the time being, Dwight crouched down in front of Stacey, who was now staring intently at her hands.  
 
      
 
    “You okay, sweetheart?” he asked.  
 
      
 
    The girl said nothing, and Dwight observed her closely. Her face was caked with dried mud, and there was a spray of Father Smith’s blood on her cheek.  
 
      
 
    Dwight’s eyes drifted to the door where Sylvie still stood, struggling to light another cigarette. 
 
      
 
    Jesus, you couldn’t even wipe the blood off the poor girl?  
 
      
 
    “We’re going to get you cleaned up,” Dwight said. As he spoke, he reached out and laid a hand gently on her shoulder.  
 
      
 
    And then something happened. 
 
      
 
    Later, he might think a vision, a daydream, perhaps, but at the time, it felt like memory.  
 
      
 
    There was a woman, stripped naked, bound to a large oak tree. She clutched a small, blond child against her legs and belly. 
 
      
 
    “Please, just take me, leave the girl!” the woman sobbed. Flames started to lick at her ankles. 
 
      
 
    And then someone else spoke, but it felt as if the words were coming out of Dwight’s mouth. 
 
      
 
    “If you aren’t part of this family, then you’re against us.” 
 
      
 
    He pulled his hand back so quickly that he almost fell. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell was that?” he gasped, as he regained his balance.  
 
      
 
    Dwight blinked rapidly, and shook his head, trying to rid himself of the horrible scene that had played out in his mind. He glanced over at Hugh, who was staring at him, not with a confused expression that he might have expected, but one of knowing. 
 
      
 
    With a groan, he stood and was going to go retrieve Sylvie Sinclair from outside, when the phone on his desk started to ring. Grateful for the distraction, he reached over and grabbed it. 
 
      
 
    “Elloree police station, Deputy Dwight Porter speaking.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Dwight, this is, uh, Peter Sheppard from Sheppard Construction, out by Stumphole?” 
 
      
 
    Dwight rubbed his eyes. The vision had been so visceral that he thought he could even smell burning wood. 
 
      
 
    And singed flesh. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, what is it Peter, we’re real busy over here today.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I just wanted to let you know that there’s a fire in the swamp. Looks like a pretty big blaze. I mean, I doubt it’ll spread given the—” 
 
      
 
    Dwight’s eyes snapped open. 
 
      
 
    “Did you say fire?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, a fire, must be pretty big, too, ‘cuz I can see the smoke from the shop. I was going to call the fire department, but I thought I’d give you a call first, you know, because we was friends way back when.” 
 
      
 
    Dwight suddenly found it difficult to swallow. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah you did the right thing, Peter. I’ll call the fire department, you just hold tight. And whatever you do, don’t go into the swamp.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Liam Lancaster pulled into the police station at nearly exactly same time as Dr. Larringer. In fact, the good doctor almost broadsided the Sheriff as he pulled into his parking spot. 
 
      
 
    But before Liam could say anything, he noticed Dwight at the front doors, gesturing frantically for him to hurry. The Sheriff hopped out of his car and offered a cursory nod to the doctor, before addressing Dwight. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on? What’s the emergency?” His eyes flicked to Sylvie who was so busy huffing on a cigarette that she hadn’t even acknowledged his presence.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you on the way,” Dwight replied. 
 
      
 
    Liam raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “On the way? Where? The doctor just got here,” he said, gesturing to Dr. Larringer, who hurried to Liam’s side. 
 
      
 
    Dwight looked like a deer caught in headlights: his eyes were wide, and his face and forehead were slick with sweat, even though it was venturing into late afternoon now, and the temperature couldn’t have been warmer than eighty. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a fire… a fire out at the swamp, I think we should—I really think we should go check it out.”  
 
      
 
    Something flashed over the deputy’s face then, something akin to pure terror, an emotion so strong that it overwhelmed Liam’s sense of confusion. 
 
      
 
    The swamp…  
 
      
 
    If they’d had more manpower, they would have been out there already, investigating what had happened to Patty and Hugh’s partner. 
 
      
 
    I saved her, if she can be saved, that is. The others are all dead. 
 
      
 
    “We need you to clear the body inside,” Liam said to Dr. Larringer. “Susan Bauer’s still there, but we need you to release the body.” 
 
      
 
    The doctor, who looked considerably more tired than he had earlier in the day when they had met to look over Patty Smith’s body, squinted. 
 
      
 
    “Another body?” 
 
      
 
    Liam nodded solemnly. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Patty’s father, Larry Smith. I’ll explain later.” Without waiting for a response, Liam turned to Dwight. “Where’s Stevie? And the detective?” 
 
      
 
    “Stevie’s going to meet us there—he’s on his way back from the library. As for the detective…”  
 
      
 
    Something else passed over his round face then, pinching his features. Liam got the impression that Detective Hugh Freeman was quickly overstaying his welcome. And yet, he couldn’t leave him here.  
 
      
 
    “Go get Hugh, he’s coming with us.” 
 
      
 
    With that, Liam gestured for Dr. Larringer to head on inside, which the man did with hesitant steps. Unlike Liam, he must have seen his fair share of dead bodies, but there was something different about a murder victim. Murder or suicide.  
 
      
 
    Something that never sat quite right.  
 
      
 
    “What about me? What should I do?” Sylvie asked, her eyes still locked on the sidewalk. 
 
      
 
    The question confused Liam. Not the words themselves, but the fact that Sylvie was the one to ask them. Ever since Bobby Lee had instated her as head of HR, she had acted as if she were the one in charge and not Liam. 
 
      
 
    An image of the luxury cars in Bobby Lee’s parking lot came to mind then, and for the first time, Liam wondered if Sylvie’s placement had less to do with alleged HR infractions, and more about keeping the mayor up to speed about the inner workings of the police department. Although Liam had known the mayor personally for more than two decades, their interaction today suggested that perhaps Bobby Lee was no longer the man that he had gone to high school with. 
 
      
 
    Liam shook his head, trying to focus on the task at hand; Sylvie and the mayor could be dealt with later. Right now, however, they had more than one fire to put out.  
 
      
 
    “Stay here with the girl. Keep her company while we wait for Officer Jenkins to arrive from Batesburg. If he comes before we’re back, fill him in on what’s going on,” Liam chewed his lip for a second, “but just about the murders, that’s it.” 
 
      
 
    Sylvie’s face contorted. 
 
      
 
    “Please,” she pleaded, “don’t leave me here with the girl. There’s something wrong with her, something—” 
 
      
 
    “Do it, now Sylvie,” Liam snapped. Without waiting for response, he grabbed hold of Dwight’s sleeve and pulled him close. “Get Hugh and let’s go. I’ve got a terrible feeling about this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    For the first time today, Liam had his flashers on as he sped through town. He took Main Street, somewhere in the back of his mind noting that Mrs. Pincourt had finally moved her damn Civic, and then quickly made his way onto the highway. His speedometer quickly hit eighty, and with the light traffic, Liam thought he could make the forty-minute drive to Stumphole in just a little over half that time. While the swamp wasn’t technically his district—Elloree’s jurisdiction stopped just short of Stumphole’s boundaries—there was a long-standing gentleman’s agreement with the surrounding counties that Liam and his crew would look after the swamp. In return, the others kicked in a little extra support at year’s end to help balance the budget. Normally, this arrangement was fine with Liam, given that nothing he couldn’t handle ever happened in the swamp. Until now, that is. 
 
      
 
    You can handle it. You’re still in control. 
 
      
 
    But these words of encouragement were beginning to sound hollow to Liam, even within the comfortable confines of his own head. Things had been happening all around him without his knowledge in Elloree proper, let alone out at the swamp. Like Tommy Lee and Bobby Ray, for one. Like expensive cars in the Mayor’s parking lot. Like “redeveloping” the downtown core, whatever the hell that meant. 
 
      
 
    I’m the damn Sheriff in this place, and I’ve been kept out of the loop? What the fuck is going on? 
 
      
 
    “None of the girls are technically from Elloree,” Dwight began from the passenger seat. “Which we already knew, but here’s the thing: their parents are—well, more specifically, their mothers are from Elloree. Or, in the very least, they spent some time here.” 
 
      
 
    Liam swerved to pass a slow-moving tanker truck as he mulled this over. 
 
      
 
    “They must’nt have stayed long, otherwise one of us would have recognized them or their children,” he said, more to himself than to the others in the car. Regardless, he saw Dwight nod in his periphery. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but it only gets stranger from there, Liam.”  
 
      
 
    The man paused unexpectedly, and Liam looked over at his deputy. Something had happened when he’d left to go see the mayor, something that had affected Dwight in a way that Liam hadn’t seen before. He wondered briefly if it was the man’s diabetes catching up with him, his obesity finally taken its toll, somehow starting to affect his brain, fattening his neurons, perhaps, slowing them down. 
 
      
 
    Or maybe it was something else entirely. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? What is it?” 
 
      
 
    Dwight shook his head as if trying to rid himself of evil thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “I counted forty-six children who have gone missing from the surrounding areas in the last three decades alone.” 
 
      
 
    Liam scoffed.  
 
      
 
    “Impossible.”  
 
      
 
    Dwight cleared his throat. 
 
      
 
    “I triple-checked. Dozens of girls went missing back in the early two-thousands, and the same in the eighties. None of them were ever found. No leads, nothing. It seems as if every twenty or so years, kids just start to go missing.” 
 
      
 
    Liam found himself shaking his head now. 
 
      
 
    “That can’t be right.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish I was wrong, but I don’t think I am. Something seriously fucked-up is going on here, and I think it has to do with the swamp.” 
 
      
 
    As Liam mulled this over, his eyes flicked to Hugh Freeman in the backseat. The man had yet to wash his face since he had arrived with the girl, and his mud-streaked features gave him an almost stoic appearance. 
 
      
 
    “What you think, Hugh?” Liam asked, not so much to get the man’s opinion—he pretty much knew what that was at this point—but to make sure that he was still conscious.  
 
      
 
    Hugh’s eyes flicked up to the rearview. 
 
      
 
    “I told you what I think—what I know. There’s evil in that swap, evil that goes back more than two-hundred years. An evil that won’t die until all of the kids that came from it are returned.” 
 
      
 
    “Came from that swamp?” Liam asked. “What you mean?” 
 
      
 
    This was the first he’d heard about the kids coming from the swamp, rather than simply being drawn to it.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t know all the details—I only know what my partner told me. And we were sent here by the head of the FBI to put a stop to it.” 
 
      
 
    Liam found himself shaking his head again, and was perturbed by how often he did this without really knowing. 
 
      
 
    The FBI… this was the third or fourth time that Hugh Freeman had mentioned a partner and the FBI, but so far, Liam had no proof of the involvement of either. Never having interacted with them before, Liam’s only knowledge of the Bureau came from TV. And to him, the current episode was beginning to look a lot more like the X-Files than Criminal Minds.  
 
      
 
    Liam regretted asking for Hugh’s opinion, and was becoming more and more concerned for the man’s psychological demeanor. 
 
      
 
    After this was over, FBI or not, NYPD Detective or not, Hugh Freeman was going to get himself a real bona fide psychological assessment. 
 
      
 
    Liam took the exit for Stumphole Swamp, and rolled down his window as he slowed to a more reasonable speed. 
 
      
 
    The odor of burning wood instantly filled his nostrils. 
 
      
 
    “You smell that?” he asked, sniffing. 
 
      
 
    Dwight nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Look,” the deputy said, pointing to a spire of smoke in the distance. 
 
      
 
    “One thing’s for certain,” Liam said, more to himself than to either of his two passengers, “Peter Sheppard wasn’t wrong about the fire.” 
 
      
 
    He only hoped that everything else, especially what Hugh had said, was a lie.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Stevie was the first one on the scene, and all he could do was watch. 
 
      
 
    When he had first arrived, he pulled up behind a Porsche and a Taurus, and then he made his way up the muddy walk, moving quickly, calling out for anybody who might be present. His first intention had been to enter the house, but when he got close to it, the heat was just too great. The place, as dry and old as it was, was completely engulfed in flames. 
 
      
 
    If there had been anyone inside, they wouldn’t be worth saving now.  
 
      
 
    And yet, Stevie thought he heard something, tortured moans or screams, even as the roof collapsed and the walls crumbled. 
 
      
 
    It’s the wood, the joists burning, that’s all.  
 
      
 
    Except…  
 
      
 
    In addition to the sound of the blaze, Stevie could now pick up the whine of approaching sirens, and knew that the Sheriff would be there soon. He was deciding how much he wanted to share about his strange experience with the man who called himself the Curator. Most of the time, he simply said whatever popped into his mind. Most of the time, he was at the mercy of his wagging tongue. But this time… 
 
      
 
    You’re in luck! Got a book by that title just the other week. 
 
      
 
    When the sirens cast purple hues across the now thinning cloud of smoke, Stevie quickly made his way back to the row of cars. 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Liam Lancaster pulled up in his cruiser and quickly jammed it into Park directly alongside Stevie’s own vehicle. The man hopped out, and was followed a few seconds later by Dwight, and then the strange NYPD detective. 
 
      
 
    “Stevie, what the fuck is going on?” Liam demanded. 
 
      
 
    Stevie shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got no idea; I just got here. I tried to get close to the house, but it’s impossible. The smoke, the fire, it’s just too damn hot.” 
 
      
 
    Liam hurried by him and up the muddy walk, casting a quick glance at the two cars alongside Stevie’s own. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway, know whose cars these belong to?” 
 
      
 
    Dwight, huffing and puffing as he tried to keep up, spoke breathlessly, “The Porsche is Tommy Ray Ross’s. And I think… I think the Taurus is Principal Zanbar’s.”  
 
      
 
    “Principal Zanbar? Why the hell would he be here?” 
 
      
 
    As they made their way toward the source of the heat, Liam dropped a bombshell on Stevie. 
 
      
 
    “There are rumors that Tommy Ray Ross is dealing heroin.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie’s eyes veritably bulged from his head. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
      
 
    “Serious is Dwight’s heart attack,” Liam replied. 
 
      
 
    The whine of a fire truck finally reached a fever pitch and Stevie turned to see the red truck pull up the lane way. All four of the men stood off to one side as it passed, but it didn’t make it very far. The muddy walk had turned to mush, and the heavy tires of the fire truck started to spin. 
 
      
 
    A burly man leaned out the window and said, “Sheriff, we’re going to park here, no point in getting stuck. Looks like the structure’s gone now, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Lancaster nodded, and the man shut off the sirens and hopped out, his thick black boots sloshing and squishing in the soft mud. As he made his way toward the building, Stevie turned to Liam and spoke in hushed tones.  
 
      
 
    “You think Tommy Ray was here? With the principal? You think he has something to do with Patty Smith’s murder?” 
 
      
 
    For the first time since he had known the man, Liam didn’t answer right away.  
 
      
 
    He simply shrugged. 
 
      
 
    The four of them kept walking until they could get no closer to the fiery blaze without risking scalding their skin. Another fireman appeared, and started to spray a massive jet of water at the structure, while a third walked in the direction of the swamp to retrieve water for when the truck’s reserves ran out. 
 
      
 
    The entire time, Stevie felt as if someone, or something, was watching them. 
 
      
 
    Watching and waiting.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    It took more than an hour for the firemen to put out the fire, and it wasn’t until forty-five minutes after that, that it was deemed safe enough for Liam and his men to give it a cursory examination. 
 
      
 
    The fire had reduced the derelict house to a handful of joists; only a section of the back wall, which had been repaired using brick some time ago, remained intact. The rest was a pile of soot and ash. 
 
      
 
    The house itself was set back about forty meters from the road, and without the fire to guide his eyes, Liam doubted that he would have been able to find the place even if he had known it was there in the first place. Surrounded by thick elm trees and their anorexic birch relatives that worked in concert to form a single canopy high above, the place had been expertly camouflaged. It was clear from the burnt outline that it had once been a small bungalow with a porch out front.   
 
      
 
    And it was on what was left of this porch that Liam found the first body. Blackened, like a hunk piece of overcooked bacon, lay the body of a man that Liam Lancaster simply knew deep down was Tommy Ray Ross. 
 
      
 
    Although the object he had been affixed to had since burnt away, thick metal spikes still protruded from his hands and feet.  
 
      
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” Dwight grumbled.  
 
      
 
    Liam indicated for the man to take a walk while he and Stevie and Hugh continued to scour the remains.  
 
      
 
    “You think it’s Tommy Ray?” Stevie asked, as they hovered over the still smoldering body. 
 
      
 
    Liam nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure of it.” 
 
      
 
    Hugh Freeman, who seemed least affected by the corpse, moved ahead of Liam. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, wait up, Hugh,” the Sheriff instructed.  
 
