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Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   Lacy McGuire held her breath and listened as the footsteps in the hallway neared her room. 
 
   Go away, she pleaded. 
 
   The footsteps slowed, and then stopped completely when a pair of legs blocked most of the light spilling in from the crack beneath the door.
 
   Go away—please, just go away.
 
   Lacy stared at those legs with wide eyes for nearly a full minute, listening to the sound of the blood rushing in her ears and her heart beating in her chest.
 
   To her, it sounded like one of the drums that she had seen the boy in the funny hat banging on before the football game.
 
   Even when the legs moved away from the door and the light from the hallway spilled in again, she didn’t dare take another breath. And even when the footsteps receded down the hallway, Lacy sat as quietly and as still as possible. Only when she heard the door to her father’s room open and then close did she finally let the air out of her lungs in a whoosh.
 
   She gulped in a fresh breath, and a small smile crept onto her four-year-old face. Feeling daring, she pulled the sheet back up over her head. This part almost always made her giggle, as it reminded her of a scene in the movie that Daddy had told her wasn’t for kids—that it was too scary—and that she should go to bed.
 
   But Lacy had crept back down and watched between the bars of the railing. 
 
   Daddy was wrong, she wasn’t scared. She was a big girl—even if she had bad dreams every once in a while.
 
   In fact, she thought the ‘ooglie-booglie,’ as they called it in the movie, was funny. And that was what she felt like now, what with the sheet over top of her head.
 
   An ooglie-booglie.
 
   Lacy wondered what would happen if her dad quickly left his room and opened her door wide and saw her like this.
 
   He would be soooo scared.
 
   Lacy stifled a giggle with a cupped hand.
 
   But Daddy never came back, not until morning. Every single night he would walk up to her door, listening maybe, or just waiting to see if she would call to him as she occasionally did, needing to pee again, wanting a glass of water, or just for another hug and kiss, before heading back down the hallway to his room. 
 
   And then he would sleep, and so would Lacy… eventually. 
 
   Every night, it was always the same.
 
   Routine, he called it. He said it was for him, that he was an old man (he wasn’t really that old) and that he had to keep a routine or else he would fall apart. 
 
   But she knew that it wasn’t for him, not really.
 
   It was for her. 
 
   Because of her dreams… the bad ones that had kept her up so many nights even before Mommy got sick.
 
   Dreams of a fire, of a woman screaming, of…
 
   Lacy swallowed hard and forced these thoughts away. Instead, she tried to think of the ooglie-booglie again, because that was funny.
 
   The burning woman was not.
 
   She flicked on her headlamp and opened the Curious George book in her lap, taking a quick peek to make sure that with the blanket pulled up over her head the light didn’t leave beneath the door the way that it came in. 
 
   Daddy never came back, but if he saw the light, then maybe…
 
   The last thing Lacy wanted was to get in trouble, but she just had to read a little bit more… even though she only made up the words and stories herself while she looked at the pictures.
 
   The first image was of George, that silly monkey, in an apron, making pizzas of all things. 
 
   Lacy started to read, barely whispering the narrative that came into her head, using some of the words that Daddy used when he was reading to her, but mostly just making up the story as she went along.
 
   Lacy was on the third page when she heard the footsteps again.
 
   As before, her heartrate quickened and she held her breath. 
 
   But this time, her brow tightened in confusion. 
 
   He’s coming back? He never comes back.
 
   Lacy reached up and switched off her headlamp and sat in the darkness, the sheet still forming a makeshift tent over her head.
 
   After listening for a moment longer, she realized that the footsteps weren’t coming back, as she had first thought, but instead they were coming from the other way, from the stairs again.
 
   Did Daddy go back downstairs while I was reading? 
 
   Lacy slipped the sheet off her head and lay down, making sure to keep her head propped on the pillow so that she could still see the light coming from beneath the door.
 
   Daddy always kept the hallway light on, in case she had to pee in the middle of the night.
 
   And it also helped keep the dreams away. 
 
   As usual, the footsteps slowed as they approached the door, and then came to stop directly in front of it, the two feet again blocking out half the light.
 
   Lacy closed her eyes, and pretended to sleep, practicing just in case her father came in the room (which he never did unless she called). 
 
   She couldn’t hold her breath any longer, so she let herself breathe again, but tried to do it slowly, the way that Daddy did it when he occasionally fell asleep on the couch. 
 
   Time passed, and when she didn’t hear her father continue down the hall to his room, she risked opening one eye.
 
   The legs were still blocking the light.
 
   How long is Daddy going to stand there? 
 
   Lacy always assumed he just stood and waited to make sure she wasn’t reading or talking to herself. But this time he had been standing there for… well, she didn’t know how many minutes, but it seemed like a lot.
 
   She was debating whether or not she should call out to him, weighing the need to see if he was okay with getting in trouble for being up so late, when the doorknob started to turn. 
 
   Lacy squeezed her eyes closed and went back to pretending to sleep. 
 
   The pressure in the room changed as the door was silently pushed open. 
 
   Sleeping, sleeping, sleeping… I’m sleeping.
 
   She repeated the words over and over in her head, as if to convince her father and herself that she was indeed asleep. 
 
   And she also used this technique to keep her mind from wandering, from going back to the nightmare that been haunting her for so long…
 
   Why is Daddy in here? He never comes back… not unless I call for him, and I haven’t done that in a long time.
 
   Lacy swallowed hard and squeezed her eyes together even more tightly.
 
   Sleeping, sleeping, sleeping…
 
   There was a long, slow footstep, followed by another. 
 
   And another.
 
   Then Lacy’s nose picked up a strange smell. It wasn’t her dad’s—what does he call it? His shave after?—which she didn’t really like that much but lied when he asked. 
 
   It was something else. Something worse.
 
   Another footstep, and the smell intensified.
 
   Sleeping, sleeping, sleeping…
 
   Two more footsteps, and then the smell was so strong that she couldn’t help but scrunch her nose. 
 
   It smelled like… campfire. 
 
   It smelled like burning. 
 
   It smelled like her dream.
 
   Little Lacy McGuire couldn’t keep up the charade any longer. Her blue eyes popped open and she whispered into the near darkness.
 
   “Dad?”
 
   The response was unexpected: three quick steps and then someone’s face came into view.
 
   But it wasn’t her father—she had never seen this man before.
 
   Lacy’s eyes widened and she opened her mouth to scream, but the man slipped a dirty hand over her mouth. 
 
   He wasn’t smiling—if anything, he looked sad.
 
   “Dad!” she tried to yell, but the hand across her mouth tightened.
 
   The man’s fingers tasted of dirt and ash.
 
   Lacy tried to sit up, but the man was too strong.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said in a gruff whisper. “I’m sorry, but a promise is a promise…”
 
   And then Lacy started to kick and punch, trying to break away from the man with the sad eyes and the strong grip.


 
   
  
 

Part I – Murder/Suicide
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   FBI Agent Kendra Wilson put a hand over her nose and mouth even before pushing through the front door. 
 
   Instinct and experience told her that the smell would be bad. 
 
   That and her partner, Agent Brett Cherry, had told her that there were three bodies inside. He didn’t have to tell her that they had been mutilated.
 
   Instinct told her that, too. 
 
   And experience.
 
   “Where are the bodies?” she asked a uniformed officer who stood on the stoop outside the door, his face an off shade of green.
 
   The man, who had a thick brown beard and thicker bags under his eyes, swallowed hard. 
 
   “Kitchen,” he said, averting his eyes.
 
   Kendra acknowledged the man with a nod. He looked like he was going to vomit, and considering that there was barely enough room for the two of them on the cement stoop, she knew that some would land on her.
 
   And her loafers.
 
   Three bodies.
 
   She used the hand not covering her nose and mouth to push her way through the half-opened door, quickly leaving the nauseated officer behind. Even between the fingers of her gloved hand, her nose picked up the unmistakable, coppery scent of blood.
 
   Kendra’s eyes immediately tracked the blood smear that ran from a foot inside the door, across the linoleum entranceway, before tracking all the way down the hallway and into what she presumed was the kitchen.
 
   Even before she had entered the house—truthfully, even as she had parked her car on the opposite side of the street and first laid eyes on the single-story home—her mind had been whirring. 
 
   Like a computer, pragmatic, calculating, scouring her neurons for similarities with past cases, Kendra’s brain had started to mentally collate facts and theories, to put things into place.
 
   It was the call that had first set things to motion. 
 
   The director had called her, which was in itself a rarity. Most of the time, her cases were fed to her by her senior partner, Brett Cherry, who had a direct line to the director. Not that it mattered—she didn’t have any ego in this. It was about solving the case for her, about making sure that the bad guys got what was coming to them. 
 
   So what did it matter if she lived and breathed in a masochistic, sexist world? 
 
   Everyone did, after all. She wasn’t unique.
 
   As her eyes followed the trail of blood, noting such details as the finger patterns in the tacky, almost completely dry liquid and the lack of footsteps, she replayed the conversation with the director that had roused her from her slumber.
 
   ‘Yeah?’ came her groggy, sleepy voice.
 
   ‘Agent Wilson.’ Alert, already on his third cup of coffee voice, most likely.
 
   ‘Yeah?’
 
   ‘Three dead in Missouri—husband, wife, and young girl.’
 
   Those fateful words rattled the comforting numbness of sleep from the last of her gray matter.
 
   She hated criminals, hated them all. But what really got her blood boiling were crimes against kids. 
 
   Especially young girls.
 
   ‘Murder/suicide?’ she asked, her voice hardening.
 
   ‘Suspected. I’ve sent the details to your cell. Agent Cherry is off on another case—you’re alone on this one.’
 
   ‘Thanks,’ she said, but the director had already hung up.
 
   And that had been three hours ago. It had taken her roughly fifteen minutes to shower, put on her black slacks and white blouse, and leave the house. She had done her hair and put on the minimum of makeup acceptable in this man’s world, and then she’d been off.
 
   And now she was here, inside this house that stank of blood, her mind already formulating a schema of what had taken place.
 
   But before she could re-enact it all, she needed more answers.
 
   Patience.
 
   The questions would come, and the answers would follow.
 
   They always did.
 
   Strafing the wall, making sure that her flats didn’t disturb the foot-wide streak of blood, Kendra’s suspicions that the trail led to the kitchen were confirmed. 
 
   And it was there, in the small kitchen with dark wood cabinets that contrasted heavily with the white appliances, that she found the bodies.
 
   The three of them were stacked on the floor, all nude—from what she could make out, anyway.
 
   The man was on top, his throat cut in a ragged smile. His wife was beneath him, but the man was so much larger that Kendra couldn’t get a good idea of what had caused her death.
 
   If she had to guess, she would have said throat slashing as well. 
 
   It was the girl that gave Kendra pause. She was so tiny that only her hand could be seen beneath her parents’ collective bodies, the pale digits speckled with blood, the fingers spread out as if she had been crushed while trying to claw her way out. However unlikely this scenario—blood that had poured from the man’s throat and pooled around the sides of her body suggested that all three were dead when he had finally laid on top—it was still vivid in Kendra’s mind. 
 
   She swallowed hard, trying to put some distance between herself and the crime. She was here to figure out what had happened, not to play the sappy housewife. 
 
   There was a uniformed officer, a stronger-stomached twin of the man outside, leaning over the bodies, and a few more uniforms milling about the kitchen, going through the dead family’s possessions. 
 
   Kendra turned to the nearest officer.
 
   “Where’s the coroner? How come they haven’t moved the bodies off her?”
 
   She didn’t need to say the girl or the child; her was implicit enough.
 
   The man looked up, his dark eyes hard. He had a thin mustache on his black face, and thick grooves that lined his cheeks—not just around his mouth, but there was an intricate network of spider webs by the corners of his eyes as well.
 
   When he spoke, his voice was exactly as she expected: gravelly and distinct, like James Earl Jones with a cold.
 
   “Still upstairs, working their way down.”
 
   Upstairs. Why the fuck are they upstairs when the family is down here?
 
   “What are they doing up there?”
 
   “Searching the parents’ room.”
 
   Kendra made a face, but decided against challenging this approach. 
 
   It was better to be diplomatic. Instead, she hooked a thumb over her shoulder.
 
   “The officer—”
 
   The man with the mustache waved her off.
 
   “Frank’s a little sensitive, is all. Hasn’t been at it for as long as myself.”
 
   Or me, Kendra thought, her eyes darting to the girl’s pale, dead fingers. 
 
   While she doubted she had been around for nearly as long as the black man now crouched by the pile of bodies—late fifties, early sixties, she guessed—as an agent, she only saw the worst. Twelve years as an agent equated to at least double that as a detective, and maybe triple as a uniformed officer. 
 
   The man rose out of his crouch and took a wide berth around the pile of bodies, making an effort to avoid stepping in the trail of blood.
 
   Seeing him standing upright, she realized he was taller than she had initially thought, easily dwarfing her five-foot-eight frame. Tall and thin, and probably a smoker, too—the thick bags suggested he was either a smoker or an asthmatic.
 
   She bet the former.
 
   The man held out his hand.
 
   “Detective Clark Tennison,” he said, then added something that was completely unnecessary given the circumstances. “Homicide.”
 
   As an FBI agent that traveled from state to state, and occasionally collaborated internationally, Kendra had met officers, detectives, captains, military personnel, and other agents from all walks of life. While occasionally she met a sergeant who was hell-bent on becoming captain and needed to pad his resume with just one more high-profile murder to notch his often considerable belt with, which came with the appropriate friction, their relationships weren’t like in the TV shows.
 
   The FBI and the local PD or detectives didn’t hate each other. In fact, PD often welcomed Agent Wilson and Agent Cherry, as their arrival meant that some of the load was off of them.
 
   As was the pressure.
 
   Kendra grabbed the man’s hand and shook it.
 
   “FBI Agent Kendra Wilson,” she said, pressing her lips together, forming a tight line across her pale face. 
 
   Detective Tennison nodded and turned back to the stacked corpses, waiting for Kendra to speak again.
 
   She didn’t immediately oblige. Instead, she observed. Kendra could tell a lot by what an officer or detective said or didn’t say while staring at corpses. 
 
   If they went with the clichéd, ‘sad, isn’t it?’ or ‘such a shame, so young…’ then she knew that they thought deep down they thought they were better than her, smarter, more experienced, more masculine, which was tied with the condescension they didn’t even realize they had laced their words with.
 
   Of course it was fucking sad, especially with children—no need to say it to make it true.
 
   If instead they went with, ‘ever seen anything like this?’ then Kendra knew that they were new to this game, that they were eager—too eager—to accept whatever profile she came up with.
 