      
 
    The man obliged, but Liam got the impression that he was looking for something in particular, and that made him nervous. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, my guys staked off a spot near the back, where the kitchen was,” the burly fireman who had spoken to Sheriff Lancaster earlier piped up. “There appears to be an underground passage there, a crawlspace of maybe something bigger. I’d stay away, unless you want to break an ankle.”  
 
      
 
    Liam nodded.  
 
      
 
    “Thanks, we’ll be careful.” 
 
      
 
    The last thing that Liam wanted was for one of his men to get injured. 
 
      
 
    He’d seen enough death today in Elloree to last a lifetime. 
 
      
 
    “Best stay along the perimeter,” Liam instructed. 
 
      
 
    Hugh chewed the inside of his lip and for a moment, Liam thought the man was going to disobey his order. 
 
      
 
    “You’re wondering if your partner was in there?” Stevie asked. “If FBI agent Brett Cherry was in the fire?” 
 
      
 
    Hugh said nothing, which was answer enough. 
 
      
 
    Although they were averse to walking directly on the burnt floor plan, the place wasn’t so large that they couldn’t scope out most of it from walking around the perimeter. Liam instructed Stevie to head to the right, while he and Hugh went the other way.  
 
      
 
    Squinting, Liam noticed several other mounds lying on the ground, just inside where the front door had been. Mounds that, while they lacked the spikes that had been hammered into Tommy Ray’s appendages, didn’t look all that different from the Mayor’s son’s corpse.  
 
      
 
    They were smaller, but possessed the same general outline.  
 
      
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Liam muttered, hanging his head. His mind flicked to the photographs on his desk, of Carla Shari and the other bright-eyed six-year-olds that had gone missing. Then he thought of Hugh’s ominous words: I saved one, but the others are all dead.  
 
      
 
    “There must been a dozen of them here, maybe fifteen,” he said absently. 
 
      
 
    Hugh didn’t answer, but nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    “Mother called the children back.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t the man’s words so much as the callousness of his tone that made Liam snap. He turned to Hugh, his face immediately transitioning to a deep scarlet. 
 
      
 
    “You mother—” 
 
      
 
    “Hey Sheriff! Liam, get over here!” 
 
      
 
    Liam swallowed his anger and hurried around the side of the house to where Stevie stood. 
 
      
 
    Please tell me there are no more bodies. 
 
      
 
    Except Stevie wasn’t looking at the burnt remains of the house, but to something that he had found in the mud.  
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Liam asked.  
 
      
 
    Stevie bent down and picked up a solid object about the size of a woman’s purse. While both he and Hugh watched on, Stevie used the blade of his hand to scrape the mud from the package. Then he held it up to the fading light for all to see. 
 
      
 
    It was a tightly wrapped plastic brick, upon which was an insignia of a snake eating an eyeball. Inside was a hard, condensed block of yellow-brown powder. 
 
      
 
    Things suddenly fell into place for Liam. He glanced back to the house, scanning the still smoldering corpses lying within. It was difficult to tell, but it looked like there was another body, one that was slightly larger than Tommy Ray, but not as muscular, buried beneath a pile of dead children.  
 
      
 
    It was Principal Zanbar; Liam knew this the way he knew that the corpse with the spikes through his hands and feet was Tommy Ray.   
 
      
 
    “Looks like this was where Tommy and Principal Zanbar were keeping the dope,” Dwight said, suddenly peering at their side. 
 
      
 
    Liam rubbed at his temples, knowing he was smearing soot on his face, but not caring. 
 
      
 
    “Was Principal Zanbar present when Rebecca Hall mentioned Tommy was running the heroin?” He asked. 
 
      
 
    Dwight nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, he helped me coral the students. Acted pretty damn strange about the whole thing, too.” 
 
      
 
    “And now I guess we know why—he was working with Tommy Ray.” 
 
      
 
    The four men stared at the smoldering ashes for some time, each locked in their own thoughts. Liam was thinking about how he was going to break the news to Bobby Lee Ross, how the town would suffer from the deaths of not only the preacher’s daughter, the preacher, but now the Mayor’s son and the high school principal. Even if they could keep the heroin under wraps, there would still be questions that would be asked, questions that Liam would be compelled to answer. 
 
      
 
    Just as night fell, and it felt as if the silence would last until the following morning, Stevie spoke up. 
 
      
 
    “What I don’t get, is that if Tommy is here and Principal Zanbar is here, as are the missing girls, if that’s who they are, who set the damn fire?” 
 
      
 
    Liam’s gut reaction, his initial instinct, should have been that it was an accident. That perhaps the girls had snuck up on Tommy and Cliff, and they had gotten spooked and set the place on fire while hiding or cutting or doing whatever they did with heroin before selling it. 
 
      
 
    But he knew this wasn’t true. 
 
      
 
    Deep down, Liam knew that this had been deliberate. 
 
      
 
    That this had been murder. 
 
      
 
    “What do we do now?” Stevie asked. 
 
      
 
    Liam chewed the inside of his lip. 
 
      
 
    “Good question. Good fucking question.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    “Well, I never thought I’d see you three times in one day,” Dr. Larringer said. 
 
      
 
    Liam’s eyes were burning, and he could feel exhaustion setting in behind them. 
 
      
 
    “What can you tell us about the bodies?” Liam asked, not bothering to address the doctor’s previous comment. It had been a long day, and now, as evening bled into night and caressed its way into the early hours of the morning, Liam doubted that any rest was forthcoming.  
 
      
 
    And perhaps not for many nights to come. 
 
      
 
    Dr. Larringer suddenly became serious. 
 
      
 
    “You want to know about the fire first? Or the bodies?” 
 
      
 
    “The bodies.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, most of the evidence burnt, of course, but I’ve seen enough to give you a preliminary assessment. For one, the male outside where the porch used to be, was dead long before the fire started. Maybe as much as a day before, or maybe two, but I can’t be more specific than that.  
 
      
 
    Tommy Ray Ross, Liam thought. 
 
      
 
    “As for the others, I counted eleven female victims; judging by the size, I’m guessing that they were anywhere between five and ten years of age. The other male, an adult, like the children, appeared to be trapped inside when the fire started.” 
 
      
 
    Jesus Christ, thirteen dead… with the preacher and his daughter, that makes fifteen.  
 
      
 
    Worried that his emotions would soon overwhelm him, Liam quickly asked about the fire.  
 
      
 
    “Definitely no accident. The accelerant was likely something common. Probably gasoline, but could have been kerosene. Judging by the black marks there, by where the front door used to be, that’s the likely location where it started. That’s pretty much all I can tell you; you’re going to need to get an expert in if you want anything more specific.”  
 
      
 
    Liam turned to face his two deputies and the detective, who looked as tired as he felt. 
 
      
 
    “You know, it’s going to take me a month just to sort out these bodies,” Dr. Larringer said, drawing Liam’s attention back. “I think we need to call in some help.” 
 
      
 
    Liam couldn’t agree more, but it wasn’t his call. 
 
      
 
    It was Bobby Lee Ross’s. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll run it by the mayor, but I don’t know how much help we can expect.” 
 
      
 
    “You think? Even though his son is lying here, burnt to a crisp?” Stevie asked. 
 
      
 
    Liam glared at the man, but when he saw Stevie’s wide-eyed expression, he realized that he was just scared. 
 
      
 
    Scared and running his mouth, as per usual. 
 
      
 
    “I dunno, I’ll try. In the meantime, Dr. Larringer, how long do you think it’ll take for you to gather up these bodies and get them back to the hospital?” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Larringer surveyed the scene. 
 
      
 
    “Not sure. A couple of hours at least,” he checked his watch. “It’s already 1 AM, so by the time I’m done here, it’s likely to be closer to four or five in the morning. If you’re okay with it, I’d like to call in the EMT to give me a hand. And maybe some of these firemen can help out, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s one thing I can approve,” Liam replied. Then he turned to Dwight. “Think you can give Susan a ring?” 
 
      
 
    Dwight nodded, but didn’t add anything. It dawned on Liam that it had been a while since the man had said anything, and he wondered if he would be able to keep it together. Liam knew that he should tell the big man to go home, to sleep it off, only he couldn’t; this was only beginning, and Liam needed all hands on deck.  
 
      
 
    Even if those hands were shaking. 
 
      
 
    The sheriff reached over and squeezed his deputy’s arm, and Dwight turned to face him. Liam didn’t say anything; he just gave him a stiff nod, letting him know that none of this was his fault. He might have been the last one to see Principal Zanbar, but he had been doing so at the Sheriff’s request. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, so here’s what I propose we do,” Liam began, surveying his men again. “Dr. Larringer, you stay here with Dwight and wait for Susan to arrive. When she gets here, I want you, Dwight, to make sure that nobody comes wandering by, no wayward camper, no member of the press, and snaps any pictures, you got it?” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Larringer nodded, as did Dwight, who had already taken his phone out of his pocket and had started to dial Susan’s number. 
 
      
 
    “Stevie, you and me will go back to the—” 
 
      
 
    “He’s here,” Hugh suddenly gasped. 
 
      
 
    “What? Who’s here?” Liam demanded. 
 
      
 
    But Hugh didn’t answer; before Liam could even react, the detective was off, sprinting toward the left side of the property, heading directly for a large oak tree that marked with burns from another fire long ago.  
 
      
 
    “Hey!” He shouted. “Hey, Hugh! Get back here!” 
 
      
 
    Liam wanted to run after the man, but he simply didn’t have the energy.  
 
      
 
    Judging by the lack of reaction from the other men, they didn’t either. 
 
      
 
    “Hugh!” Liam shouted, instinctively bringing a hand to the pistol on his hip. But Hugh was gone; the man had fled into the forest in pursuit of a phantom only he could see. Liam ground his teeth. “What the fuck!” 
 
      
 
    He felt like screaming, felt like tearing out what little hair he had left, felt like just going to sleep and not waking up until this nightmare had finally fucking ended. 
 
      
 
    But he couldn’t do that; he was Elloree’s Sheriff, and as long as he held that title—not much longer now, he presumed—he would see this thing through. 
 
      
 
    Liam did the only thing he could think of in that moment, short of running after Hugh and tiring himself even further. He took a deep, shuddering breath, and continued as if nothing had happened. 
 
      
 
    “Stevie, you and I’ll back to the station, go over the notes you got from the library and contact the other boroughs and tell them about the missing girls. See if they can give us some dental records for Dr. Larringer to compare to the corpses.”  
 
      
 
    The word ‘corpses’ made them all cringe, and Liam regretted such an informal term. 
 
      
 
    They weren’t corpses; they were girls. Young girls. And no matter what Hugh Freeman said, that they were possessed, that they were demons, they were still just girls to Liam. 
 
      
 
    And now they were dead. 
 
      
 
    Liam wanted to say more, to offer some sort of encouragement to his exhausted looking men, but he couldn’t find the strength.  
 
      
 
    Tears filled his eyes and then spilled down his cheeks, making muddy tracks on his soot-covered skin. 
 
      
 
    They were just girls, except now they weren’t.  
 
      
 
    Now they were dead girls. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Detective Hugh Freeman bolted into the woods, ignoring the Sheriff’s shouts that followed him. He had seen his friend, he’d seen Brett Cherry, staring at him, and he had to find him. 
 
      
 
    His shoes threatened to stick in the mud, but Hugh found that if he kept striding forward, if he kept running as fast as he possibly could, he would hydroplane on top of it. This made things difficult, because it was dark in the woods, what with the canopy above blocking out almost all of the moonlight. Several wayward branches cut his arms and legs, but like Liam’s voice chasing after him, he paid these no heed. 
 
      
 
    Hugh had to catch Brett—he absolutely had to before Liam got a hold of him. When they had first come to the swamp, stumbled upon the now burnt house, something inside Brett had broken.  
 
      
 
    And when they had come across Patty Smith and Tommy Ray, the children already bearing down on them, the man had snapped completely. 
 
      
 
    He’d drowned three of the blond kids before Hugh could even react. It was all he could do to first save Patty, and then Stacey Weller. 
 
      
 
    Given how things had gone since, however, Hugh was beginning to regret doing both of those things.  
 
      
 
    After all, Brett was right: the children were dead already. 
 
      
 
    Hugh had seen a lot of crazy shit in his time—he’d seen his partner Ed the Nose stabbed in the gut, he’d seen the dead walk, and he’d been offered a glimpse into what could only be described as the depths of hell—including a winged demon crawling out of a man’s chest. 
 
      
 
    But this… the children— 
 
      
 
    Movement in the shadows to Hugh’s right drew his attention. 
 
      
 
    “Brett? Brett is that you?” 
 
      
 
    More movement, but this time it didn’t come from his right, but in a semi-circle across his entire field of vision. 
 
      
 
    Shadows merging, blending together, shuddering, becoming one.  
 
      
 
    “Brad? Is that—” 
 
      
 
    Grimy fingers suddenly snaked their way around his nose and mouth, stifling a scream. And then he was pulled backwards, yanked behind a tree.   
 
      
 
    “Be still, Hugh,” a hoarse voice whispered in his ear. “Don’t move a muscle.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Liam Lancaster finally made it back to the station at 2:30 in the morning. He could barely keep his eyes open, and twice during the drive from Stumphole, Stevie he had fallen asleep in the passenger seat. 
 
      
 
    The deputy was still asleep when Liam parked the police cruiser. He reached over and gently shook the man’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Stevie jumped. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, Stevie. It’s just me.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie looked at him with his offset eyes, but said nothing. Then he reached for the two books that he’d retrieved from the library and gripped them in both hands. 
 
      
 
    “Had the weirdest dream,” he said. Liam waited for him to expound on this, but when he didn’t, he gave Stevie a nod and a head tilt indicating that they should head into the station. 
 
      
 
    It had been a long time since Liam had been here well after dark. Sure, he had been aroused from his slumber on more than one occasion, usually by one of Elloree’s elderly who was convinced that someone was trying to break into their home. This was almost never the case—which didn’t stop them from calling—but Liam usually just went straight home after, filling out any required reports the next morning. 
 
      
 
    What was even stranger, was the fact that the lights were still on. 
 
      
 
    Liam picked up the pace and when he reached the door, he was surprised to find it unlocked. He pulled it wide and stepped inside, Stevie following closely behind. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” 
 
      
 
    A tired looking Sylvie Sinclair appeared, her blond hair usually so perfectly coiffed, slicked, now a scrambled mess atop her head. 
 
      
 
    “Shit, I forgot all about you…” 
 
      
 
    Liam regretted the words as soon as they exited his mouth, but couldn’t take them back. For once, however, Sylvie didn’t notice the curse or didn’t seem to care. 
 
      
 
    Maybe both.  
 
      
 
    “Stacey’s sleeping,” Sylvie informed him in a soft voice. 
 
      
 
    Liam looked over the woman’s shoulder and spotted the young girl lying in the cot by the back wall of the cell. He didn’t like the idea of her being behind bars, but the door was open, and it was probably the most comfortable place in the entire station. Without thinking, he walked over to the bars, and peered inside. The girl was lying on her side, her hands in a prayer position tucked behind one ear. She looked so quiet, so peaceful, that Liam wondered how Hugh could think that she was some sort of demon, no matter how deranged he was. Liam was reminded of his own daughter who, although many years older now, had once slept exactly the same way. 
 
      
 
    I wonder what she’s dreaming about, Liam thought absently. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head, then turned to Stevie and said, “Put some coffee on, would ya? It’s going be a long night.” Then to Sylvie he added, “But you should go home, Sylvie. Get some rest, come back in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    The woman’s wide eyes moved from Stevie to Liam then back to the girl in the cell. With a subtle nod, she grabbed her keys and purse from the chair and started toward the door. 
 
      
 
    Liam didn’t have to ask her twice.  
 
      
 
    “See you in the morning,” she said, and then was gone, clearly relieved to be out of the station, and the girl’s presence. 
 
      
 
    As Stevie set about making the coffee, Liam turned his attention to the books that the man had retrieved from the library. He recognized the first one—the worn and tattered cover, the frayed binding—it was the town census. The other one…  
 
      
 
    Liam picked it up, and turned it over in his hand. It was a thin book, with no author listed on the spine nor the front cover. There was no synopsis on the back, and the front was adorned with words that he didn’t recognize at first. 
 
      
 
    Liam tilted the cover in the harsh lighting of the station and read the red, embossed letters out loud.  
 
      
 
    “Mater est, matrem omnium,” the words rolled off Liam’s tongue, and with them came a flash of recognition.  
 
      
 
    He almost dropped the book. 
 