   If, instead, they offered a suggestion, or, like Tennison, said nothing at all, then she knew that they were going to get along just fine… and that they might even be of use when it came to finding out the answers she so desperately sought.
 
   “Murder/suicide, most likely,” Clark said finally, a hint of solemnity on his tongue. He raised his finger and traced a phantom line from the blood at the front of the house to the bodies. “Looks like the woman was cut pretty bad and tried to make a run for it.”
 
   Kendra nodded in agreement.
 
   Most of the crimes that she investigated, no matter how heinous, how truly horrific, they often followed Occam’s Razor: the simplest solution is usually the correct solution.
 
   And this screamed murder/suicide.
 
   But the bodies… stacked like that, with only the girl’s hand outstretched…
 
   “Some strange facts, though,” Clark continued. She followed his finger to the countertop. 
 
   Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, she said, “What is it?”
 
   The man tilted his head.
 
   “The milk,” he said. “It’s still cold.”
 
   Kendra’s mind continued to flip through possible scenarios, trying to work out what happened here.
 
   Wife comes downstairs, maybe can’t sleep, husband having bad dreams. Pours herself a glass of milk. Hears some shouting and worried about her daughter, heads upstairs to—to what? Is the girl dead already? No, probably not. Not yet. Wifey tries to keep husband at bay, but gets stabbed—
 
   Kendra tilted her head and then squatted on her haunches. 
 
   She thought she could make out a ragged knife wound on the woman’s side, just around her liver.
 
   It was hard to tell, what with the husband’s blood leaking all over her, but the wound looked darker than the rest of the blood. 
 
   —she grabs her child, maybe, and runs toward the front door, but then she slips or has bled too much and drops the child—
 
   But why is the child buried beneath them? Why stack the bodies so… so protectively?
 
   “And then there’s the note,”
 
   Kendra raised a manicured eyebrow.
 
   “Note?”
 
   Detective Tennison was pointing again, but this time his thin digit was aimed at the fridge.
 
   Written in a blood-smeared scrawl that stood out on the white background like paintball splatter were four words: You can’t have her.
 
   And there was one of the answers that Agent Kendra Wilson was looking for.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
   Not much got to Kendra these days, but this did.
 
   It wasn’t the bodies, but the balloons of all things that did it.
 
   They found balloons in the closet, four of them, all pink, and several gifts that were wrapped and ready to go.
 
   It was the little girl’s birthday, and judging by the number of balloons, she would have been four this morning. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   Kendra shook his head in distaste, disapproval, disgust. Then she squatted and flipped over the tags on the gifts.
 
   For Steph, Love Mom + Dad.
 
   She let go of the tag and got to her feet, turning to face Detective Tennison.
 
   The lines on his face had seemed to deepen over the course of the twenty or thirty minutes since Kendra had arrived, and now those around his mouth were so deep that she thought if they got any deeper she would be able to see his soul peeking through. 
 
   If she believed in souls, which, of course, she didn’t—she couldn’t. Not after horrific events such as this.
 
   Not after Christine, not after spending all those years in the church.
 
   “Fucking shame,” Tennison muttered. Unlike before, this commentary was acceptable to Kendra, what with their rapport already established.
 
   And it was fitting, as clichéd as it was.
 
   Kendra nodded, and pushed a lock of dark hair from her face, tucking it back into the tight bun at the top of her head.
 
   “Yeah,” she admitted. She indicated the gifts with a head nod. “Male writing on the card.”
 
   Tennison acknowledged the comment, then turned back to the kitchen. Both the medical examiner and coroner had since arrived and had started the unenviable task of unstacking the three corpses.
 
   “The father?” Tennison asked.
 
   Again Kendra nodded, even though things weren’t quite adding up. Still, it most definitely felt like a murder/suicide, with the father being the perpetrator.
 
   It fit the pattern, sure, the statistics.
 
   But it didn’t add up.
 
   Why wrap gifts and tuck them in the closet, only to kill your family and yourself the next day? What drives a man to snap so quickly? 
 
   Her throat was dry, and she swallowed hard.
 
   Doesn’t make sense.
 
   “You got a file on the husband?”
 
   Tennison snapped his fingers at a uniformed officer, the one that had tried his best on the stoop not to vomit. Judging by his still pale complexion, Kendra thought he had lost that battle. The man swiveled, and when he saw that it was Detective Tennison who had summoned him, he hurried over.
 
   “You have the file?”
 
   The officer nodded and went back to the counter to retrieve a thin manila envelope, which he promptly handed to the detective.
 
   Tennison opened the file and, clearly familiar with the notes inside, immediately began to read as Kendra watched the coroner and ME continue to work on the bodies.
 
   “Roger and Miriam Black, both thirty-eight years old. Stephanie Black is the little girl.” He cleared his throat. “Would have been four today.” 
 
   The coroner had managed to roll Roger Black’s corpse off of his wife’s, affording Kendra a better view of the bloody carnage beneath. It was as she had first expected: Miriam had indeed been stabbed in the liver, which fit with Kendra’s narrative, despite the lingering oddities that pecked at her mind. Still, it was unlikely that the gash in her side had caused her death. Her neck, like her husband’s, had been sliced ragged, but there was far less blood from her wound compared to Roger’s, suggesting that it had been inflicted after she had nearly bled out from her liver.
 
   “Any history of psychotic breaks? Schizophrenia? Psychotropic drug use?” 
 
   The obvious things.
 
   “Nuh-uh,” Tennison replied. “File only starts about four years ago, when the family moved here from South Carolina. They look just like normal, working class folk. I mean, something could have happened before they moved, but…” He let the sentence trail off, which was just as well.
 
   In Kendra’s experience, only in about half the cases was there a precipitating event that led to the extreme violence committed by husbands and fathers. But even in these seemingly spontaneous outbursts, she was still able to see telltale signs that most others would overlook. Most of the detectives that she worked with thought that if there weren’t beer cans scattered about, paint peeling on the walls, dirty laundry piled all over the place, that the family was normal. And while sometimes she did come across cases that fit this stereotypical mold, they were usually open and shut. 
 
   The worst crimes often happened in houses that were meticulously clean. Like toothbrush and bleach on bathroom grout clean. This was usually a sign that the family had been so terrified of the patriarch that they had done everything they could to make sure that he didn’t fly off the handle.
 
   But this place, the Black home, was neither. It wasn’t particularly clean or particularly dirty. It was just normal.
 
   Normal, except for the corpses in the kitchen, the bloody scrawl on the fridge, and a closet filled with presents and balloons.
 
   And the cold glass of milk on the counter.
 
   You can’t have her.
 
   Kendra shuddered, and then immediately narrowed her eyes. Her unusually visceral reaction to the scene, no matter how grisly, was unnerving.
 
   Get it together, Kendra.
 
   “Get one of the local uniforms to see if they can dig up info about before Stephanie Black was born—about before the family moved here. You know, focus on psych reports, domestic abuse, the works,” she ordered.
 
   Tennison closed the folder and turned to face her. Kendra kept her eyes locked on the ME, who had finally gotten around to removing Miriam’s body from atop her daughter.
 
   Take your damn time, why don’t you.
 
   “Sure. Think they’ll find anything?”
 
   Fifty percent of the time, Kendra found some hints from a past event.
 
   But not with gifts wrapped in the closet.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “No, they won’t find anything. But have them look anyway.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
   “Agent Kendra Wilson, number oh-oh-seven-eight-one-dash-nine,” Kendra said, then waited for the operator to punch in the code to confirm her identity. 
 
   A moment later, a woman responded in a flat voice.
 
   “Okay, Kendra. I’m patching you through to Director Ames now.” 
 
   The phone clicked, and then started ringing again. While she waited for the director to pick up, her mind began to wander, imagining little Steph Black running from her room, heading downstairs before her parents were awake. She tried to imagine the glee on Steph’s face when she rushed to the closet, pulling it wide, giggling at the sight of the balloons and gifts that she had heard Mommy and Daddy put in there when they thought she was sleeping in her bed.
 
   Kendra imagined an ice cream cake, smiling faces, laughter.
 
   She couldn’t remember any of her own parties, what with being brought up in the church from such a young age, but she thought this was how things would have gone.
 
   How these things went. 
 
   But now… this.
 
   Her eyes flicked to the blood-soaked knife on the linoleum floor. 
 
   Steph’s birthday hadn’t been without smiles, but they weren’t the happy kind. They were ragged, torn smiles that went from ear to ear.
 
   Someone picked up the phone, drawing Kendra out of her reverie. 
 
   “Director Ames.” 
 
   The voice was strong, affirmative.
 
   “Kendra here… just wanted to give you an update.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “Three dead, murder weapon left by the bodies, which were stacked on top of one another: daughter, mother, then father on top. Kill wounds were all the same: throat slitting, although the female had also been stabbed in the liver. It was… it was the daughter’s fourth birthday today.”
 
   “Jesus,” Director Ames interjected. “Murder/suicide?”
 
   “Still waiting for tox, but there doesn’t appear to be any past history of psychosis or schizoid breaks. There was a glass of milk on the counter, not quite room temperature, and a bloody message on the fridge: You can’t have—”
 
   “Wait, back up, Kendra. Milk? Did you say milk on the counter?”
 
   Kendra’s eyes narrowed, and she focused in on the glass that was still resting on the counter, waiting to be processed.
 
   This is what he homes in on?
 
   “Yes,” she answered, and then offered, simply because she didn’t know what else to say, “tall glass, looks untouched—still cold.” 
 
   “Any milk in the fridge? A carton somewhere? Garbage?” The director’s voice was more animated now, a change that only meant one thing to Kendra: the director was linking this case to another.
 
   But there was a problem with that: murder/suicides were not ‘connectable.’
 
   “One sec,” she said, then brought the phone away from her ear and put a hand over it to mute it. “You there.”
 
   A uniformed officer who was snapping photographs of the bloody message on the fridge turned.
 
   “Me?”
 
   Kendra didn’t answer his query, and instead immediately spat an order.
 
   “Is there milk in the fridge?”
 
   The man made a face, and his eyes darted to his colleague standing beside him. When neither man immediately set to action, Kendra’s eyes narrowed.
 
   “Check the fridge,” she instructed. Although the confused look remained plastered on the police officer’s face, her harsh tone finally elicited the desired reaction.
 
   With one gloved hand, careful not to touch the bloody script, he pulled the fridge open. She waited as he inspected the items that were hidden from her line of sight by the open door.
 
   “No, don’t see any…”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   The man put his hand in the fridge and began moving items around.
 
   “No, no milk here.”
 
   Strange…
 
   Kendra turned to the other uniformed officer.
 
   “Check the garbage behind you?”
 
   The man pressed his lips together in a frown.
 
   Not the time to be obstinate, you prick. Not with a four-year-old girl dead on her birthday. 
 
   “Check the garbage behind you for a bag or box of milk.” When the man again didn’t immediately react, she continued. “If I have to walk over there and check for myself, you are going to be demoted to a fucking meter maid for the rest of your life.”
 
   So much for playing nice together.
 
   Kendra clenched her jaw, trying to control her temper.
 
   Where is Brett? He usually deals with any uniforms who think that they have bigger dicks than me.
 
   But this time there was no need for Brett. Her aggressive tone and threat worked, and the man turned, offering a perfunctory glance into the open garbage can behind him.
 
   “No, no milk,” he said sourly.
 
   Kendra turned her back to the two men and brought the phone up to her ear. 
 
   “Director Ames?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “No milk in the fridge or the trash. I’ll have the guys check the garbage pails outside.” She pulled the phone away again and hollered, “Anyone know what day is garbage day around here?”
 
   The officer who had searched the fridge answered.
 
   “Tuesday.”
 
   Tuesday… and it was Friday now. 
 
   She turned back to her cell phone.
 
   “If it’s there, they’ll find it. Can I ask why? Why are you interested in the milk?”
 
   “I’ll get back to you on that. Keep looking. Brett will be joining you within a day or two.”
 
   Brett’s coming? was the first thought that entered her head. She recalled the director telling her that Agent Cherry was on another case. Her second thought was: A day or two?
 
   Kendra took a deep breath. She hadn’t wanted to stay in this town any longer than she had to. Besides, the case was shaping up to be fairly typical; outside of a few minor quirks, it seemed a fairly cut-and-dry murder/suicide, which didn’t require FBI involvement.
 
   “But—”
 
   “Stay put, Kendra. There may be more to this than first glance. Get the local PD to search the trash for the milk container, and get them to look into the family’s past. Agent Cherry will bring more information and further instructions. Until then, find out what you can from the ME and coroner. And Kendra?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I need you on this one—need you to take the lead.”
 
   And to keep it together, Kendra finished for him in her mind.
 
   The line went dead. Like Kendra, Director Ames was curt and to the point, having more important things to do than waste words.
 
   Fuck.
 
   She turned to the officer who had initially ignored her request to search the garbage.
 
   “You,” she spat, “go outside and look for milk containers.”
 
   The man looked at her as if she had three heads.
 
   “Get the fuck outside and start looking!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
   The shitty motel room that Kendra was staying at only had two redeeming factors: one, it had a minibar; two, the minibar was full.
 
   Flipping off her flats and abandoning them at the foot of the bed, she went straight to the small black fridge tucked beside a worn wooden desk. Her slender hand closed on the handle and she pulled it open. For a moment, Kendra was content in simply basking in the cool air that wafted out at her, and she closed her eyes, imagining that she wasn’t in Butt-fuck-nowhere, USA. Butt-fuck-nowhere that was as hot as Satan’s armpit. 
 
   Milk… where did the milk come from?
 
   Kendra’s eyes snapped open and immediately focused on the mini bottle of Jim Beam. She grabbed it, hesitated, then reached back in for the mini of Crown and the mini of Jack. Pulling all three out, she slammed the fridge door closed and collapsed onto the rust-colored duvet adorned with some tacky Navajo design on it. 
 
   With one twist, the cap to one of the bottles—she didn’t even take note of which one—came off, accompanied by the all-too-comforting sound of the small metal tabs breaking. She brought it to her lips, taking a healthy swig. 
 
   It was Jack, she realized, recognizing the slight banana flavor to it. As she reached for the TV remote on the bedside table, she tilted the bottle and finished it in three swallows.
 
   It burned, but only a little.
 
   Kendra pressed the red button on the upper right hand corner and the TV immediately roared to life, the sound turned up so loud that it was nearly deafening. Kendra swore, and then scrambled to find the volume button in the dim lighting. As she searched, the TV audio continued to blast, the speakers crackling with a mixture of moaning and wet slapping sounds. 
 
   Her eyes flicked to the screen, and she saw three nude, writhing bodies followed by close-ups of tongues licking, lips kissing.
 