      
 
    Can’t be… it can’t be. 
 
      
 
    His eyes flicked up and fell on the girl sleeping on the cot. They were the exact words that he’d heard her say to the priest before he gouged his eyes out. 
 
      
 
    Liam blinked long and slow, expecting when he looked at the cover again, the words would be gone.  
 
      
 
    They weren’t; they were still there. He looked over at Stevie.  
 
      
 
    “How did you find this?” he almost gasped. 
 
      
 
    Stevie, in the process of filling the carafe, glanced back. 
 
      
 
    “The Curator gave it to me,” he said simply. 
 
      
 
    The Curator? 
 
      
 
    “You mean the librarian? Ms. LeBlanc?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie shook his head and turned off the tap.  
 
      
 
    “No, the Curator… a Mr. Seth Parsons, or something like that.” 
 
      
 
    Liam just stared at the deputy for a minute. He wasn’t up-to-date on all the comings and goings of Elloree, but he thought he would have remembered if the library had acquired a curator, or if Ms. Leblanc had hired any help. But he couldn’t remember anything of the sort. However, Liam was coming to the uncomfortable conclusion that many things happened in Elloree of which he wasn’t privy. 
 
      
 
    Let it go, Liam. You have more important things to focus on. 
 
      
 
    With the book gripped tightly in both hands, Liam retreated to his desk and plopped himself down in the chair. A sigh escaped his lips; the only sitting that he’d done all day was in the uncomfortable squad car, and to his sore cheeks, the IKEA swivel chair felt like a pillow made from angel hair. 
 
      
 
    With one, final slow blink, Liam opened the cover of Mater est, matrem omnium and started to read. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Liam slammed the cover closed and tossed the book onto his desk. It landed with a bang, startling Stevie from a daze. 
 
      
 
    “What a crock of shit,” Liam muttered under his breath. He rubbed his eyes, and then dared a glance at his watch. It was closing in on 3:30, and he hadn’t heard from Dwight yet. 
 
      
 
    “Did it help? At all?” A sleepy Stevie Johnson asked. 
 
      
 
    Liam had learned much about Charleston in the 1800s, about a woman named Anne LaForet, a rapist who went by Benjamin Heath, a pathetic woman from more recent times named Ariel Reigns, and a depressed, alcoholic FBI agent named Kendra Wilson who was burned alive. 
 
      
 
    Liam shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “What it did was help me realize that there are some people out there with fucked up imaginations,” he said under his breath. “The real question is,” he continued, his eyes drifting to the girl on the cot, “how did she know about it.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie reached for the book, but Liam shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t bother; don’t waste your time.” 
 
      
 
    Liam opened the census instead, leaning away from the small puff of dust that filled the air.  
 
      
 
    “Dwight said something about girls going missing every twenty years or so?” He asked as he scrolled through the pages of names, genders, ages.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but the online data only went back to 1985 or so.” 
 
      
 
    Liam nodded, and skipped back to the section marked 1984. The top of each page included a summary for that year, complete with number of residents in Elloree, including a breakdown by sex and age range. It didn’t take him much time to see what Dwight had been talking about: there was a precipitous drop in the number of children—girls—in 1984 and 85, compared to the years around it.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I see that here,” Liam said, his brow furrowing. He turned back a few pages, and found that by 1982, the numbers rebounded to more even distribution. He was no statistician, but the drop was so obvious that even his untrained mind noticed it. There was a similar trend in 1964, and then 1943. The latter might be explained by the war, but the former… 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie was leaning over his shoulder now, reading along with him. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think it means?” 
 
      
 
    Liam didn’t answer; he just continued to scroll back to 1924-25, then the first few years of the 1900s. There was a definite pattern here: every 20 years or so, the number of children in the town of Elloree dropped dramatically. 
 
      
 
    The truth was, Liam had no idea what this meant. He could see how somebody who believed in this sort of thing would link the book about the woman in the swamp—Anne LaForet—and the missing children, maybe come up with some sort of narrative about her coming back from the grave to seek revenge for what had been done to her, but Liam wasn’t one of those people. He believed in facts and figures, believed in what was real. Sure, he believed in the Lord, the Lord Jesus Christ our Savior, but that was different. 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea. Some sort of cult, maybe?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie blinked. 
 
      
 
    “A cult? A cult that has been in operation for over a 100 years and we haven’t heard about it?” 
 
      
 
    Liam chewed the inside of his lip. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, far-fetched. But still… none of the missing girls out in the swamp are actually from Elloree, are they? In the census, they’re actual residents that go missing.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie stared at him, and Liam was grateful that for once the man managed to bite his tongue. 
 
      
 
    His expression said it all: None of the actual residents had gone missing… yet. 
 
      
 
    Stevie again reached for the book about the witch, and while Liam’s first instinct was to repeat his previous claim that it was a waste of time, he was too tired to bother now.   
 
      
 
    “I’m just going to take a look; there has to be a reason why the Curator told me this book was important.” 
 
      
 
    Liam yawned, barely raising a dirty hand in time to cover his mouth. As his head tilted backward, his watery vision fell on the interrogation room at the back of the police station. Dr. Larringer, or maybe it was Susan Bauer, had since removed Father Smith’s body, but there was still blood on the table, and although Liam couldn’t see the floor, he assumed there was some there, too. 
 
      
 
    It dawned on him that he hadn’t reached out to Ginger Smith. How could he bring himself to tell the poor woman that not only had she lost her daughter, but that her husband was dead, too? That he had committed suicide after hearing a cryptic Latin phrase uttered from the mouth of a missing girl?  
 
      
 
    How could he possibly explain any of this to her?  
 
      
 
    As Liam mulled over the best way, the only way, to break the news, he started to nod off. 
 
      
 
    His dreams were filled with images of the swamp, of fire, of burned and blackened bodies. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    “You almost done, Dr. Larringer?” Dwight asked from a safe distance.  
 
      
 
    For the past two hours, Dr. Larringer, Susan Bauer, and two firemen had been busy collecting the burnt remains of the bodies and putting them into separate body bags. They were meticulous in their work, which Dwight should have expected, but he was so tired that all he wanted to do was get out of there. 
 
      
 
    “Just two more bodies,” Dr. Larringer replied in a matter-of-fact tone. 
 
      
 
    Dwight assumed that this was the man’s way of depersonalizing the victims, of helping him deal with the horrors that they had discovered. Unfortunately, Dwight had no experience with such defense mechanisms. 
 
      
 
    He kept getting visions of the house starting to burn, and the girls inside screaming, their eyes and mouths wide, their tiny fists banging against the boarded-up windows trying desperately to get out. He saw their golden hair start to curl and fray in the heat, then erupt into a halo of fire.  
 
      
 
    He saw their eyes go first white, then dark, and then pop altogether, splattering their cherubic cheeks with thick jelly. 
 
      
 
    Dwight felt his stomach lurch, and he gagged. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking hell.” 
 
      
 
    To distract himself, he wandered along the tree line that seemed to surround the property almost like fingers cradling a palm.  
 
      
 
    There was a particular oak tree that appeared burnt, but it was too far from the house to have been part of this fire. Dwight crouched and ran his fingers along the charred wood. 
 
      
 
    Did this happen before? Was there another fire? More bodies? 
 
      
 
    A scream suddenly sounded somewhere to his right, and Dwight bolted to his feet and looked around. Dr. Larringer was busy trying to scoop the remains of one of the little girls into a large black bag that Susan was struggling to hold open. 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear that?” he gasped. 
 
      
 
    Susan’s eyes flicked up, and he realized that she too was feeling queasy from the scene, which offered him a modicum of relief knowing that he wasn’t the only one.  
 
      
 
    “Hear what?” 
 
      
 
    Dwight stared at her for a moment, then he shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” he said quietly. His eyes fell on the area that the firemen had cordoned off, the crawlspace or whatnot.  
 
      
 
    Why would a house like this have an underground passage? What was— 
 
      
 
    A flicker of movement in his periphery caught his eye, and he whipped around to face the woods. Squinting, Dwight thought he saw a bobbing blond head, roughly four feet off the ground. It was hard to tell; the bright lights that Dr. Larringer had erected over the crime scene didn’t extend this far, couldn’t penetrate the darkness of the swamp. 
 
      
 
    “Stacey?” he whispered. It was impossible, of course; Stacey Weller was back at the station with Sylvie and Liam.  
 
      
 
    But it looked like her. 
 
      
 
    Dwight quickly reached for the radio on his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    “Sheriff? Sheriff, you there?”  
 
      
 
    Eyes still fixed on the bobbing head as it continued deeper into the swamp, Dwight waited for a response. 
 
      
 
    When none came, he took several steps beyond the large oak and into the swamp. 
 
      
 
    He clicked the radio again. 
 
      
 
    “Sheriff?” 
 
      
 
    The girl in the woods turned to face him and in that moment, a shaft of moonlight illuminated her features dead on. 
 
      
 
    It was Stacey Weller, and she was beckoning to him. 
 
      
 
    Her lips parted and she half-smiled. 
 
      
 
    Come with me, she mouthed. Come with me, Dwight. Come meet mother.  
 
      
 
    Without a second thought, Dwight bolted after the little girl.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART III - Open Flame 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    A static squawk roused Liam from his slumber. The sound startled him so greatly that his chair bent backwards, and then slingshot forward. His left elbow smashed on the edge of the desk, and he cried out in pain. 
 
    Stevie, who had fallen asleep with his head in arms, sat bolt upright. 
 
    “Wha—? What’s this about?” he slurred. 
 
    Liam wiped the drool from the corner of his mouth, then rubbed his sore elbow. 
 
    “Must’ve fallen asleep,” he grumbled. After several rapid blinks, he slowly became adjusted to the wakened world. 
 
    “Fuck, no kidding,” Stevie replied. He had conked out on top of the strange authorless book, Mater est, matrem omnium, and when he saw it he was compelled to read it out loud.  
 
    Stevie’s eyes went wide for a moment, and he focused on the plain cover.  
 
    “Hey, you know the FBI Agent at the end? The one that gets burned at the tree? Kendra what’s-her-name?” 
 
    Liam yawned and nodded, only half listening to his deputy’s prattle. 
 
    “Well, you think that maybe that happened at the same place as the house fire yesterday? 8181 Coverfeld? I mean, it certainly sounds like it could be the place. And the agent? Could it be the woman that partnered with Hugh’s FBI buddy?” 
 
    Liam shrugged. 
 
    “I’d put my money on the book being a crock of shit, to be honest. But we’ll never know, will we? Seeing as the completely sober and sane Hugh Freeman up and—” as he spoke, Liam let his eyes drift about the room. “Shit!” 
 
    He leapt to his feet, sending his chair rolling backward where it slammed into the wall. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Stevie asked, fear in his voice. 
 
    Liam raised a finger. 
 
    “The girl… Stacey Weller… she’s… she’s gone.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Dwight lost sight of the girl not twenty paces into the woods. It was so dark that the pathetic glow from his flashlight could barely illuminated his hands in front of his face, let alone help him migrate through the swamp.  
 
    A toad burped to his right, and Dwight whipped around.  
 
    He saw nothing—only more darkness. 
 
    I should go back, I’m exhausted… hungry and tired. I imagined all of this. 
 
    Dwight’s foot suddenly suctioned in the mud, and he struggled to free it.  
 
    “Goddammit,” he swore. To his left came the sound of something heavy dropping into a body of water. It hadn’t occurred to him that the swamp was this close, and now, with almost zero light to guide him, he was suddenly worried that he would take a wrong step and end up with sepsis or something worse. 
 
    I should go back. 
 
    There was another splash, and when Dwight finally got his foot free he turned in the direction of the sound.  
 
    It was still difficult to see, but the weak light from his phone seemed to skip across the water, offering the best view he’d had since entering the thicket. 
 
    What he saw made him stop mid-inhale so suddenly, that he sputtered and his diaphragm spasmed.  
 
    There was someone coming out of the water.  
 
    But the person—a girl—wasn’t emerging naturally. Instead, she seemed to simply be walking from the depths at a pace that was more languid than relaxed. The top of her head emerged first, followed by her eyes, then the bridge of her nose. 
 
    There was no rush to her movements, no hurriedness at all, even though Dwight surmised that she had been under water for at least a good thirty seconds before her nostrils broke the surface. 
 
    And yet, she continued forward on deterred.  
 
    Dwight’s eyebrows knitted, and he tried to convince himself for what felt like the hundredth that he was just imagining this whole thing.  
 
    Patty Smith’s scarred body, what was left of the priest’s eyes clinging to his cheeks like egg whites, the smoldering bodies lying on piles of soot. 
 
    A girl emerging from the swamp. 
 
    It was all just an exhaustion-fueled hallucination. 
 
    And yet this did nothing to stem the fear that seemed to encompass everyone of his cells.  
 
    His terror was not imagined; it was palpable.  
 
    The sensation only intensified when a second head, and then quickly a third, broke the surface of the otherwise still swamp. Only then did Dwight pick up on the smell; a reek of death so strong that it made his stomach lurch and bile burned the back of his throat. 
 
    “Stacey?” he managed to croak. “Stacey, is that you?” 
 
    All three sets of eyes were suddenly on him, and his blood went from chilled to pure ice inside his veins. The girl’s eyes were completely black. 
 
    As Dwight watched in sheer horror, their lips parted and out droned a single phrase. 
 
    “Mater est, matrem omnium,” they hissed.  
 
    Dwight couldn’t move. He wanted to run, to get the hell out of there, to go back to the horrible burned bodies, to Susan and Dr. Larringer, to be anywhere but here.  
 
    He hadn’t wanted to do something this badly in his entire life. 
 
    But the only thing that moved was his lower lip: it trembled. Soon, Dwight felt tears starting to well in his eyes. Exhausted or not, hallucination or not, he could feel that the end was near. 
 
    “Mother of one, mother of all,” the girls gasped, their words skipping over the sheet of glass that the swamp had become before assaulting his eardrums. 
 
    A hand suddenly grabbed his arm, and Dwight let out a high-pitched scream. And yet, the simple touch of another human being seemed to break the hold terror had on him, and he stagger away from whoever had seized him. 
 
    When he saw who it was, however, Dwight once again stopped cold. 
 
    “You!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    “Where the fuck did she go!” Liam shouted. Like a child, he grabbed both sides of the thin mattress and tossed it into the corner of the cell. “Where the fuck could she have gone?” 
 
    Stevie was suddenly beside him, following his movements almost exactly. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he shouted. “Go look for her!” 
 
    Stevie blinked, then walked over to the interrogation room and peered through the window. 
 
    “Not there! She’s not in there! Go outside!” 
 
    Stevie nodded then headed toward the front door. As he did, the walkie on Liam’s shoulder squawked. He ignored this and followed the deputy outside.  
 
    The two of them stopped onto the sidewalk, and they peered up and down Main Street.  
 
    The street was completely empty; there wasn’t so much of a breeze, let alone any movement.  
 
    Liam grabbed at his hair and pulled. 
 
    “Fuck!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. Somewhere in the distance a dark barked.  
 
    “Where did she go?” Stevie asked quietly. 
 
    Liam shook his head. 
 
    “I have no fucking clue!” but even as the words passed by his lips, Liam knew thought them to be a lie; he knew where the girl was going. 
 
    She’s going to the swamp, she’s heading to meet up with the others.  
 
    The main problem with that, of course, was that the others were all dead.  
 
    Burned alive. 
 
    Liam shook his head and reached for the walkie on his shoulder. 
 
    “Dwight, you there?” He waited before calling for his deputy a second time. “Dwight, you there? If you’re there, answer me.” 
 
    He stared at Stevie while waiting for a response that never came. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    Liam pulled out his cell phone next and dialed Dr. Larringer number. The man answered on the second ring. 
 
    “Sheriff Lancaster, I was just about to give you a call. We’re just—” 
 
    “Is Dwight there?” Liam interrupted. 
 
    There was a short pause. 
 
    “No, I don’t see him. He was here, but I don’t see him now. Susan, you see Dwight?” 
 
    Liam heard Susan Bauer’s voice next. 
 
    “No, don’t see him. He was collecting evidence—the heroin— and then he was walking around the plot. Thought he was just looking for more clues.” 
 
    Clues? Who does he think he is? Nancy Drew? I told him to stay put! 
 
    Dr. Larringer returned on the line. 
 
    “You get that?” 
 
    Liam grumbled an affirmative. 
 
    “Is his car still there?”  
 
    “Can’t tell, it’s dark here and even with the lights, I—” 
 
    “Just go check, would you?” Liam snapped. 
 
    Dr. Larringer’s voice went flat. 
 
    “Yes, Sheriff. Please give me a—” 
 
    Stevie suddenly grabbed his arm, and Liam raised his eyes from the sidewalk. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Stevie pointed up Main Street. Where a few moments ago it was empty, he now saw a shadow approaching from the distance. 
 
    “Is that—is that her?” Liam asked, even though he knew that it couldn’t be; it was too big, clearly an adult. “Go on, see who it is. Turn them away.” 
 
    Stevie nodded and started toward the figure. 
 
    “Sheriff?” Dr. Larringer said, reminding Liam that he was still on the line. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “His car’s still here.” 
 
    Liam’s frown deepened. He had hoped that the big deputy had gotten tired and had stumbled back to the squad car to get some sleep. Better still, maybe he’d just gone home. 
 
    He should have known better. 
 
    “Okay, keep your eyes—what the hell?” 
 
    There was someone else approaching from the opposite direction. 
 
    “What’s that, Sheriff?” 
 
    “Nothing, I gotta go,” Liam said and hung up the phone.  
 
    Squinting into the night, he started toward the figure. As he neared, however, he realized that it wasn’t a single person, but three. One male and two females. 
 
    He quickly recognized the man as Thomas Draper, the proprietor of the local supermarket. 
 
    “Sheriff Lancaster!” Thomas called out. “I’ve been trying to reach you, but the phone must be off the hook.” 
 
    Liam’s hand fell from his hip and holster. 
 
    “What is it, Thomas? Now’s not a good time.” 
 
    The man hurried toward him, a frown etched on his face. 
 
    “It’s my daughter… it’s Sherry?” 
 
    Liam’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    Why did that sound like a question? 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “Sheriff… she’s gone,” he gasped. It was only then that Liam realized that Thomas’s eyes were wet with tears. 
 
    “She’s what?” 
 
    “Gone… I heard a sound from her bedroom, and I went to check, and the window was open. I think… I think that someone took her.” 
 
    For a second, Liam considered that this could all be a sick joke, a fucking hidden camera show that usually took place in LA or NYC. Maybe the citizens of these metropolises had become too savvy to be tricked, and the producers had decided to move to a more rural location. But when the woman beside Thomas spoke up, the thin strands that comprised Liam’s hope snapped. 
 
    “My Miriam… she’s gone, too.” 
 
    “Hold on, they’re both missing? Sherry’s, what, sixteen?” 
 
    “Fifteen,” Thomas corrected. 
 
    Liam tried to think, but despite his nap, he was so damn tired that his mind seemed to be working in slow motion. 
 
    “And Miriam?” 
 
    “Sixteen.” 
 
    “And did they know each other?” 
 
    Thomas nodded.  
 
    “They were friends.” 
 
    The third woman, who up until this point had been silent, suddenly spoke up. 
 
    “My daughter was only eleven… she didn’t know these other girls.” 
 
    Liam grunted and rubbed his forehead. He had a terrible headache brewing, one that threatened to derail any rational thought. 
 
    He was remembering what Stevie and he had been talking about before they had fallen asleep at his desk. 
 
    About the census. 
 
    About how none of the girls that had gone missing—Stacey, Carla, Alex, Justine—were actually from Elloree. 
 
    How Stevie’s lop-sided eyes had said what his mouth was afraid too: none of the missing girls were from Elloree… yet. 
 
    It appeared as if yet had just become now.  
 
    “You… okay?” Thomas asked. 
 
    A hand landed on his shoulder and Liam instantly pulled away. 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” he snapped. 
 
    It was Stevie.  
 
    “Sorry,” he grumbled. 
 
    Stevie blinked, and then gestured to a distraught looking woman over his left shoulder. 
 
    “This woman… she says her daughter’s missing.” 
 
    Liam couldn’t believe his ears. 
 
    “These people… their daughters have gone missing, too,” he almost whispered. 
 
    The roar of a car engine suddenly drew their attention. A midnight black sedan pulled into the police parking lot and Liam instinctively stepped in front of Stevie and the civilians. For the second time since stepping outside the police station, his hand fell to the butt of his gun.  
 
    When the door started to open, Liam took another aggressive step forward. 
 
    “Come out slowly,” he instructed in a loud voice. 
 
    Two pale hands shot up into the night, and a young man with the beginnings of a mustache peered out. 
 
    “Who are you?” Liam demanded. 
 
    “My name’s Officer Jenkins… from Batesburg? I’m here to pick up the missing girl—Stacey Weller.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    Dwight stumbled through the mud, trying desperately to keep up with the two men who were not only nimbler than he, not surprising given his two-hundred and forty plus pound frame—but also seemed to know where they were going. 
 
      
 
    “Hugh,” Dwight gasped. “Wait up, I think… I think…” I’m going to pass out, he tried to say, but couldn’t manage anything more than a gasp. 
 
      
 
    Hugh turned back to look at him with a dirt-smeared face, but the man in the lead, blond, thin, wearing nothing but a t-shirt and soiled jeans, didn’t even slow. 
 
      
 
    “Keep up, Dwight—you have to keep up!” 
 
      
 
    Dwight wanted to ask where they were going, what the hell was with those girls with the black eyes, but he could barely breathe, let alone speak. 
 
      
 
    He side-stepped a large puddle that looked like it was connected to the main body of water to their right, a bog of sorts, and in the process, his hip smashed against a tree. He grunted, but compelled by sheer terror, he managed to keep on driving forward. 
 
      
 
    The lead man took a sharp right, and for a moment he disappeared entirely. Hugh followed, but when Dwight turned the corner, the detective was gone, too.  
 
      
 
    “Wait!” Dwight managed, but then, realizing that he was alone again, regretted drawing attention to himself. Lungs and legs burning, he also made the abrupt turn around the thick oak tree, then stopped. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing there. 
 
      
 
    There was no more swamp, thin trees interspersed by ancient oaks, marshland, mud.  
 
      
 
    There was simply nothing there. 
 
      
 
    Just sheer and utter blackness. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
      
 
    A hand shot out of nowhere, grabbed his sweat-soaked collar, and pulled. 
 
      
 
    And then Dwight was falling. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Should we wake him up?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not even sure why you brought him. You should have let Mother have him. He’ll only slow things down, get in the way.” 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t just leave him there. They were… they were coming for him.” 
 
      
 
    Dwight’s eyes fluttered, and harsh light suddenly flooded his vision. 
 
      
 
    Where am I? 
 
      
 
    He squinted, trying to make sense of what was happening. He remembered running through the woods, chasing after Hugh Freeman and the other, strange man who he didn’t recognize. 
 
      
 
    He remembered being desperate to get away from the girls the black eyes, the ones that had come out of the water like amphibious creatures. And he remembered the swamp and the darkness, the cool and complete darkness that had enveloped him like a blanket. 
 
      
 
    And then he remembered falling. 
 
      
 
    What Dwight didn’t remember, however, was how he ended up here. He thought he should have been in pain from the fall, especially given how different the current environment was from the swamp. Except when he moved his head from side to side to look around, Dwight felt no such pain. 
 
      
 
    Hugh was standing off to one side his back to Dwight, conversing with the other man that from the swamp. Neither appeared to have realized that he had awoken. 
 
      
 
    Where the fuck am I? 
 
      
 
    He was in room of sorts, of that he was certain. What kind of room, however, was still up for debate.  
 
      
 
    A lab, maybe? Hospital? 
 
      
 
    The walls were white, covered in subway tiles that extended high above him, all the way to a ceiling that Dwight could barely see even when squinting. To his right stood a massive cylindrical tank made of glass, filled with some sort of blue liquid. As he watched, a thin stream of bubbles rose from the bottom. Behind this tank was another, identical to the first, except there appeared to be a person inside. Nude, save a mask on his face, the man— 
 
      
 
    “He’s awake,” a voice hissed. 
 
      
 
    Unlike Hugh and the other man, this voice wasn’t male. And it was much, much older.  
 
      
 
    Dwight instinctively turned his head toward the voice, and found himself staring at a diminutive woman. 
 
      
 
    She was a hair over four feet tall, even taking into consideration the considerably crooked nature of her spine. Her skin was like leather left out in the sun for much too long, with respect to both color and presumed texture. The woman’s nose seemed slightly too big for her narrow face, and wisps of thin gray hair that flitted about her liver-spotted scalp. She was wearing torn rags the color of a burlap sack, and given the rest of her appearance, Dwight wouldn’t have been surprised to find out that that’s exactly what they had been fashioned from.  
 
      
 
    But it was her eyes that were the most striking. Unlike the children of the swamp who had black, almost obsidian eyes, this woman’s were completely white, cataractous even. 
 
      
 
    Hugh suddenly stepped between him and the old woman, for which Dwight was grateful, then he crouched so that they were at the same level. 
 
      
 
    “You okay, Dwight?” 
 
      
 
    Dwight cleared his throat. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s that?” He croaked.  
 
      
 
    Hugh leaned to one side, giving Dwight to clear view of the man who had led them here. He was indeed young, about Hugh’s age, which would put them roughly three or four years older than Dwight himself. Like Hugh, the man’s face was streaked with dirt and bore a matching perpetual scowl. 
 
      
 
    “That’s FBI Agent Brett Cherry. He’s the one—” 
 
      
 
    Dwight shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No, not him,” he managed. “Her.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to honest with you, Sheriff Lancaster, I’m having a hard time stomaching this.” 
 
    Liam nodded; he had expected as much. He and Officer Jenkins were sitting in the interrogation room, which Liam had hastily cleaned of Father Smith’s blood, while Stevie was taking details from the four distraught parents with missing children. 
 
    In the end, Liam couldn’t come up with an analogy that wouldn’t make him sound delusion, so he simply shrugged. 
 
    “I really can’t explain it better than I already have,” he offered. 
 
    Jenkins rubbed his thin mustache as he thought this over. After a few moments, he leaned forward and spoke in a quiet tone. 
 
    “I’m having a hard time stomaching it, Sheriff, ‘cause it feels a bit like déjà vu.” 
 
    Now it was Liam’s turn to look confused. 
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
    Jenkins sighed. 
 
    “You told your story, now it’s my turn.”  
 
    Liam nodded and Jenkins continued.  
 
    “A couple of years back, I had a woman visit me. I was in Georgia then and not South Carolina, but she stuck with me all this time. But here’s the thing: I couldn’t have spent more than five minutes with her. She claimed that her child was missing, only the problem was, when I asked for a picture of her daughter, she produced a photo of a blackened corpse. I mean, at the time, I thought it was a twisted joke, but when I called her on it, she bolted. Now, I know how it sounds, but this woman… she might have been insane, and ever since that day I’ve had several other people less… uh… psychiatric than her, but I dismissed them all. This particular woman, however, I just couldn’t get her out of my head.  So, I did some digging, and found some pretty disturbing things.” 
 
    Liam yawned. He hadn’t meant to, but couldn’t help it. He might have fallen asleep for an hour at his desk, but that was hardly enough to recharge his batteries.  
 
    “Sorry,” he grumbled.  
 
    “It’s alright, it’s late—I won’t bore you with the details, but I’ve come to one glaring conclusion: everything revolves around the swamp—Stumphole swamp. The swamp and mother.” 
 
    Liam squinted. 
 
    “What’d you say?” 
 
    “Everything revolves around Stumphole swamp.” 
 
    “No, the other thing.” 
 
    “What thing?” 
 
    “You said mother. You’re here about the girls, but you said mother, not girls. Why’s that?” 
 
    Jenkins continued to scratch at his mustache.  
 
    “Because it’s always been about mother,” he said after a short pause. “And even though the girls are the ones that have gone missing, it isn’t really about them. It’s about mother.” 
 
    Before Liam had a chance to ask Jenkins to elucidate, there was a knock on the interrogation room window. Stevie stared in at them, either a spooked expression on his face, or one of just plain exhaustion. 
 
    “Hold that thought.” 
 
    Liam rose, stretched his tired legs, and walked to the door. He opened it and peeked his head out. 
 
    “Yeah? What is it, Stevie?” 
 
    The man’s lopsided eyes fell to his shoes. 
 
    “There’ve been two more calls.” 
 
    “Calls?” 
 
    “Yeah: two teenage girls went out last night and never came home.” 
 
    Liam shook his head. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on here, Stevie? You really think—” 
 
    “I don’t know what to think,” Stevie said quickly. The response was a rare one from a man who never seemed to stop spouting off. 
 
    Jenkins suddenly appeared behind Liam.  
 
    “What’s the problem?”  
 
    “More girls have gone missing,” Liam told him. 
 
    “What do we do, Liam?” Stevie asked. “What’re we gonna do?” 
 
    It dawned on Liam that it wasn’t just Stevie who was looking for guidance, but so were the rest of the people in the police station, including the concerned parents and Officer Jenkins.  
 
    Sheriff Lancaster still wasn’t convinced that there was anything supernatural going on, but the facts were the facts: there were fifteen people dead, most of whom were young girls. At least another six had had gone missing. 
 
    And if his instincts were right, there would be more before the sun rose in the morning. 
 
    Supernatural forces or not, he was going to put a stop to this one way or another; he would find the missing girls and bring them back to their parents. 
 
    The ones that weren’t already burnt to a crisp, that is. 
 
    Sheriff Liam Lancaster sighed and rubbed his forehead. 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” he said, more to himself than to anyone else. He checked his watch: it was coming up on five in the morning. “But we’ve got to hurry—we only have a few hours before sunrise.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    “I don’t… I don’t understand any of this,” Dwight mumbled.  
 
    Agent Brett Cherry scratched the beginnings of a beard. 
 
    “I saw my partner being burnt alive, I saw her sacrifice herself, try to call the demon that was once Anne LaForet into her. But the kids… the fucking kids, they summoned it, the goddamn demon, into them… they became possessed by this evil.” 
 
    Dwight shook his head the entire time Brett was speaking.  
 
    “No, no, no, no, no,” he muttered. “This isn’t happening.” 
 
    “It is happening. It’s happening right here, right now, and if we don’t do anything about it, it will continue to happen. Every twenty years or so the goddamn demon comes back, calls to the children around the swamp, draws them in, makes them do her bidding.” 
 
    Behind his closed lids, Dwight saw flashes of the corpses, the tiny bodies coated in black skin that looked like tar.  
 
    “Oh my god,” Dwight gasped. His eyes flew open, and he staggered backward. His ass banged up against a hard metal table, and he cried out. 
 
    “Dwight? You okay?” Hugh asked. 
 
    Dwight raised a shaky finger and aimed it at Agent Cherry’s chest.  
 
    “I know what happened… you fucking murdered those girls,” he croaked. “You fucking lured them into the house, and burned them alive.” 
 
    When Agent Cherry didn’t immediately deny these allegations, Dwight knew that he was right. 
 
    “Oh my god,” he said again, turning quickly to face Hugh. “He did it! He killed them! Do something! Do something!” 
 
    Hugh averted his gaze. 
 
    “You’re the one with the gun and the cuffs, Dwight,” he said under his breath. “You want to do something? You do it.” 
 
    Agent Cherry stepped forward, and Dwight initially mistook this as an act of aggression and his palm slipped onto the butt of his pistol. But Brett surprised him by holding out his dirty hands, palm up. 
 
    “Arrest me then,” he begged. “Arrest me, and I’ll be done with it. But the demon… the demon will keep on coming. Mother will keep on coming.” 
 
    Dwight looked at the man’s wrists, then at Hugh, then at Brett’s scowling face.  
 
    His hand fell from the gun and Brett lowered his hands. 
 
    “I might have started that fire, burned those girls, but I didn’t murder them.”  
 
    He turned and made his way toward the giant tank of filled with the strange blue fluid. He tapped it and a dull thunk reverberated throughout the room. “I didn’t murder them, because those girls weren’t alive.” 
 
    Dwight’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Weren’t alive? I don’t know what the fuck is going on here—” 
 
    Brett whipped around and when he spoke again, his voice had escalated several octaves. 
 
    “They were dead already!” he shouted. “You wanna know how I know this?” 
 
    Dwight, his whole body trembling now, shook his head.  
 
    “No,” he whimpered. “I don’t want to know.”  
 
    And he truly didn’t want to know; he didn’t know any of this. He didn’t want to know what a burned corpse looked like, what a man’s eyes became into after jabbing a pair of scissors into them. 
 
    But when the scowl slid off Brett Cherry’s face and was replaced by something more horrible, Dwight knew he was going to find out whether he wanted to or not.  
 
    “Because I already drowned them,” Brett said with a grin. “That’s how I know.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    Light began to leak over the horizon like juice squeezed from a blood orange. 
 
    “What are we supposed to tell them?” Stevie asked, his eyes drifting up to the large blue doors. 
 