   Someone’s idea of a fucking joke—leave the TV on a porn channel, the volume maxed out. 
 
   Kendra finally found the volume button and immediately lowered it. 
 
   The static-filled moans hushed, but Kendra was too tired and too lazy to search for the channel button. Besides, she had found out long ago that porn wasn’t the worst distraction during times like these.
 
   Turns out this time was no exception; allowing her mind to drift, her thoughts quickly turned to Brett, and she began to wonder what he would be doing with his tongue and his lips at this moment. What he would do if she allowed him to take her again. 
 
   Kendra cracked open the Crown next, but this time she swallowed in one go, as if thinking of the way Brett had fucked her—rough and hard, squeezing and pinching—had manifested itself in the way she drank.
 
   A tingling sensation began in her inner thighs and quickly spread outward, until her entire core had become tense. Closing her eyes, she sighed, her breathing quickening with the realization that her panties had started to moisten. 
 
   Her cell phone buzzed, drawing Kendra out of the fantasy. Her eyes snapped open, and she quickly found the remote and flicked off the TV. Clearing her throat, she grabbed her phone and answered it.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Kendra? It’s me, Brett. Just wanted to let you know that I’ll be arriving tonight. Coming in late, gonna get a hotel room. You good for breakfast at eight?”
 
   For the briefest moment, Kendra considered telling him to forget getting his own room and instead to come to her room and stay the night. And part of her wanted that—the part that tingled between her legs and made her nipples hard beneath her white blouse. 
 
   But that wasn’t the way it worked between them—that wasn’t the way she worked.
 
   “Sounds fine,” she answered. 
 
   There was a pause, an expectant pause, and for a moment, Kendra thought that maybe Brett had picked up on something in her voice. But that was impossible, even for someone as observant and astute as Agent Brett Cherry. If nothing else, Kendra was an expert at keeping her emotions wrapped up tight.
 
   “Anything else?” she asked, suddenly anxious to hang up.
 
   “Yeah… just a question: was it really the little girl’s birthday? Four years old?”
 
   Kendra’s mind flicked to the girl’s pale hand, the fingers stretched out, spotted with blood, reaching out from beneath the two bodies that were crushing her.
 
   Four years old. When I was four, my father abandoned me at the church.
 
   But at least he didn’t murder me.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   There was another pause.
 
   “I’ll see you in the morning, Brett,” Kendra said, then hung up.
 
   For a moment, she just sat there in silence with the TV off, the only sound the phantom noise of children laughing; party sounds. But before these could coalesce into a solid daydream, Kendra forced them away and chugged the bottle of Jack.
 
   Then she got up and headed for the shower.
 
   She felt dirty.
 
    
 
   *               *              *
 
    
 
   The cold water felt good on Kendra’s skin, like tiny ice pellets bouncing off her body. 
 
   That was okay; her chest and stomach were nearly numb from the scars.
 
   After washing with the horribly fragrant bar of soap that the motel provided, she washed her long, straight black hair with motel shampoo. She had her own stuff in her bag, but she had forgotten to get it and the water just felt too good to get out. She would regret this, she knew, as her hair would dry into a completely unwieldy mess, but at the moment this was one of the furthest things from her mind.
 
   The day had been hot enough to tickle triple digits, and it felt damn good to have an ice-cold shower, even if this was her norm regardless of the weather. 
 
   Kendra waited a few more minutes, allowing the water to cascade over the top of her head, collecting her hair into a long, dark, and sudsy point that nearly reached the center of her chest, bent over the way she was.
 
   Eventually, long after the water had run clear, she turned off the tap and stepped onto the grungy bathmat, not bothering to wrap a towel around herself. 
 
   The other advantage to a cold shower was that she didn’t have to wait for the fog to clear from the mirror before getting a good look at herself. 
 
   As always, her eyes were drawn to the thick pink scars that wrapped their away around her torso, crisscrossing in places, and then to the other scars, the shorter ones that resembled tiny pink maggots.
 
   All told, she counted fifty-four scars on her body, all of them on her torso, filling the space between the tight ‘v’ of her stomach muscles right above her mound, to just beneath the undersides of her breasts. 
 
   The cold water had turned Kendra’s pale skin white, as her blood had drawn inward to protect and feed her vital organs.
 
   It also made her scars stand out more.
 
   One in particular, a nearly complete circle above her right hip, looked almost like a balloon. 
 
   A balloon…
 
   With one of her nails, she drew a four in the center, the red mark staying for a second before fading to white.
 
   She wondered what was worse, being murdered by your father or not knowing who your father really was.
 
   Or your mother.
 
   Or where you came from.
 
   Her red fingernail traced the outline of the scar, digging deeper with each pass. The thought was childish and downright insulting. 
 
   Still, not knowing who she was or where she came from often left her feeling less than alive inside.
 
   And the horrors that she experienced on the job didn’t help, either.
 
   She pressed her finger into the scar and scratched upward. Her finger slipped off the raised flesh and dug into a small area of pristine white skin.
 
   A dot of blood, the color of which was nearly a perfect match for her nail polish, leaked onto her finger.
 
   Kendra didn’t flinch; instead, she just stared, images of Roger Black’s throat, blood gushing out, hot and sticky, coating the bodies of his dying and dead family beneath him, flooding her mind. 
 
   Pulsating, his life eking out of him one heartbeat at a time.
 
   She brought her finger to her lips and sucked the blood away. Almost fully dry now save her wet hair, Kendra left the bathroom and collapsed on the bed, not bothering to put on a nightie or even pull back the covers. 
 
   The latter was probably for the best, she decided; if the bathmat was any indication, she was better off on top of the sheets than within them.
 
   Kendra fell asleep in less than five minutes, another tiny bottle of cheap whiskey clutched in her hand.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
   “You have to try this—it’s incredible.”
 
   Kendra tried not to let the disgusted feeling in her stomach make its way to her face. 
 
   Brett was staring at her, smirking. The man had steel-blue eyes, a round face, and shortly cropped brown hair that, while not quite thinning, was on the verge of it. Not handsome, not quite—his lopsided ears kept him from gaining that trophy on Kendra’s shelf—but he was cute.
 
   And he had a charisma that most women, Kendra included, found attractive.
 
   She was out of his league, of course—at least, when she was fully clothed—but that didn’t matter much to her. She liked him, and he served a purpose.
 
   And he wasn’t a bad agent, either. But like his looks, he fell just short of being a great one.
 
   “C’mon, Kendra, just one bite.”
 
   Brett scooped up half of a runny egg with his fork and dangled the sloppy mess at eye level. It quivered in mid-air for a moment, its gelatinous surface shaking, before slowly sliding off and falling back onto his plate. A small dot of yolk splashed up and landed on his gray striped tie.
 
   “Shit,” he swore, putting his fork back down and dipping his napkin in the glass of murky water before dabbing at his tie.
 
   Now it was Kendra’s turn to smirk. 
 
   “Serves you right,” she said, leaning forward and taking a sip of her coffee. “That shit’ll kill you, anyway.”
 
   Brett, to prove a point, abandoned tending to his now stained tie and attacked the eggs, shoveling a forkful into his mouth. 
 
   He smiled at Kendra, flashing his teeth covered in yolk.
 
   Kendra grimaced.
 
   But despite her expression, the injection of childish humor was just what she needed. It had been a fitful sleep for her, a sweaty nocturnal rollercoaster, filled with nightmares of the like she rarely remembered.
 
   Screams—I remember screams echoing down a damp hallway. A fire glowing brighter and brighter…
 
   “You’re a child, you know that, right?” she said, forcing the dreams away. The truth was, she envied Brett, what with him being able to laugh and joke after what they had seen. Either he was insane or he had some amazing cognitive dissonance skills—or maybe he was a compartmentalizing genius… a dexterity she had never been able to master.
 
   “Director Ames said you had more info,” she said, and the smile fell off Brett’s face as well. He licked some egg from the corner of his mouth, then casually picked up a piece of heavily buttered toast and took a bite as he looked around.
 
   Kendra followed his gaze.
 
   They were two of five patrons in the greasy spoon, which was odd for a Saturday morning, even if it wasn’t quite eight yet. 
 
   Kendra assumed that the small town of Torrance, West Virginia, population forty-five hundred, had heard about the crime overnight. And if they hadn’t, she knew that they probably just felt that something was wrong. 
 
   Small towns like Torrance were not benign, innate objects, she knew. They were organic; information traveled through the air, the trees, the kite that a child had lost and floated up to the hot sun like an Icarus incarnation. 
 
   Even if word hadn’t spread, the feeling had, keeping parents in bed longer, keeping children playing among themselves, weary to wake their tired folks.
 
   They just knew something was wrong.
 
   Brett, satisfied that they were unlikely to be overheard, pulled out a manila envelope and put it on the empty table before Kendra.
 
   She opened it and began reading. 
 
   The first file, heavily marked with the ominous red letters “CLASSIFIED”, referred to a four-year-old girl from another small town, out east this time, who had gone missing on her birthday: Meghan Miller.
 
   Kendra skimmed the file, an uncomfortable feeling of dread settling in as she realized that she was familiar with the details even before her eyes skipped across the hand scrawled notes.
 
   Young girl, missing, parents teary, no leads, no suspects, no nothing. 
 
   An all-too-common narrative that had become almost clichéd over the last twelve years.
 
   Missing… and that was seven days ago.
 
   Her experience told her that if they found the girl at all, an unlikely proposition, she would be dead.
 
   She flipped to the next file, and it was the same story. 
 
   Four-year-old girl, Taylor Harper, missing the week after her birthday; again, no leads.
 
   The third file drew a little more of her attention. 
 
   ‘Lacy McGuire, lived alone with her father, her mother institutionalized with schizophrenia. Peter McGuire, the father, was sleeping at the time of the alleged kidnapping. The man appears normal, distraught—a grieving and concerned parent.’ 
 
   Kendra felt her face twisting into a sneer.
 
   ‘Not a suspect; churchgoing pillar of the community, perhaps vying for mayorship.’
 
   But despite her incredulity of the claim, this case was different, if only because the girl’s mother hadn’t been home at the time of the kidnapping—only the father. A tip-off if there ever was any; it was almost always the father in these cases… and even if he wasn’t directly involved, he was tangentially or incidentally implicated.
 
   And yet the interviewing agent had been so quick to jot the note: not a suspect.
 
   Kendra searched for who had signed off on the field notes: Agent Paul Grover. 
 
   The man’s face flashed in her mind; he was one of the few agents that she knew well, aside from Brett, of course. And while Brett was cute, Paul was handsome—almost too handsome, which was one of the reasons why she had turned him down as a potential partner when Director Ames had offered him up.
 
   In addition to the fact that he was too young, too green. 
 
   She recalled the officer outside the Black home, the one trying to hold down his breakfast, which was probably of the same nature as the slop that Brett continued to shovel into his mouth.
 
   She wasn’t here to babysit; she was here to solve crimes.
 
   Not a suspect.
 
   Kendra closed the file and looked up, surprised to see that Brett was staring intently at her, a strange expression on his face. 
 
   Her mind worked quickly, trying to figure out how the crime at the Black house related to these cases, as both the director and Brett had alluded. Notes furiously began to mentally collate in her mind:
 
   1. Young girl as the victim, on or around their fourth birthday.
 
   2. Mostly good parents, except for the schizoid mother in case three.
 
   3. No suspects.
 
   Outside the first point, there didn’t seem to be much to connect the Black case to the others.
 
   Missing children, kidnapped or other, was a far cry from murdered by one’s own family.
 
   As if reading her mind, Brett spoke in a hushed tone.
 
   “The milk, Kendra. It’s the milk.”
 
   Her eyes whipped up, her mind turning back to her conversation with the director and his preoccupation with the milk… the still cold glass of milk on the counter, and the lack of a container in the fridge or in the garbage.
 
   She made a mental note to follow up with Detective Tennison about the search for such a carton around the house.
 
   The milk.
 
   Kendra looked down at the files again, this time searching for something specific.
 
   A moment later, she found the link. 
 
   “All three cases—”
 
   Kendra cut her partner off.
 
   “But what does it mean? We have an apparent murder/suicide and three missing girls… what do they have in common? A glass of fucking milk?” She chewed her lip. “Fucking osteoporosis? What?”
 
   Brett shrugged, and then took another bite of his toast.
 
   “Dunno,” he said with his mouth full. “But the director thought that there was enough of a link to pull Agent Grover off of it and give it to us. It was no accident that we were sent here, Kendra.”
 
   Kendra furrowed her brow as she recalled the surprise in the director’s voice when she had mentioned the milk.
 
   Did Brett know about that already?
 
   It wouldn’t be the first time that her partner had feigned surprise when he had given her a report. There was a time, back in her early years as an agent and with a different partner, that she had thought this a technique the director was using to test her. Knowing him as she did now, however, made her feel silly for this assumption. It wasn’t about her, she realized. Instead, the director used this tactic for the simple reason that he believed an agent was better served unbiased, that getting to the facts and truths about a crime on their own was far more valuable and insightful. 
 
   Unbiased.
 
   The scars that covered her torso suddenly started to itch.
 
   No, unbiased was not a state of mind that she would ever be privy to. But Kendra wasn’t discouraged by this fact. After all, everyone was biased by something… in the very least, they were beholden to their genetics and their environment.
 
   Nature and nurture, as it were. 
 
   In her case, however, her tainted memories left her leaning heavily on the former. 
 
   Like small towns, information had a way of just spreading from law enforcement to the Agency. Still, she was wise enough to know that it wasn’t just the milk that linked these cases—there must be something else.
 
   Kendra closed the file again and raised her eyes.
 
   “You almost done with your meal?”
 
   The man scarfed another bite of toast, then bit a piece of sausage. 
 
   “Almost,” he said.
 
   Kendra’s phone buzzed and she picked it up immediately.
 
   “Agent Wilson?” She recognized Detective Tennison’s gravelly tone.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I’ve got something you’re going to want to see.”
 
   Kendra nodded.
 
   “Be there in ten.”
 
   Brett raised an eyebrow, then rubbed the grease off his hands on the napkin he had used to dab his tie. He swallowed and signaled for the check.
 
   Kendra stood, her expression grim.
 
   “Let’s go. Detective Tennison found something at the Black house.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
   Detective Clark Tennison met the two agents at the police tape. Just looking at Agent Kendra, he knew that she had slept as little as he had the night before. Younger and without doubt more attractive, she hid this fact better than he did, but the telltale signs were there: the caked makeup beneath her eyes, the way her hair was not as straight or smooth as it had been yesterday, and the way her hands shook just a little bit, as if she had too drunk too much coffee.
 
   And maybe she had, which was telling in and of itself.
 