    Liam rubbed his eyes. They burned as if someone had thrown detergent into them, and then tried to wipe it away with eight-grit sandpaper.  
 
    “The high school kids will come to school as usual, but instead of Principal Zanbar, you’re going to greet them; you and Officer Jenkins,” the Sheriff said calmly.  
 
    The doors were still firmly locked, but if things hadn’t changed, the music teacher, Mrs. Ducharm, would be there at six-thirty just as she’d always been, even back when Liam had been a student all those years ago. 
 
    And then he would sweet talk her into letting him take over the gym for the day. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s all good and dandy,” Stevie replied, “but what about the kids that don’t go to high school? The ones that are sick, or the ones in middle school? Kindergarten, even? We know that most of the missing girls are around six years old.” 
 
    Liam’s gaze drifted from the school doors to Officer Jenkins’s car, and the tired looking man who in the passenger seat.  
 
    “That’s where Thomas comes in. He’ll put up flyers in all the store windows, let people know that there will be a… I dunno… special giveaway in the gymnasium today.” 
 
    Stevie made a face. 
 
    “A giveaway? What kind of giveaway?” 
 
    Liam chewed his lip; he hadn’t thought this through, not completely. His mind drifted to his younger days on the force, back when he was just a rookie deputy. They were trying to apprehend a man who had three times skipped out on his parole-required piss test. Every time they zeroed in on him, he would slip away like a butter between a fat lady’s thighs. 
 
    Until one day they decided that they weren’t going to catch the man by going after him; they had to convince the parolee to come to them. In what at the time Liam considered the greatest sting operation known to man, they had convened with the local car dealership and asked the proprietor to lend a hand. After just a short debriefing, their head salesman had called the perp and explained to him that his name had been randomly drawn from the town census and that he’d won a brand-new car. This was before the time of emails from Nigerian Princes, mind you, but regardless, Liam had man was in cuffs in under an hour. 
 
    Problem was, most of the kids in town were too young to even drive a car. 
 
    Their parents, however… 
 
    “A car,” he said simply. 
 
    Stevie frowned. 
 
    “A car?” 
 
    “Yeah, a car. Tell Thomas to put up flyers around town about a car giveaway, but only parents of children presently living in Elloree are eligible. And only if their kids come to the gym.” 
 
    Stevie paused before saying, “That’s fucking stupid.” 
 
    If he hadn’t been so tired, Liam might have laughed. 
 
    Instead, he just nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Feel free to come up with something better.” 
 
    Another pause. 
 
    “Naw, that’ll do.” 
 
    “Yeah. In an hour, give Sylvie a call and tell her to start walking up and down Main Street, let everyone in on the good news. Hand out leaflets.” 
 
    Liam laid a hand gently on Stevie’s shoulder, and the man actually leaned into him a little. 
 
    “What the fuck is happening to Elloree, Liam?” he asked. 
 
    Liam shook his head. 
 
    “I have no clue. But it ends today. That’s a promise” 
 
    With that, he dropped his hand from Stevie’s back and turned away from the school. As he did, a lime green Prius pulled into the lot. 
 
    “Ah, Mrs. Ducharm is here. I’ll go let her know the good news about the giveaway.” 
 
    He hurried to intercept her as Stevie shouted after him. 
 
    “Wait, what do I do when they’re all here?” 
 
    Liam shrugged. 
 
    “I dunno. Keep them entertained. Ask Jenkins to help, the man looks like he might be able to juggle.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Did Principal Zanbar approve this, Sheriff?” Mrs. Ducharm asked in her wavery voice. “Because I need his approval if—” 
 
    Liam smiled a tired smile, and he forced visions of Zanbar’s burnt corpse from his mind. 
 
    “He said it was fine, trust me. Deputy Dwight Porter was here yesterday running things by him.” 
 
    The ancient music teacher’s steel blue eyes leveled at him. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    Liam nodded. 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “Well, okay then, I saw the deputy here yesterday, I think. And if Principal Zanbar approved of this, then it’s okay by me.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, Delores. I’ll be—” 
 
    “It’s Mrs. Ducharm.” 
 
    Liam smirked. 
 
    “Yes, of course. My apologies, Mrs. Ducharm,” Liam pointed at Stevie who stood by the front doors of the school. He was moving arms in small circular motions, curiously looking like a man who was trying to juggle invisible bowling pins. 
 
    “Deputy Johnson will be in charge when I’m not here. And, just to be clear, the contest might run late into the night. Remember, if anyone leaves, they will be disqualified for the draw for a new car.” 
 
    Mrs. Ducharm’s eyes lit up at the mention of a contest. 
 
    “A contest? Is it BINGO? Because I love BINGO.” 
 
    Liam pondered this. 
 
    “No, not BINGO. Something even better,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “Oh, well, what is it then?” 
 
    “You’re going to have to ask Stevie. Like I said, he’s in charge while I’m away.” 
 
    Mrs. Ducharm looked disappointed that they weren’t going to play BINGO, but made a valiant effort to hide her feelings in the grooves that lined her face. 
 
    “You’re not going to stay for the contest?” 
 
    Liam shook his head. 
 
    “No, ‘fraid I can’t stick around. I’ll be back later though.” 
 
    With that, he made a move toward his cruiser. 
 
    “Where are you going? I mean, by the looks of it, you could use a new car.” 
 
    Liam surveyed his ride; it was going on twelve years old, and while rust had started to form on the bottom of the door, it had suited him, and would continue to suit him, just fine. 
 
    “I can’t stick around, Mrs. Ducharm, because I have a very important meeting with the mayor.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    “You knew about this, didn’t you?” Dwight stammered.  
 
    Hugh’s didn’t raise his eyes from the spot on the floor.  
 
    “Yeah, he knew. And so do you—” Brett started. 
 
    Dwight ignored him. 
 
    “That’s why you grabbed the girl, Stacey. That’s why you brought her to us, because you knew that this psychopath would kill her if you left her in the woods.” 
 
    Agent Cherry stepped forward and grabbed Dwight by the shoulders. 
 
    “Damn straight I would have killed her. And I will. I’ll kill them all,” he was so close that Dwight could smell alcohol on his breath that was more powerful than the stink of sweat and swamp. 
 
    He tried to shake the man off, but even though he outweighed Brett by more than a hundred pounds, his grip was too tight. 
 
    “Why are you resisting what you know is true, Dwight? You saw them come out of the water… you saw their eyes,” he leaned even closer until his lips were but an inch from Dwight’s own. “You saw their eyes, Dwight, their black, dead eyes. You saw their—” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Hugh barked, and Brett finally released the deputy and stepped back. 
 
    All of a sudden, Dwight felt his vision start to swirl. Not only had he lost track of the last time he’d slept, but he couldn’t remember how long it’d been since he’d had something to drink or eat. He could feel his body on the verge of slipping into hypoglycemic shock. 
 
    “What is this place?” he mumbled, leaning up against a metal table behind him. It bowed beneath his weight, but held. 
 
    The elderly woman with the crooked spine slunk toward him, using a gnarled piece of wood to support her wire frame. 
 
    “This place connects the swamp to other places like it,” she hissed. 
 
    Dwight’s hand slipped on the table, and he barely managed to stay on his feet. 
 
    “Like it?” 
 
    “Yeah, like the swamp… places that connect the living and the dead.” 
 
    This time Dwight stumbled and fell to the floor. 
 
    Hugh moved to help him up, but the old woman raised her cane, stopping his forward advance.  
 
    “Why do you doubt what you see?” she asked in her scratchy voice. 
 
    Dwight tried to push himself to his feet, but slipped again. 
 
    “Believe your eyes, Dwight Porter. Believe your eyes.” 
 
    With that, the woman dropped the cane to the floor. The sound it made as it settled on the tiles was like a stick of TNT going off inside Dwight’s skull. 
 
    The woman slowly brought her arthritic hands to her face and covered her features. She pulled them back, as if pushing her nose and lips through an invisible layer of fabric. 
 
    When her fingers fell away, Dwight was no longer staring at an old woman, but a young man. A young man with shoulder length blond hair and a thin goatee. 
 
    “Believe your eyes, Dwight, believe your eyes and help us defeat this demon once and for all,” he said in a Californian accent. 
 
    But Dwight couldn’t do what was asked of him even if he’d wanted to, if he didn’t think, in that moment, that he’d gone insane. 
 
    Dwight couldn’t believe his eyes, because all he could see was darkness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    As Liam drove toward the Mayor’s office, he realized that he hadn’t heard from Dwight in several hours. The last Dr. Larringer had said was that the big deputy had gone looking evidence in the woods.  
 
    After I inform the Mayor of what the hell’s going on, I’m going back out there, he conceded. Back out to the swamp. 
 
    And yet this seemed unsatisfactory. Dwight wasn’t one to disobey an order, no matter how mundane. It just wasn’t in his nature. 
 
    Liam reached for the radio on his shoulder and pressed the button. 
 
    “Dwight, you there?” 
 
    When there was no answer, he grabbed his cell phone. It went directly to his voice mail. 
 
    “Dwight, it’s Liam. Look, I know you probably just dozed off somewhere, but gimme a call. I need your help in town; Stevie does, too. More girls have gone missing, Dwight, and I’ve got a feeling that it’s not going to stop.” 
 
    After hanging up, he called Dr. Larringer’s.  
 
    “Dr. Larringer,” a sleepy voice answered. 
 
    Liam cleared his throat. 
 
    “It’s Sheriff Lancaster, just wondering if you’re still at the site or not.” 
 
    “Nope; finished about an hour ago. Bodies are in the morgue, now I’m just trying to get a little shut eye before I start the autopsies. What can I help you with?” 
 
    Liam pulled up to the only stoplight on Main Street just as it turned red. 
 
    “When you left, was Dwight’s car still there?” 
 
    “Yeah. The man never did show up. I wonder if—” 
 
    A car stopped beside Liam’s, and the sheriff looked over at it. It was a Mercedes, one of the ones that he had seen in the Mayor’s parking lot the day prior. The man’s window was down, and he turned to face. 
 
    He had tanned skin and a scar on his upper lip. He nodded at Liam, and for some reason, Liam nodded back. 
 
    The light turned green, and the sheriff let the man pull ahead of him. As he did, the man’s hand on the steering wheel came into view. On the webbing between the man’s thumb and forefinger was a tattoo depicting a snake eating an eyeball. 
 
    Where have I seen that before? He wondered. Liam racked his brain, but couldn’t quite place it. Exhaustion was clearly taking its toll. 
 
    “Sheriff Lancaster, you still there?”  
 
    Liam cleared his throat and pushed down the gas pedal. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m still here.” 
 
    “You want me to give him a call?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Dwight. I can ask Susan if—” 
 
    Liam shook his head. 
 
    “Naw, that’s okay. Just get some rest, then see if you give me details about the girls and the others later today.” 
 
    “Will do, take care now, Sheriff.” 
 
    “Take care,” Liam repeated before hanging up the phone.  
 
    Less than a minute later, he pulled into the parking lot of the Mayor’s modern office building. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You look beautiful as usual, Nancy,” Liam said to the secretary at the desk as he entered 
 
    She smiled out of habit, but when she looked up, a frown immediately fell over her. 
 
    “Geez, Sheriff, everything alright? You look like—” 
 
    “—I haven’t slept all night? That’s cuz I haven’t. Look, I know that the Mayor’s busy, but I really need to talk to him.” 
 
    The smile returned. 
 
    “Well, you’re in luck. The mayor just finished his morning meeting.” 
 
    Liam raised an eyebrow. This was a very different story from yesterday, which implied that the meeting with the investors, whoever the hell they were, had gone well. 
 
    Nancy pressed a button on the intercom and after a moment, the Mayor’s booming voice filled the office. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Mayor Ross, Sheriff Lancaster is here to see you.” 
 
    “Send him in.” 
 
    Nancy’s hand fell away from the button and she stood. Liam raised a hand, indicating to remained seated. 
 
    “I know where his office is,” Liam said with a hint of a smile. There were only two doors, and he had been in one yesterday.  
 
    Nancy nodded. 
 
    “Mr. Ross would also like to apologize for what happened yesterday. He’s under a lot of a pressure, and he—” 
 
    “It’s fine, Nancy. And thank you.” 
 
    With that, Liam made it to the door on the left, the one he had met Bobby Lee in yesterday, when Nancy informed him that the Mayor was in the other room. 
 
    Liam chuckled. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He moved to the other door and pulled it open. 
 
    “Mayor Ross,” he said, discarding the first name formalities. “We need to talk.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49 
 
      
 
    Hands lifted Dwight through the darkness. He could hear men grunting under the strain of his weight, and could feel cold, wet earth dragging against his knees, his hands and wrists, but he couldn’t see anything. Dwight wasn’t sure if he his eyes were closed, or if he was simply surrounded by darkness. 
 
    But even if his eyes were closed, it didn’t prevent him from seeing.  
 
    Dwight saw the bodies at the burned house, only they weren’t lying down anymore. As he watched, the corpses, blackened, crispy, started to sit up. Their movements were awkward, almost robotic, and as they twisted, much of their skin flaked away. The entire half of one girl’s face slid off in a black sheet like an ashy ice float. Beneath this layer was a bright red network that reminded Dwight of a lava flow he’d seen on Planet Earth years ago.  
 
    He gasped, or maybe he moaned, and all of a sudden, all of the eyes of the now sitting girls turned to him. 
 
    Even though their bodies were completely black, their eyes… their eyes were somehow blacker than black, like blocks of coal sitting at the bottom of a well. As he stared into their eyes, time seemed to stutter, and he felt himself being sucked into them. Now they weren’t so much at the bottom of a well, but a pit, a never-ending chasm that led to the center of the earth, or maybe somewhere else entirely. 
 
    This place leads to others like it, places that connect the living and the dead.  
 
    He groaned. 
 
    The Marrow. 
 
    “We can’t just leave him here,” he heard Hugh plead, snapping him out of his nightmare. 
 
    “He’s only going to get in the way, or worse,” Brett replied. 
 
    With a final grunt, Dwight felt his body being lowered to the ground.  
 
    “If we leave him here, they’ll take him, you know that. And the things they’ll do—” 
 
    “Oh, I know. Just like I knew that when you ‘saved’ the girl, that she would come back to the woods. That’s the thing you don’t seem to get Hugh, that you still haven’t grasped. No matter how much time passes, no matter how far away the girls get, they always come back.” 
 
    There was a pause, and this time Dwight managed to open his eyes a sliver. 
 
    Although his perspective was off—he was apparently lying on his side in the mud—Dwight saw Hugh standing several feet away from Brett, locked in an intense stare. 
 
    “They brought Kendra back after more than three decades. The demon in the swamp calls for the girls, and they can’t help but come running. You know this, Hugh. And you know that there is only one way to stop it.” 
 
    Hugh’s head sagged, and if it weren’t for the rhythmic clenching and unclenching of his fists, Dwight might have thought the man sleeping. 
 
    “I know what you’re saying is true, Brett. I was there at the Orphanage, remember? I’ve seen things… I saw my partner Ed die. But I just can’t… this is a good man, Hugh. We can’t let them have him.” 
 
    “Then you’ve made your choice,” Brett said abruptly. “And I’ve got work to do.” 
 
    Dwight shut his eyes, and to his surprise, he fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At most a few hours had passed—the sun had just started to rise, sending shafts of dewy light scattering between the trees—when Dwight with a groan. He managed with some effort to force his girth into a seated position. His entire body ached from the only exercise he’d gotten in months. 
 
    He wasn’t built for running, let alone trail running through the woods in the pitch of night. His arms were covered in scrapes, but so far as he could tell, nothing was broken or even badly bruised.  
 
    Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he looked around and tried to catch his bearings. As he did, Dwight started to feel better than he had in months.  
 
    Years, maybe. 
 
    He felt better, because he was in the process of convincing himself that what had happened last night was just a nightmare. After leaving Susan and Dr. Larringer, he had made his way into the woods, and then maybe rested his back against a tree. After that, well, he didn’t need to be a detective or even a deputy to know what happened next. 
 
    The big man had gone for a snooze.  
 
    Dwight wasn’t proud of it, but nobody could really blame him, either. After all, he was a two-hundred pound out of shape police officer with hypoglycemia.  
 
    “Fuck,” he grumbled as he tried to stand. His legs were sore and his muscles weak, but eventually he managed. 
 
    That’s all this was, Dwight thought, just a fucked up dream. None of it was true, not the girls with the black eyes coming out of the water, not the strange laboratory or whatever the fuck it was, not the woman with the shape-changing face, not the— 
 
    The sound of small feet plodding in the mud drew his attention.  
 
    Dwight swiveled and stared. 
 
    A girl clad only in a nightgown, a tall, pale sixteen year old took a barefooted step forward, hesitated, then took another. 
 
    Dwight started to weep.  
 
    It was no dream. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 50 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got some terrible news, Mayor,” Liam said, fiddling with his hat that he held in both hands. “And I hate to mix this with the other matter, but—” 
 
    “Spit it out, Sheriff,” Bobby Lee said. While their initial interaction had been more cordial than the day prior, it was clear that the Mayor was suddenly uncomfortable in his presence. 
 
    And why would that be? Liam wondered. 
 
    “It’s about Tommy Ray; I’m afraid that something bad has happened to him -something bad is happening to this entire town,” Sheriff Lancaster began. He wasn’t normally so long in the tooth, but something nagged at him, something that he couldn’t quite place. 
 
    Bobby Lee suddenly stood and jammed two meaty fists down on the desk in front of him. 
 
    “What’d that prick do now? Skip school again? Get into another dust up at the Crown and Anchor?” 
 
    Liam shook his head. 
 
    “No, I’m afraid that he was into something, something that cost him his life, Bobby Lee; I’m sorry to tell you this, but Tommy’s dead.” 
 
    Bobby Lee’s face changed then. It didn’t go red, so much as a deep scarlet. Only to Liam it didn’t seem like sadness came over the man’s doughy features, but more like anger.  
 
    That, in and of itself, didn’t mean anything; although Liam had little experience breaking terrible news of this nature, and especially not to parents who had lost their child, he knew enough that people reacted different to bad news. 
 
    “He’s… dead,” Bobby repeated, more as a statement than a question. As he spoke, he reached for a package of cigarettes on the desk, and began peeling off the plastic outer wrapping. 
 
    “’Fraid so. I’m really sorry to tell you this, but Principal Clifford Zanbar, he also passed last night.” 
 
    For some reason, Liam started to focus on Bobby Lee’s fat hands as they picked at the plastic. 
 
    “Zanbar’s dead?” he said, this time there was no doubt that it was a question. 
 
    Something about plastic, the webbing between thumb and forefinger. 
 
    And then it clicked. 
 
    The tattoo Liam had seen on the man in the car this morning, the man who had been coming from this very office, from a meeting with Bobby Lee, was also the same insignia on the package of heroin that Stevie had found out in the swamp. 
 
    Liam’s eyes drifted about the room, to the lavish oil paintings that covered the wall, to the massive cherry wood desk, the plush recliner from which Bobby Lee had just arisen. 
 
    And that was how he planned on funding the revitalization of the downtown core, Liam thought.  
 
    “Sheriff? You alright? You look a little tired,” Bobby Lee suddenly asked. 
 
    Liam swallowed hard.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” he said, his eyes focusing on Bobby Lee’s hand again as he toyed with the cigarette wrapper.  
 
    “You sure, because—” 
 
    Liam was staring at the wrong hand. 
 
    Bobby Lee scooped up the ornamental clock in his left hand. For such a big man, Bobby Lee Ross was quick. He swung the clock in a vicious arc before Liam got a chance to even raise his hands in defense. 
 
    A tiny bell rung when the wooden frame collided with Liam’s skull, sounding his arrival into the world of unconsciousness.   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 51 
 
      
 
    Dwight’s first instinct was that the girl in the nightgown, despite being much older and taller than the others, was one of them.  
 
    That she was one of the black-eyed girls who called themselves mother. Holding his breath, Dwight stood still. Only he was a big man, and big men couldn’t ever be completely still, not really. The girl slowly turned her head, and with relief as palpable as an orgasm, Dwight saw that the girl’s eyes weren’t obsidian glass; and yet, they weren’t normal, either. They were glazed over, shining too brightly in the fuzzy morning sun. 
 
    And then Dwight’s brow furrowed. 
 
    He recognized this girl, she was… she was… 
 
    “Sherry? Sherry Draper?” 
 
    The glazed look in the girl’s eyes dissolved. She blinked once, twice, and then a tremble coursed through her entire body. 
 
    “Dwight?” she asked in a quiet voice. Her face became a mask of confusion. “What… what am I doing here?” 
 
    Dwight animated, and he moved quickly to her. She wasn’t just trembling, he realized, but shivering. He wrapped his arms around her shoulders, trying to keep her warm. 
 
    The girl fell into him. 
 
    “Do you not remember anything?” he asked quietly as he looked around. Dwight thought he could see a break in the thick trees not far to their right. He wasn’t sure, but he considered that this might lead them back to the burned house. From there, he would get into his car and drive himself and Sherry out of there.  
 
    And then he would meet up with Liam who would know what to do. The sheriff would know how to fix what was obviously broken inside Dwight’s head.  
 
    The man could fix anything, even this. 
 
    Or so Dwight hoped. 
 
    “I—I heard a voice,” Sherry said unexpectedly. “A voice called to me… said that I—that I need to coooome, that mother was waiting. I knew that this was silly, crazy, even. My mother was sleeping in the room next to me, but I just, I dunno, I just couldn’t resist.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Sherry, just stay calm I’ll get you home. It was probably just a dream.” 
 
    They took several steps together, before Sherry suddenly stopped.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Dwight asked. 
 
    “I don’t think it was a dream, Dwight. I mean, the words… I heard something else, too.” 
 
    Dwight suddenly felt his heart start to race. 
 
    “Yeah?” he asked quietly. “What else did you hear?” 
 
    Even before the words exited her mouth, Dwight knew what she was going to say. 
 
    “It was something in a strange language… Spanish maybe, or Portuguese. Master is, matrem omnia, or something like that.” 
 
    Dwight’s vision suddenly clouded and he felt dizzy. Now he found himself leaning on the girl for support and not the other way around. 
 
    “Dwight? Dwight, you okay?”  
 
    Sherry’s voice sounded as if it were coming from the other end of a long tunnel. 
 
    “Dwight?” 
 
    Mater est, matrem omnium.  
 
    It was what the girls in the water were saying, what Stacey had told Father Smith before he cut out his eyes out. 
 
    He cleared his throat. 
 
    “I’m… I’m fine.” 
 
    But Dwight wasn’t fine, far from it. 
 
    And that was before he saw the three others, all dressed in nightgowns, all with the same glazed-over look in their eyes that Sherry had had moments ago. 
 
    “Is that… is that Miriam? And Tiffany?” 
 
    Dwight straightened and he gently eased Sherry to one side. 
 
    “Stay here,” he instructed.  
 
    “But I think that’s—” 
 
    “Just stay here.” 
 
    Dwight moved closer to the girls, and snapped his fingers. They turned in sequence and their eyes brightened.  
 
    “Where am I?” they asked in unison. 
 
    “You’re in the swamp, but you’re going to be okay.” 
 
    The nearest girl, the one that Sherry had called Miriam, stepped forward. 
 
    “How did I—how did we get here?” 
 
    “That’s not important,” Dwight answer, shaking his head. “What’s important is that you get back to your families safe and sound. Please, come here.” 
 
    The girls, still confused, offered each other hesitant glances, but they couldn’t resist a man in uniform. An Elloree Sheriff’s department uniform was something that they knew, that they associated with good. How they had gotten here, walked to Stumphole which must have taken the better part of two hours, on the other hand, that was just confusing.  
 
    The two girls slowly made their way in his direction.  
 
    Dwight was smiling, feeling as if he was doing some good after all the bad he’d seen over the past few days.  
 
    But that was before he heard dripping water from somewhere behind them. 
 
    Dwight glanced over Sherry’s shoulder, and stared at the surface of the swampy water. 
 
    Please don’t come out, please don’t come out, please just be a frog, a bird, a fucking alligator… anything but— 
 
    Three heads broke the surface of the water at the same time. Small heads, heads covered in wet, blond hair. 
 
    “We need to hurry,” Dwight said, frantically waving his arms. 
 
    “Why? Is there—” 
 
    “My legs are sore, I’ve—” 
 
    Dwight shook his head. 
 
    “Hurry! Please! Just come to me! Fucking move!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 52 
 
      
 
    Bobby Lee Ross stared at the wooden clock in his hand. The glass cover on the face had smashed when the base had collided with Sheriff Lancaster’s head, and now the time read 4:15. 
 
    He stared at Liam’s fallen body and felt a pang of pity for the man. They went way back to their high school days, and Bobby Lee had hoped that Liam would come along for the ride. But Liam always had what Bobby Lee didn’t: a moral code. 
 
    Tommy Ray didn’t have moral code either, and look at where that got him. Stupid prick had to go and get himself killed, just when things were starting to get moving, just when things were looking up for Elloree.  
 
    For me and Elloree. 
 
    “Mayor Ross? Everything all right in there?” Nancy called from the outer office. 
 
    Bobby Lee placed the broken clock gently down on the desk.  
 
    “Everything’s fine,” he said, retrieving his suit jacket from the back of his chair. Then he made his way to the door. He pulled it open just wide enough for his big frame to fit through, before closing it behind him. 
 
    “The Sheriff just wanted to get a little shuteye, asked not to be disturbed,” he said, with a thin smile. 
 
    The secretary gave him a queer look. 
 
    “In there? Why?” 
 
    Bobby Lee shrugged.  
 
    “What can I say? It’s been a long night. Please, just let him stay as long as he wants.” 
 
    Nancy looked confused, but said, “Oh, okay. And where are you off to?” 
 
    Bobby Lee fished his car keys out of his pocket as he made his way to the front door. 
 
    “I’ve got an errand to run.” 
 
    “Well, don’t forget that you have another meeting with the Mendez brothers at twelve-thirty.” 
 
    Bobby Lee grabbed the door handle and pulled it wide. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be back before then, trust me,” he said, then left. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Mother fucking asshole, ungrateful son of a bitch!” Bobby Lee shouted, slamming his hands down on the dash so hard that the radio skipped. “Just couldn’t keep it together for another two weeks, could you? Fucking half-wit motherfucker!”  
 
    Bobby Lee pulled his BMW onto main street, barely noticing the throngs of people all heading in the opposite direction. 
 
    “You fucked up big time, Tommy Ray. Big time. But if you lost the drugs… oh, you little shit, if you lost the rest of the product, you’re going to be glad you’re dead.” 
 
    He slowed and then stopped at a red light. A woman in a white pant suit on the sidewalk hollered at him and started to approach his car.  
 
    Bobby Le gave a half-hearted wave, but when the woman gestured frantically at him, he paid her more attention.  
 
    Her hair was a mess, and instead of minimal makeup, she was wearing none at all, unless raccoon eyes was a new style he was unaware of. 
 
    “Sylvie?” he asked, brow knitting. 
 
    A horn honked, and Bobby Lee glanced at the stoplight, surprised that it had turned green already. His jammed his foot down on the gas a little too hard, and the car jolted forward. 
 
    What the hell is Sylvie doing on the street this early in the morning? And why the hell didn’t she let me know that Sheriff Lancaster was out for blood? 
 
    But Bobby Lee was already through the intersection, and had decided that finding the heroin was more important then figuring out what Sylvie Sinclair was up to. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “No,” Bobby Lee Ross gasped. “No, fucking way.” 
 
    He stood halfway up the driveway, staring at the rubble that had once been their heroin stash house. 
 
    “This can’t be happening.” 
 
    Bobby Lee shook his head, causing his many chins to flap back and forth. Then he sneered and ground his molars. 
 
    “Oh, Tommy Lee, you fucked up big time, you little shit.” 
 
    His mind whirred as he made his way up the rest of the muddy track that led to the burned house. He stepped beneath the crime strung tape that was loosely strung between two trees, and offered a cautious back to the cars at the edge of the road. 
 
    Three of them, plus his own: that nitwit Zanbar’s car, his son’s Porsche, and a police cruiser.  
 
    His mind immediately set into motion, trying to find a solution to this dilemma.  
 
    Maybe this is a good thing, he thought, maybe I can swing this in my favor. 
 
    Bobby Lee approached the burnt rubble and started to formulate a plan. The Mendez brothers wouldn’t be happy about the missing kilos of heroin, which had either burned in the fire or had been confiscated by the police. If the police had them, he might even be able to get the three kilos back later. But the men had never liked Tommy Ray and their disdain for Clifford Zanbar was as plain as the many tattoos that marked their tanned skin.  
 
    I can swing this, I can use it to my advantage. You can do it Bobby Lee. You’ve gotten out of worse jams than this before. 
 
    As he moved through the burnt rubble, Mayor Bobby Lee Ross continued to work on his plan. 
 
    A dead son would play nicely, even if Tommy Ray was tangled up in a small-time drug ring. Nothing got votes like sympathy, and what— 
 
    “Why do we have to hurry?” a girl asked from the corner of the property. “I’m tired and my legs hurt.” 
 
    Shit!  
 
    Bobby glanced around quickly.  
 
    He might be able to turn this in his favor, but if he got caught here, now… that wouldn’t be so easy to explain.  
 
    “I gotta get out of here,” he whispered. Without thinking, Bobby turned and bolted.  
 
    Not a nimble man, he probably wouldn’t have been able to avoid the area in the rubble that was cordoned off by the firemen even if he’d seen it. 
 
    But he didn’t see it, didn’t even notice it until the ground beneath him gave way and Bobby Lee Ross was in free-fall mode. 
 
    “Fuckkkkkkk!” he cried as he plunged into the dungeon beneath what was left of 8181 Coverfeld Ave. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 53 
 
      
 
    “Look, I know everyone is a little confused by all of this,” Stevie said to the throng of people in the high school auditorium. “And I’ll be honest, I’m a little confused, too.” 
 
    Many of the parents looked at each other and grumble under their breath. Stevie was none to comfortable being on stage, and if it weren’t for Officer Jenkins on one side, and Mrs. Ducharm on his other for moral support, he might have just given up entirely.  
 
    His hands, which were held out in front of him as if trying to calm an angry mob, were trembling ever so slightly. 
 
    “But let’s just keep an eye on the prize, Okay? Sheriff Lancaster has been kind enough to raffle away not a used a car, but a brand-new car. And everyone who fills out a survey today is eligible to win.” 
 
    More chatter, and Stevie raised his voice. 
 
    “There have to be, what, two-hundred of you guys? Those are pretty good odds, don’t you think?” 
 
    Jenkins moved closer to him and whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Car or no car—and as far as I can tell there is no car—this isn’t going to last a few hours.” 
 
    “No shit,” Stevie grumbled. 
 
    “Well, where are the surveys, then?” A man with a handlebar mustache demanded. 
 
    “Dwight is on his way. Had a problem with printing the questionnaires,” Stevie said.  
 
    “He shoulda used my shop,” another man shouted. “I’d make sure they was printed on time.” 
 
    Stevie frowned. 
 
    Jenkins might have been understating his point.  
 
    This might not last a few more minutes, let alone a few hours. 
 
    “Does this have anything to do with the missing girls?” a woman near the front of the crowd asked. 
 
    And there it was. 
 
    “Fuck,” Stevie swore. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 54 
 
      
 
    Nancy knew that she shouldn’t go into the office; she had worked with Bobby Lee Ross long enough to know the tone that he had used before leaving.  
 
    Let him sleep for as long as he wants, translated into, Stay the hell out of my office until I tell you to go in. 
 
    And she would’ve; Nancy would’ve have stayed at her desk all day and all night, so long as the Sheriff remained asleep in Bobby Lee’s office. If it hadn’t been for the sounds, that it. 
 
    They started as a mere whimper at first, but then she heard a distinct groan. 
 
    Going against Bobby Lee’s wishes was not advisable to anyone with any sense to them, and he definitely wouldn’t be happy if she went in there. And if Bobby Lee wasn’t happy, then the scary brothers with the tattoos wouldn’t be happy either. And Nancy got the distinct impression that crossing them might be even worse than crossing Bobby Lee. 
 
    Another moan, and Nancy slowly stood, the fingernail of her first finger jammed between her teeth. 
 
    But he’s the Sheriff, and if he’s hurt… 
 
    “Ooooh,” she whined. “What should I do?” 
 
    The grunt sealed it for her; Nancy made up her mind and walked over to the office. With a final moment of hesitation, she pulled the door wide. 
 
    Then it was she who was gasping. 
 
    “Sheriff Lancaster!” 
 
    She ran to the fallen man, scooping his head protectively in her arms. Liam’s eyes fluttered, then opened. 
 
    “Nancy?” 
 
    “Yes, sweetie, it’s me. Did you… fall? You’re head, it’s bleeding.” 
 
    Liam grunted as he pushed himself to a seated position. 
 
    “Yeah,” he groaned. “Something like that.” 
 
    He started to rise, but Nancy tightened her grip. 
 