   But what she hadn’t done was spent the morning fending off reporters with their perfect teeth and perfect smiles that had never—and probably never would again after this case was done and gone—stepped foot in the sleepy town that was Torrance.
 
   “Agent Wilson,” he said with a curt nod, raising the tape so that the two agents could pass beneath. On the other side, Kendra indicated the man beside her.
 
   “This is Agent Cherry.” 
 
   Tennison held out his hand and the other man shook it. He had a disarming smile on his face, one that seemed strangely out of place in this venue, and he had to take a moment to collect himself.
 
   “Just Brett,” the man said, and Tennison nodded. “You have something to show us?”
 
   Tennison nodded, his lips forming a tight line across his face.
 
   “Come with me.”
 
   They began walking toward the door, all three doing their best to ignore the spotlights glaring down on the many reporters and their babble as they began their morning ritual.
 
   “Yesterday, the quaint, small town of Torrance, West Virginia, was rudely awoken by two words that most residents never thought they would hear: murder/suicide…”
 
   As they neared the door, Tennison spied a man with a camera ducking around the side of the house, somehow having slipped by the half dozen officers that he had ordered to stand guard, to prevent this very thing from happening. 
 
   The detective turned to the nearest officer and grabbed the man gruffly by the shoulder. He was younger and much stronger than Tennison, but he still winced when Tennison’s fingers bit into his arm.
 
   “Go get that guy, and throw him the fuck out of here,” he hissed.
 
   The officer, who looked barely old enough to grow facial hair, turned, a shocked expression on his smooth face. He caught sight of the smarmy man with the camera, who was frantically snapping pictures through the window of the Black residence, all the while trying to stay partially hidden behind the side of the house.
 
   Tennison let go of the officer’s arm.
 
   “And take his fucking camera,” he ordered.
 
   The officer didn’t hesitate; he turned and sprinted after the man.
 
   “Hey!” he shouted, and the man with the camera turned and ran, the officer hurrying after him.
 
   The three of them took several more strides toward the house.
 
   “Sorry about that,” Tennison grumbled, more to himself than to the two FBI agents that flanked him. “We’re—we’re not used to this sort of thing here.”
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Agent Cherry—Just Brett, please—nodding.
 
   “You never get used to this sort of thing,” he replied, the smile gone from his face. 
 
   Tennison nodded.
 
   This was one of the—if not the—most gruesome crimes he had borne witness to, and he had seen some terrible things during his twenty-seven years on the job. Although most of the people of Torrance had forgotten, two decades ago a serial killer had come through their quiet town, leaving three dead and two missing—two teenagers whose bodies were never found—but somehow this was worse. He wasn’t really sure why he felt this way, but he had long ago learned to listen to the knot in his guts that occasionally helped form words and thoughts in his head.
 
   Yeah, this was worse… seeing little Steph Black’s frozen outstretched hand, her tiny fingers trying to grip the linoleum floor, was worse. And seeing her room…
 
   He shuddered uncontrollably.
 
   Seeing her secret room was also worse.
 
   Detective Tennison led the two agents into the house, pushing through the thick plastic screen that he had erected to block the entrance. Once inside, leaving the reporters and other talking heads behind them, he turned to face Agent Kendra.
 
   “Tox came back clean on all three of them. Not even alcohol in their system.” He took a few steps to his left to avoid the trail of blood from the door to the kitchen. “The ME says cause of death was bleed out for all three, throat slash on the—”
 
   “Did you find any milk containers in the garbage?” Agent Kendra asked, cutting him off.
 
   Tennison shook his head. He was unsure what the fascination with the glass of milk was all about, but he fought the urge to ask too many questions. When the murders had happened in Torrance all those years ago, the FBI had also gotten involved, and he had learned very quickly back then that they kept their cards close to their chest. Which was fine by him. He had already achieved rank of detective, and he was happy to stay there for the next three or four years that he had left before retirement; this wasn’t about pride, this was about finding out why a little girl had been savagely murdered by her father on the eve of her fourth birthday.
 
   “No, we didn’t find a cartoon anywhere. Searched the compost and garbage cans—nothing.”
 
   Agent Wilson nodded, and she and her partner exchanged looks.
 
   Tennison continued along the lines before he had been interrupted.
 
   “Both father and mother died from throat slashes, the latter having also been stabbed in the liver. At first I thought it was a simple case of the father losing it and killing wife and child. But, here’s the thing: the blood on the kitchen door? The words: ‘You can’t have her?’ Well, there was blood on the mother’s finger tips—looks like she was the one who wrote them.”
 
   He turned in time to see Kendra’s eyebrows lift.
 
   “The mother?” she asked.
 
   “Yep. At least, that’s the way it looks. And even stranger still is that the blood in the hallway at your feet isn’t the mother’s as I first thought.”
 
   Tennison stopped in front of the massive bloodstain on the kitchen floor. The bodies had since been sent away to the morgue for further processing and testing, leaving a strangely serene, albeit ghastly, pile of congealed blood. It was as if the house itself was bleeding.
 
   “It was the girl’s,” he said, swallowing hard. “They dragged her bleeding body to the kitchen before both parents lay on top of her.” He waited for a moment to sink in, then added, “But that’s not why I called you. We need to go upstairs for that.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
   Kendra was on her knees; it was the only way she could fit inside the small room hidden at the back of Steph Black’s closet. Claustrophobic to begin with, when Tennison flicked on the light, the walls seemed to close in around her and the air left her as if it had been forcefully sucked out.
 
   “Oh my God.”
 
   She hadn’t meant to say those words, but she was helpless to control herself.
 
   Every square inch of wall space was covered with the same four words, scrawled over and over again, written in the crooked hand of a four-year-old.
 
   Mater est, matrem omnium.
 
   To say that Kendra was floored wouldn’t have been completely accurate. After all, she lacked the disposition to be floored.
 
   But she was disturbed and unsettled.
 
   Mater est, matrem omnium.
 
   She mouthed the words, rolling her tongue with the every ‘r’. And then it hit her; she hadn’t realized it at first because she had never seen the words written. But she had heard them before, whispered from Christine’s lips in the—
 
   ‘Sis, why don’t you come join us?’
 
   Kendra, still on her knees, scrambled out of the room, nearly knocking Brett, who was standing behind her, over in the process.
 
   She bolted upright.
 
   “What the fuck? Who said that?” she snarled, her eyes darting from Detective Tennison to Brett, who had since steadied himself.
 
   “Wha—Kendra? Who said what?”
 
   “Who the fuck was it?”
 
   Both men stared at her as if she were insane, their eyebrows lifting high on their foreheads. She swallowed hard, and tried to calm her heartrate, control her breathing.
 
   But her eyes—she could feel them blazing.
 
   No one said anything for several seconds, until Kendra finally broke the silence.
 
   “Fuck, I need some fresh air.”
 
   She pushed by Brett, who still had a concerned expression on his face, and quickly headed downstairs. Passing a few of the green officers, she found herself outside, once again facing the reporters and their obnoxious lights that seemed to only add to the blazing sun.
 
   Her hands found the railing and she closed her eyes for a moment, breathing deeply, blocking out the noise.
 
   Sis, why don’t you come join us?
 
   The words had appeared inside her mind, as if she had thought them. But they had come out of left field, arising out of neurological stasis. 
 
   What the fuck was that?
 
   Just thinking about it made her heart race again.
 