    “You probably shouldn’t move in case you have a neck injury.” 
 
    Liam shrugged her off. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Seriously.” 
 
    “Gee, I dunno. You’ve got a serious cut there on your forehead. Maybe we should call for an ambulance, or maybe even Dr. Larringer.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he repeated, finally managing to shrug her off so that he could rise. 
 
    He staggered, and Nancy pressed her hands on the small of his back to keep him upright. Then he smiled at her. 
 
    “You’re a good woman, Nancy. And good women don’t need to surround themselves with bad men.” 
 
    Nancy’s brow knitted as she watched Liam put his hat back on. Before he got to the door, he looked back and tilted the brim toward her. 
 
    “Take care of yourself, Nancy.” 
 
    And then he was gone.  
 
    Nancy stood there in the Mayor’s office for a moment, before noticing the clock on the desk. She picked it up and realized that the glass had been smashed. 
 
    She turned the hour hand with her finger, then set it back on the desk. 
 
    “There, that’s better,” she said with a sad smile of her own. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Liam’s head was throbbing, and his jaw was sore from where it had struck the floor. He couldn’t believe that Bobby Lee Ross of all people had blindsided him. He couldn’t believe that his good friend had struck him with a goddamn clock, either. 
 
    What in the world have you gotten yourself into, Bobby? What in the fuck have you done to yourself? 
 
    It wasn’t anger that he felt, but something close to it.  
 
    At least he knew where the man was going.  
 
    Liam pulled up to the stop light and was surprised to see a woman flag him down. 
 
    “What the hell?” he rolled down his window. “Sylvie? You alright?” 
 
    The woman didn’t look right at all. She had dark circles around both eyes, and her hair was pulled back in a loose bun. 
 
    “Sheriff, I’m sorry about what happened yesterday, it—” 
 
    Liam held up a hand. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Last night was messed up, and I should have never—” 
 
    Sylvie straightened. 
 
    “I acted wholly unprofessional, and I regret it.” 
 
    Liam scrunched his nose, which he immediately regretted; it only made his headache worse 
 
    “It’s fine, Sylvie. Really.” 
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she pointed at his forehead, just below the brim of his hat. “You’re head, it’s bleeding.” 
 
    “I’ll live. Keep handing out the flyers, Sylvie. Then give Stevie a hand at the school. He’s probably losing his mind right about now.” 
 
    Sylvie nodded. 
 
    “Is this…” her sentence trailed off, and Liam finished it for her. 
 
    “Fucked up? Crazy? Insane? Making no sense?” 
 
    Sylvie looked up. 
 
    “I meant, is this almost over.” 
 
    Liam smirked. 
 
    “No, not yet. But it will be.” 
 
    She turned to look at him a final time. 
 
    “Bobby Lee sped off in that direction not more than a half-hour ago,” she informed him. 
 
    Liam turned his eyes to the road. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” he replied as he jammed his foot against the gas pedal. “And it’s going to be over for him soon, too, Sylvie. And when it ends, make sure you remember whose side you’re on.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 55 
 
      
 
    “Just listen to me, please,” Dwight begged. The girls were moving too slowly; they weren’t understanding the gravity of the situation. 
 
    Sherry and the younger girl Justine were safely behind him, but Miriam and the other whose names he didn’t know were just staring at him as if he had three heads.  
 
    “Please, just hurry.” 
 
    Behind the girls in nightgowns, the black-eyed children were still coming out of the water. He counted at least ten of them, but there could be more.  
 
    It was only then, after one of the girls asked for the hundredth time what was going on, did he hear their chant. It was like a drum roll, quiet but incessant.  
 
    Perpetual, even.  
 
    “Mater est, matrem omnium, mater est, matrem omnium, mater est, matrem omnium.” 
 
    Thinking that the sound was coming from all around him, Dwight’s eyes shot about the swamp. 
 
    He didn’t see any of the children, but there appeared to be a series of strange stick figures, made of twigs and dried seaweed, suspended from the trees, resting up against the rocks. 
 
    What the— 
 
    Justine started to turn, to face the swamp.  
 
    “No!” Dwight yelled. “Don’t turn around, just come to me! Don’t turn around!” 
 
    But the girl didn’t listen.  
 
    Justine continued to swivel, and when she caught a glimpse of the children walking out of the water, she screamed and instantly dropped to her knees.  
 
    Dwight sprung to action, reaching for a third girl and roughly tossing her behind him with the other two. When he grabbed Justine and tried to pull, she rooted her knees in the mud. 
 
    “Please, sweetie, we have to go,” he begged.  
 
    “Who are they? Are they mother?” 
 
    Dwight turned his head skyward and swore, then he leveled his gaze at the figures that were striding from the water. The nearest was only ankle deep now. He squinted, and then, impossibly, he thought he recognized the child. 
 
    It was Stacey Weller, the girl that Hugh had brought to the police station what felt like a decade ago. He shook his head, trying to fight the dizziness that threatened to overcome him. 
 
    This isn’t possible. 
 
    Dwight tightened his grip on Justine’s arm, squeezing so hard now that his fingers started to ache. 
 
    “If you want to live, you’ll come with me now.” 
 
    And yet, the girl continued to resist. When Dwight tried to forcibly yank her to her feet, she slowly turned her head to look at him. 
 
    “Mother gave me life,” she said in an airy voice that didn’t fit her youthful appearance. “And you took me away from her. You took us all away from her, and now you’ll pay.” 
 
    Dwight recoiled so quickly that he fell on his ass, which immediately suctioned in the mud.  
 
    The children in the swamp seemed to be moving more quickly now, closing the distance between them. 
 
    “Run!” he yelled over his shoulder at Miriam and Shelly. “Run!” 
 
    He heard movement behind him, but it wasn’t the frantic scurrying that he expected. There was no time, however, to even look over his shoulder; even if there was, he wasn’t sure that he could look away from the black-eyed children. 
 
    From mother. 
 
    “Listen,” he hissed, transitioning onto all fours, “this isn’t you, this isn’t your fight. Get the fuck up and get out of here. You’re just a kid, you don’t belong here.” 
 
    Justine’s face broke into a terrifying sneer and she opened her mouth to speak. Before she could the words out, however, a shout filled the air. 
 
    “Hey, you children of the corn motherfuckers, I’m over here!”  
 
    Hugh Freeman suddenly stepped out from behind a large oak tree.  
 
    “Hugh! What the hell are you doing!” 
 
    Hugh held a finger out to him, but didn’t take his eyes away from the girls who had fully emerged from the water and were starting to make their way through the mud. 
 
    “Take them and get out of here, Dwight. I’ll take care of this.” 
 
    To Dwight’s surprise, the children with the black eyes turned to Hugh, and started in his direction.  
 
    Dwight yanked Justine from the mud, then he slapped her across the face. 
 
    “Go. Get the fuck out of here, walk back to the road and keep on walking. No matter what, don’t stop. Got it?” 
 
    Her eyes started to gloss over, and Dwight slapped her again. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 56 
 
      
 
    Liam was surprised to see Bobby Lee’s car parked in the open, directly behind Dwight’s. Taking no chances this time, he drew his gun as he left his vehicle. As he passed the row of cars, first Bobby’s BMW, then Tommy’s Porsche, he peered through their windows.  
 
    Both had keys still in the ignition, despite the cars being off. 
 
    Yeah, well, if they get by me, they aren’t going to get far, he thought as he opened first Tommy Ray’s door, then Bobby Lee’s, taking both of their keys and pocketing them.  
 
    Then Liam hurried up the muddy drive toward the site where this had all begun.  
 
    There were fresh footsteps in the mud—large, deep impressions that could only be made by one man. 
 
    Bobby Lee Ross, you bastard. 
 
    Liam wasn’t sure what pissed him off more, the fact that his friend was tangled up in a heroin distribution ring, or that he cared more about the drugs than his late son. 
 
    The scene was slightly different from before, on account of the bodies no longer being present. Dr. Larringer and Susan Bauer had done a good job cleaning up the mess. But there was something different about the layout, something off. The area that the firemen had cordoned off seemed disturbed, as if something heavy had collapsed through the weakened floorboards.   
 
    A strangled groan filled the air, and Liam hurried toward the burnt remains of the house. Just as his attention was drawn to the disturbed area, several shrieks filtered to him through the woods. 
 
    Liam spun in that direction, leading with his service revolver. 
 
    “What the fuck?” he gasped. 
 
    Four women dressed in a strange litany of pajamas and nightgowns all streaked with mud, came stumbling from behind a burnt oak tree. 
 
    Liam recognized the lead girl as Shelly Draper, Thomas’s daughter. 
 
    Relief washed over to him, and he hurried toward them. Their necks were all craned over their shoulders, looking backward, and they never even saw him until they nearly collided. 
 
    “Shelly! Girls!” 
 
    Their head whipped around, confusion washing over their faces. 
 
    “Sheriff Lancaster?” Shelly asked.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s me,” he said, embracing her tightly. Not truly believing that they were okay, that all four of them were alright, safe and sound, he breathed deeply.  
 
    She certainly smelled as if she were real. 
 
    As if she were alive. 
 
    He let her go. 
 
    “Is Bobby Lee in there?” Liam asked, pointing toward the row of trees from which they had emerged. 
 
    The confused looks remained plastered on their faces.  
 
    “Bobby Lee… the mayor?” Shelly asked. “No… but Dwight is and… and… these girls.” 
 
    Liam’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    Dwight was in there with… the girls? 
 
    “Stacey? Stacey Weller? You mean a little blond girl about ye high?”  
 
    Shelly shook her head. 
 
    “Maybe, I dunno. There are ten of them, maybe more, and they all have these,” she shuddered, “these black eyes…” 
 
    Liam shuttled the pajama clad teenagers behind him.  
 
    “Go, keep walking. Don’t stop until either Dwight or I come for you, got it?” 
 
    The girls nodded and, confident that they wouldn’t change their mind, Liam sprinted toward the woods. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Even though it was closing in on midday, the sun couldn’t quite reach Liam in the swamp. He moved quickly, but quietly, keeping his eyes open for anything that seemed out of the ordinary. 
 
    It didn’t take long for him to find it.  
 
    Breathing deeply, Liam tucked behind a tree, only peeking out occasionally to make sure that his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him. 
 
    It appeared as if Hugh and Dwight were standing inside a ring of young girls, who looked just as they were described in the book that Stevie had brought back from the library. 
 
    Mater est, matrem omnium. 
 
    His back pressed against the thick oak tree, Liam breathed deeply in through his nose and then blew it out his mouth in a tight stream just short of a whistle. 
 
    Then he peered out again. 
 
    “I don’t know what you want, but I… I know I don’t want to hurt you,” Dwight said, arms out in front of him. “I’m not sure what the hell is going on here, but I can help. I’m a police officer.” 
 
    “That’s not going to work,” Hugh spat between gritted teeth. 
 
    Liam couldn’t be certain at his distance, but he thought that the girls’ eyes were dark, black even. The rest of the swamp was poorly illuminated, but this… this wasn’t the absence of light so much as it is was the absence of life. 
 
    They looked dead to him. Truly and unequivocally dead. 
 
    This isn’t happening. 
 
    Liam was at a crossroads; he had drawn his gun, but he couldn’t rightly stride forward with it raised at a bunch of first graders, no matter what his gut was telling him. 
 
    “Mater est, matrem omnium,” the girls hissed in unison. 
 
    Liam closed his eyes, trying to ignore the sound. 
 
    He couldn’t aim the gun at the children, but he couldn’t just stand there, either. Not when Dwight and Hugh were in danger. 
 
    Finally making up his mind, he took a deep breath and then stepped out from behind the tree. As he did, he noticed a third man in the distance.  
 
    Who the hell is— 
 
    Before he could even finish the thought, the man strode from the shadows with purpose. It was abundantly clear that he didn’t share the Sheriff’s hesitations when it came to the gun clutched in his own pale hand. 
 
    “No!” Liam shouted, but he was too late. 
 
    The man leveled his pistol at the closest girl’s head and pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 57 
 
      
 
    It was as if Liam was in some sort of void; neither Hugh nor Dwight reacted as viscerally as he did when the girl, who could be no more than six years of age, staggered, then collapsed to the mud.  
 
    Half of her head had been blown off and the mud around her had been painted with a red mist. 
 
    And yet Liam, who was suddenly shaking all over, was the only one to shout. Dwight recoiled from the sound of the gunshot, but he failed to react to the fallen child.  
 
    Stranger still, was the fact that no one turned to face him as he sprinted toward the now broken circle. 
 
    “Get away from them!” he screamed in a shrill voice. He waved his gun in front of him, making sure that it was seen by all. “Get the fuck away from the kids!” 
 
    Now Dwight turned, a look of sheer wonderment on his face. 
 
    “Liam? What the hell—” 
 
    In the background, the man who had fired the first shot stepped toward another of the girls.  
 
    “No!” Liam screamed as he pinched off a shot of his own.  
 
    He missed, but it wasn’t clear even to himself if he intended it as a warning shot or if exhaustion had sapped him of his aim.  
 
    Now all eyes were on him, including the black pits embedded in the girls’ pale faces. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on here? Dwight get away from them! Hugh! Get out of there!” 
 
    But it was as if the men were in a trance; neither of them so much as blinked, let alone moved.  
 
    The only person who was still ambulatory, it appeared, was the stranger that Liam had just shot at. He seemed unburdened by what had happened and raised the pistol again. 
 
    “Drop the gun in the mud or I swear to god the next bullet will be in your brain.” 
 
    The man hesitated. 
 
    “They’re not… they’re not alive, Liam,” Dwight said out of nowhere.  
 
    “What?” Liam demanded. 
 
    “They’re… they’re already dead.” 
 
    While he was distracted, the bastard on the other side of the circle fired another shot. This time, he blew out the back of a girl’s head, sending her eyes and upper jaw flying into the mud not three feet from Dwight’s dejected form. 
 
    “No!” Liam screamed again. Through tear streaked vision, he strode forward, this time taking aim at the man’s center mass through the opening that had been made in the circle. 
 
    And then he emptied his clip, screaming the entire time.  
 
    Liam kept squeezing the trigger even after the only sound his service revolver made was an empty click-click-click. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if he’d struck the man, but when his vision cleared, Liam could no longer see him. 
 
    “Where’d he go? Dwight, pull your gun and get him.” 
 
    But Dwight didn’t pull his gun. Instead, he just stared at Liam with a dumb expression on his fat face. 
 
    Liam continued forward, reaching the nearest girl, who had her back to him as if nothing had happened. He wiped his nose with the back of the hand and reached for her. 
 
    “You okay, sweetie? I’m going to take you—” 
 
    And then Liam saw the impossible. 
 
    One of the downed girls started to rise from the mud.  
 
    The left side of her face was missing, revealing a near hollow shell like a smashed watermelon. Mud covered the other half, and caked the entire left side of her body.  
 
    Liam blinked rapidly, trying to force the hallucination away. 
 
    But every time light flashed on his retinas, he saw the same image: a girl with half a head rising to her feet as if awaking from an afternoon nap. A strange thought occurred to him then, a memory of his childhood, of a chicken running around after its head had been lopped off. 
 
    Something about the autonomic nervous system continuing to fire even without a brain. 
 
    Yeah, that’s it, just sheer impulse, twitching, she’s not really still alive, the rational part of Liam’s brain told him.  
 
    The rational part died when the second girl rose from the mud.  
 
    This girl had no face at all, just a ragged hole.  
 
    She barely had a head. 
 
    “No—” Liam moaned, and then he vomited all over himself. Not having eaten for at least a day now, his puke was almost all bile and it burned his throat, lips, and chin. 
 
    For the second time that day, Liam felt his consciousness begin to leak out of him like a thin gruel. Only this time, two tiny hands grabbed his face and drew him back from the brink. 
 
    It took Liam a second to realize that these weren’t comforting hands, but desperate things; desperate claws that scratched at his eyes and nose. Pinched and pulled his lips. 
 
    The shock that engulfed Liam was so great, that he didn’t even resist when the full weight of the girl struck him in the chest and he fell backward into the mud. 
 
    “Get off him!” A familiar voice shouted. 
 
    A ragged thumbnail drove into his left eye, sending a brief flash of light across his vision, followed quickly by sheer darkness. 
 
    Liam didn’t even cry out. 
 
    Large hands, adult hands this time, came down on the girl’s shoulders and threw her off him. Only then did Liam react, shrieking at the top of his lungs and scrambling to a seated position. 
 
    That was when he saw Dwight, all two-hundred-and-fifty odd pounds of him. 
 
    The circle of girls, or whatever the fuck they were, had closed in on him rapidly, and as Liam watched, they all pounced on him at the same time. 
 
    Liam instinctively tried to stand, to go to his friend, to help him, but someone grabbed him from behind before he could gain any traction. 
 
    “Let go of me!” he bellowed, but his struggle was futile. 
 
    The girls started tearing at Dwight, their tiny hands working at a feverish pace as they yanked at his hair, his face, his limbs. 
 
    For a brief second, they cleared from Dwight’s face, giving Liam a clear view. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” Liam yelled. 
 
    Dwight mouthed a reply an instant before one of the girls bit down on his exposed neck. The pink skin of his throat stretched, then red, a deep crimson sprayed forth and soaked the front of his uniform. 
 
    End this, Liam’s friend had mouthed just before he was torn apart. 
 
    End this.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 58 
 
      
 
    “You can’t help him now,” a voice whispered in his ear. It took Liam several moments to realize that the man speaking was Hugh Freeman. “He’s gone.” 
 
    Liam sobbed, but allowed himself to be pulled to his feet. 
 
    “If we don’t leave now, we’ll be next,” Hugh said quietly. His voice was so lacking in emotion that Liam feared that the man had either developed an affect, or he really didn’t care either about anything. 
 
    After what he had seen, what he had experienced, Liam wasn’t sure he cared either.  
 
    It was all too much.  
 
    Except there are three hundred people back in the auditorium that will be next if you don’t do anything about it. 
 
    Liam swallowed hard and retreated with Hugh, barely able to tear his eyes away from Dwight’s convulsing body.  
 
    They slunk through the trees like criminals avoiding sight lines from guard towers. Liam had to focus so hard on keeping his footing that it thankfully kept his mind off what he had—or thought he had—seen.  
 
    They’re dead already… 
 
    After an immeasurable amount of time had passed, Hugh finally stopped. The man looked around, but everything appeared the same to Liam: just trees and more swamp.  
 
    “It was right here,” he mumbled. 
 
    “What? What was here?” Liam gasped, struggling to catch his breath. 
 
    Hugh ignored the comment. 
 
    “Where the hell did it go?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It was right fucking here!” 
 
    Liam finally reached out and shook the man. 
 
    “What the fuck are you looking for?” 
 
    Hugh’s face was pale as moonlight. 
 
    “The gateway… I’m looking for the gateway.” 
 
    Liam let go of the man and backed away. 
 
    He had gone insane. 
 
    They all had. 
 
    That was the only explanation. 
 
    “It’s not here,” another voice answered. 
 
    Liam whipped around to see a man step from the shadows. He was clutching his side with one arm, but blood continued to seep from a hidden wound. 
 
    His entire hand was red. 
 
    “Cherry!” Hugh exclaimed. “Jesus, you’re alive!” 
 
    “Barely,” the man grumbled. As Liam watched, the man used his free arm to reach into the jacket of his soiled jeans and pull out a flask.  
 
    After taking a long haul, he offered it to Liam. As if in a daze, Liam took it and finished it in one swig before tossing it to the ground. 
 
    With a straight face, the man who Liam now realized must be FBI Agent Brett Cherry said, “The easiest way to kill them is to light them on fire. I took out a handful back at the house—burned them alive. But I’ve used up all my—” 
 
    A whistle came from the forest, and all three of them tensed. 
 
    An elderly woman broke into the small clearing in which they stood. Liam gaped as the woman waddled up next to Brett Cherry and, without saying a word, plopped a red jerrycan at his feet. Then, as if nothing had happened, she used her cane to hobble away. 
 
    “What in the holy fuck?” Liam asked, but nobody answered.  
 
    After all he’d seen today, this was perhaps the least bizarre. 
 
    It was most definitely the least threatening. 
 
    “We need to burn them,” Cherry repeated, and this time Liam found himself nodding. “We need to burn mother alive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 59 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it,” Brett Cherry said.  
 
    Liam shook his head. 
 
    “It should be me; Elloree is my town, my people.” 
 
    Brett winced and pulled his hand away from his stomach. His entire side was red. Blood had not only soaked through his shirt, but had made his trench coat soggy. 
 
    “I’m dying anyways… and there’s one person I owe this to.” 
 
    Liam couldn’t think of another reason to disagree. If Brett’s complexion was any indication, however, then whatever they decided to do, they had to act fast.  
 
    “You sure this will work?” 
 
    Brett tried to look confident, but he fell just short. 
 
    “It almost worked before,” he said, “years ago.” Then he pulled the gun from his hip and handed it to Liam. “I want you to help me.” 
 
    Liam took the gun and weighed it in his palm. It was heavier than his own, which he had since tossed aside after he had emptied the chamber. 
 
    While he was inspecting the gun, he caught Brett glance at Hugh in his periphery; he didn’t catch the entire silent exchange, but saw enough to understand it’s meaning: if he doesn’t do it, you have to. 
 
    There was no heartfelt goodbye, no thank yous, the only thing that passed between them was a final word of warning from Brett’s lips. 
 
    “If this doesn’t work, I want you to run. Grab everyone in town and just run. Get as far away from the swamp as you possibly can. And never come back.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 60 
 
      
 
    Liam stared from the trees, watching as Brett Cherry mentally prepared himself. The man was standing on the burnt remains of 8181 Coverfeld Ave, the jerrycan at his side, just within reach. 
 
    His pacing had become more awkward, less coordinated, and blood had started to soak the front of his jeans.  
 
    Come on, we don’t have much time, Liam thought. He squeezed the butt of the gun rhythmically in one hand, shifting his finger from the trigger guard to the actual trigger as he did. 
 
    He had just glanced over at Hugh when Brett started shouting. 
 
    “Anne LaForet, I’m here! I’m here for you and your daughter!” 
 
    Liam held his breath as he waited for a response that never came. 
 
    “Mother! I’m here!” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    Seconds bled into minutes. 
 
    Brett suddenly staggered, and needed to brace himself with a hand on the ashen ground to avoid falling. He slowly raised his head and uttered, “Mater est, matrem omnium.” 
 
    Stacey Weller exited the woods first, her head downcast, her gait robotic.  
 
    Liam, who had been holding his breath, suddenly gasped. 
 
    They’re already dead, he told himself. And yet, regardless of what he had seen, the notion was so foreign that he couldn’t help but feel guilt course through him. 
 
    Was this the same little girl that Officer Jenkins had come to retrieve? Who had been born to parents that once lived in Elloree? Or was she something else? 
 
    Others followed Stacey into the clearing now, and when they slowly raised their heads, revealing their pitch-black eyes, and started to chant along with Brett Cherry, any idea that these were normal children vanished from Sheriff Liam Lancaster’s mind. 
 
    They’re already dead… please be dead already. 
 
    The children continued to march forward, all the while whispering those horrible, foreign words. 
 
    “Mater est, matrem omnium, mater est matrem omnium, mater est, matrem omnium.” 
 
    Liam’s breathing was ragged and he tried to slow his breathing, but found it an impossible task.  
 
    “Yes, come to me!” Brett begged. 
 
    The girls continued to march. When they reached the border of the burnt house, however, they stopped. 
 
    “Come on! Come on! I’m right here!” Brett shouted. “You remember this house, Anne? The house that Benjamin and Jessie raped you in? The house in which Jane Heath and the townsfolk ripped your child from your womb?” 
 
    Liam watched for any reaction out of the girls, but saw none. 
 
    Brett extended a blood-soaked finger toward a blackened oak tree by the edge of the property. 
 
    “Where they burned you and your daughter alive?” 
 
    Stacey Weller took one step forward, then another.  
 
    Keep going, keep going, come one. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right. This is the place, isn’t it? The place that you brought women to, tricked them into believing that you were helping them. Giving desperate women a child only to steal it away again? Huh? Isn’t that right?” 
 
    The girls continued forward now, and as they did Liam recognized a snag in their plan: in his diatribe and shuffling, Brett had strayed too far from the jerrycan of gasoline. 
 
    The man seemed not to notice, so lost was he in his own world, a mixture of memories and a tale reminiscent of the book Stevie had brought back from the library.  
 
    “This is the place that you took my Kendra from me, you fucking bastard,” Brett spat. 
 
    Liam’s eyes darted to Hugh, but the man also seemed entrance by what he was seeing. 
 
    Brett suddenly threw his arms wide.  
 
    “Come to me! Enter me!” he shouted at the top of his lungs.  
 
    The girls lunged at him then, and as they did, Brett reached for the gasoline. 
 
    Only the girls were too fast, the gasoline too far. 
 
    “No!” Liam barked. 
 
    Stacey started to claw Brett’s face, as she and the others had done to Dwight. 
 
    “Hugh, we have to go, we have to—” 
 
    Hugh held up a finger, and it was then that Liam realized this was what Brett had wanted all along.  
 
    He wanted to die here, provided he took the demon of the swamp with him. As long as mother went to hell by his side. 
 
    “Enter me!” the man shrieked. “Enter me! Enter me! Enter me! I’m coming Ken-Ken! I’m coming! I got the bitch for you, I really did. I got her and—” 
 
    His shrieks degenerated into wet gurgles, and suddenly only his hand was visible. 
 
    A hand holding a match.  
 
    Brett managed to strike the match and then with something akin to a laugh, he twisted his arm back so that it made contact with his gasoline soaked trench coat. 
 
    The flame that erupted was incredible, but despite it’s brilliance, the cloud of black smoke was even more impressive.  
 
    The girls threw their heads back, and a thick cloud vomited forth, collecting into a black shadow just above Brett Cherry’s head. 
 
    “Enter me,” Brett repeated once more, only this time Liam heard it inside his head. 
 
    “Now!” Hugh shouted, and the two men sprang from the woods. 
 
    As Liam sprinted, he saw the black cloud condense and then force itself down Brett Cherry’s throat.  
 
    The fire, once an incredible spire, suddenly died down. 
 
    The girls’ lifeless bodies are smothering it, Liam realized in horror. 
 
    It was only fifty or maybe sixty paces from his vantage point in the woods to Brett’s body, but as Liam ran, the distance seemed to stretch out, making it feel like three or four times that distance. 
 
    Reach for the can, Brett. Grab the can and douse yourself, end this! 
 
    But Brett Cherry did nothing of the sort. Instead, he bucked like some sort of wild animal, sending the last of the children’s lifeless corpses flying into the mud. In the process, he extinguished the last of the fire. 
 
    The man was on all fours, his back smoldering, his hair gone, his clothes but singed rags clinging to scalded flesh. As Liam neared, Brett raised his head to look at him. 
 
    Liam had to wipe the tears from his eyes to get a better look, just to make sure. 
 
    The skin on Brett’s face had melted away, but his eyes were still whole. 
 
    Only they weren’t his eyes; they were pitch black orbs belonging to someone—no, something else. A demon perhaps, Liam couldn’t be sure, but they most definitely weren’t his. 
 
    Liam crossed himself and uttered a quick prayer.  
 
    What had once been Brett Cherry opened its mouth and a torrent of steam came forth. 
 
    “Mater est, matrem—” 
 
    Liam raised the man’s gun and took aim. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered, and then fired. 
 
    Even before the thing that had inhabited Brett’s body collapsed, Hugh was there, dumping gasoline over top his mangled form. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Liam sobbed. 
 
    He collapsed to his knees, his mind turning to Dwight, to Father Smith, to Patty, but most of all to a girl he had never even met: Stacey Weller. 
 
    I’m sorry. I’m so, so, sorry for all of you.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 61 
 
      
 
    They waited for the fire to completely burn itself out, rendering Brett Cherry a near identical facsimile to the bodies that had been here when Liam had first been called out to the swamp. 
 
    Then they waited for a half-hour after that. 
 
    “Is it over?” Liam asked at long last. 
 
    Hugh took his time before answering. 
 
    “This part might be over, but it’s far from done.” 
 
    Liam stared off into the distance. 
 
    “You’re a good man, Hugh Freeman. And Elloree lost a good deputy today. There’ll be much rebuilding after this, much time for healing. We could use someone like you.” 
 
    Hugh turned to him then, and Liam realized that the man was also crying. He held out his hand, and Liam shook it vigorously. 
 
    “Thank you, Sheriff. But I’m afraid that I have other friends out there, friends that need my help.” 
 
    Liam nodded.  
 
    “And I have a town that needs me.” 
 
    They held hands for a moment longer, before Liam gave on final, abbreviated pump and disengaged. Then he turned and, without looking back, made his way to his patrol car.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The high school parking lot was so packed that Liam couldn’t even get in. Instead, he double-parked and then stepped out into the sun. 
 
    “Everyone out,” he said. The four bewildered girls in the backseat did as they were bid, and together they made the slow walk up to the front doors. Even before they reached them, Liam could hear angry voices from inside. 
 
    “There’s no car! This is all just a fucking scam! Let us out!” 
 
    “Yeah, let us out!” 
 
    Liam rubbed his eyes, smearing soot across his face. 
 
    He knocked once, and was surprised when the door opened immediately. He was even more surprised when he saw Stevie’s lopsided eyes staring back. 
 
    “Fffffuuck,” the man moaned. “Sheriff, you okay?” 
 
    Stevie reached for Liam, but Liam pushed him away. It wasn’t because he didn’t need the support—god knows he did—but more because Liam knew if the deputy went to hug him now, he would collapse into the man’s arms and never be able to get out. 
 
    “I’ll live,” he croaked. Phlegm filled his throat, and he coughed a black wad onto the sidewalk. “Girls, go to your families.” 
 
    Liam stepped aside, and the four girls ran into the school, nearly bowling Stevie over in the process. 
 
    “You found them! Jesus, you found them, Sheriff!” Stevie exclaimed, his voice cracking. 
 
    Liam nodded. 
 
    “But… where’s Hugh?” 
 
    Liam shook his head. 
 
    “Dwight? Please tell me Dwight’s—” 
 
    Liam shook his head a second time. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Stevie,” was all he could manage. 
 
    Tears burst from Stevie’s eyes, soaking his red cheeks.  
 
    Cheers erupted from somewhere deep inside the school.  
 
    “Is it over, Liam?” Stevie sobbed. “Is it finally over?” 
 
    Liam hesitated, then replied using the same words that Hugh Freeman had less than an hour ago. 
 
    “This part might be over, but it’s far from done.” 
 
    With that, he turned and started back toward his car. 
 
    “Where are you going now?” his deputy called after him.  
 
    “I’m going to get some sleep. I’ve never been so tired in my goddamn life.” 
 
    He was halfway to his car when Stevie hollered after him. 
 
    “Sheriff? What about the car? I promised these guys a car, and they’re going to eat me alive if I don’t—” 
 
    Liam reached into his pocket and spun around, throwing both Tommy Ray and Bobby Lee’s car keys in the air. They struck Stevie in the chest, and by some minor miracle he managed to catch them both. 
 
    “Give ‘em two,” he said. 
 
    Liam Lancaster had wanted to retire without any murders in Elloree during his tenure as Sheriff, but never in his wildest dreams had he imagined that he would still be working after he’d committed one. 
 
    Liam pictured Brett’s pitch-black eyes moments before his head exploded.  
 
    He was already dead… maybe we all are. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The crooked woman wandered over to the burnt house, leaning heavily on her gnarled cane for support. 
 
    The Sheriff had done well, as had Hugh and Brett. That was promising for the future. 
 
    And yet this victory was but a small win in the battle between the living and the dead. 
 
    For the Marrow. 
 
    There was much more death to come. 
 
    The witch moved over to where Brett’s burned body still lay. She prodded what was left of the man’s back with the cane. 
 
    There was a soft hiss, and a small cloud of gas was released into the atmosphere. She scrunched her pointed nose. 
 
    The woman was about to straighten and leave this place, when a groan drew her attention to a spot that had been cordoned off. 
 
    Limping, she hobbled over to the location where the sound had come from. 
 
    As she watched, a blackened hand emerged from the depths and grabbed onto an invisible ledge.  
 
    Another one followed. 
 
    The woman grunted and somehow managed to squat despite the audible protests of seemingly every joint in her body. 
 
    There was a second grunt, then a blackened, bald head emerged. A moment later, an entire, bloated face came into view. The heat coming off it was immense. 
 
    “Hello,” the woman said in a calm and even voice. The man raised his eyes to look at her, revealing a deep blackness within. 
 
    There was something on his forehead, red smudges amidst the black. It took her a while to realize what it was.  
 
    Two letters in block type: BH. 
 
    The man grunted, and the woman brought her cane out in front of her.  
 
    “Tell the Goat we’re coming for him. Tell him that Seth Parsons says hello.” The witch said before driving the point of the cane into the demon’s eye. 
 
    “Tell him that this isn’t over yet.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 END 
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