   Get a hold of yourself, Kendra. Keep it together. It was some sort of déjà vu—it had to be. And the writing… that’s—that’s—
 
   Well, she didn’t know what the fuck that was—why words written in a murdered girl’s closet were the same ones that Christine used to mutter in her sleep nearly thirty years ago. 
 
   But now wasn’t the time to reminisce.  
 
   To distract herself, she turned her mind to what Detective Tennison had said when they had first entered the house, before she had crawled into Steph’s secret room.
 
   And they didn’t at all jive with the narrative that her mind had constructed based on her experience and what she saw and felt.
 
   The daughter was the one that bled all over the floor? The mother was killed after the daughter?
 
   These things didn’t mesh, because in Kendra’s world, which was filled with monsters that would commit such atrocities, the man almost always committed the crime, especially when either the wife or girlfriend were present. These thoughts weren’t born out of some sort of man-hating feminist credo, and it wasn’t anything that she affixed any moral value to or even held against the male sex; it was simply a fact that experience and statistics had offered up.
 
   It was the case when it came to the fourteen serial killers that she had helped capture during her tenure in the FBI; they all thought that they were unique, that their crimes were the most heinous, their motives the most clandestine. But it simply wasn’t true, especially the latter; almost all of them had been scorned by a lover or two, or their daddy hadn’t hugged them enough.
 
   Sure, these were generalizations, but Kendra had learned a very valuable lesson early on in her career: they were called generalizations because they were generally true.
 
   She sighed, bringing herself out of the strange reverie that had captivated her for the past thirty or so seconds.
 
   When she opened her eyes, she was surprised to see Brett and Detective Tennison standing beside her.
 
   “You okay, Kendra?”
 
   She blinked twice.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   Brett’s concerned look transitioned into one of incredulity. 
 
   “You sure?”
 
   Kendra nodded, and Brett turned his attention to Tennison.
 
   “Any idea what the words mean?” he asked. 
 
   The elderly detective shrugged.
 
   “No clue.”
 
   Kendra shuddered involuntarily.
 
   She knew. 
 
   She knew exactly what those four words meant.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
   “So, tell me, why is a four-year-old girl writing in Latin in her closet?” Detective Tennison asked.
 
   Kendra looked at Brett, who just shrugged. They had gone back inside the house, after talking for a few minutes in hushed tones to avoid being overheard by the reporters had grown annoying. 
 
   They were in the kitchen now.
 
   “No idea,” Kendra said. A thought came to her. “Religious family? Did they go to church? Whenever I think of Latin, I think of the church.”
 
   Tennison mulled this over. 
 
   “No, not that I’m aware of.”
 
   “Some secret, maybe? Any signs of sexual abuse?” Kendra continued.
 
   “No, nothing that the ME could identify.”
 
   “Journals? A diary?”
 
   Brett answered this query.
 
   “She was only four, Kendra.”
 
   Kendra grimaced.
 
   “Yeah, well, four-year-olds don’t usually write in Latin, either.”
 
   Brett held up a hand defensively.
 
   “Hold on a sec. What makes you think she wrote it?”
 
   Tennison nodded.
 
   “Good point; I doubt a four-year-old can even write like that.” He shrugged. “Maybe. Just to be sure, I’ll get one of the uniforms to find some of her schoolwork, compare the writing.”
 
   Kendra turned back to the detective, pushing aside thoughts about the words and instead concentrating on Steph.
 
   “What about her past? Records of problems at daycare? Extended time with an uncle? Stepbrother? The file indicated that Roger was in his late thirties… a grandfather, perhaps?
 
   Tennison shook his head.
 
   “No to any of that… at least as far as the uniforms could dig up. But, here’s the thing: I can’t really find much of a record of the Blacks from anything before about three years ago—before they moved here. This house? Not theirs… they rent. Even their two cars are new leases.”
 
   Kendra made a face, and her eyes darted about the kitchen. It was a modest house, nothing elaborate or extravagant; melamine countertops, snap-and-go cabinets. Not dirty or grungy or poor taste, just nothing too expensive. 
 
   “What are you reaching for here, Kendra?”
 
   Kendra ignored Brett’s comment.
 
   “What did the Blacks do for a living?”
 
   Tennison answered without hesitating—at least her instincts had been right about one thing to this point: Detective Tennison was a good detective.
 
   “Roger Black was a scientist—worked as a mid-level manager a couple of counties over for big pharma. Miriam Black worked as a part-time chef at Eagle’s Nest Golf Course.”
 
   Kendra squinted one eye, as was her habit when she fell deep into thought. She stepped around the pile of blood, and headed away from the kitchen toward the family room. It was clear that the eyes of her partner and the detective, as well as that of a uniformed officer—the one I berated yesterday?—were on her, but she didn’t care.
 
   She needed to get away again, to think. Less than a minute later, she was alone, staring at the mantle above the fireplace. There were three pictures in matching gold frames—Mom, Dad, Daughter—but these didn’t interest her. It was the fourth, the crude drawing of a lake or a pond, with what looked like thin sticks or trees poking upward on either side, that kept her attention. On the left hand side, with the proportions all out of whack, stood what looked like three girls, with hands like chicken feet sticking out from brightly colored dresses. There was also some sort of fire by the side of the lake, thin strips of orange and yellow and red, reaching halfway up the page. It was clearly Steph Black’s art from school or daycare, a piece that for whatever reason her parents had thought special enough to frame and put on the mantle. 
 
   Kendra felt a strange pang in her gut then, something that she hadn’t felt in a long while. It was so strange, so foreign a sensation, that she actually gulped. 
 
   Guilt—I feel guilty.
 
   She blinked once, twice, and then a third time, trying to right herself.
 
   What the fuck is wrong with me?
 
   For a second, she thought maybe it was just a manifestation of self-doubt at having completely struck out with her initial analysis of what had happened here. 
 
   This was no normal murder/suicide.
 
   But while this fact was irksome, it wasn’t all that was bothering her. After all, she had been wrong before, of course—every agent had an off day—and yet she never felt like this.
 
   Kendra shook her head and allowed her eyes to defocus as she forced her thoughts back to the case; the facts of the case, not her personal opinions or bizarre inclinations.
 
   Man, late thirties, working as a manager at big pharma. Wife working at a golf course as a chef… she wanted or needed to work? 
 
   She had never been to Eagle’s Nest Golf Course, of course, but the fact that it had a chef and not a cook was telling. It wasn’t likely to be a greasy spoon like the one that Brett had met her for breakfast that morning. Which had her leaning toward the former. And Roger was a manager at big pharma… Kendra had been to enough Torrance, West Virginia-type small towns to know that real estate around here was cheap. Dirt cheap. Which also had her leaning toward Miriam wanting to work, as opposed to having to work. 
 
   So why the fuck are they renting?
 
   Something just wasn’t adding up. 
 
   A thought suddenly struck her, and she hurried back to the kitchen.
 
   “Tennison, you said that Roger Black was a manager at big pharma? He would most likely need a higher degree for that… a Master’s at least. See if you can comb the records, check the local colleges, the ones with research programs—chemistry, biology, pathology, micro—see if you can find a record of Roger Black. If that doesn’t work, keep expanding outward… first statewide, then if you have to, nationwide.”
 
   The past, there is something about their past.
 
   Tennison, who had since taken a small flip pad out of his pocket, started scribbling something down. She admired the man, she realized. 
 
   Not many detectives, regardless of age, still wrote freehand. Most used a cell phone or tablet.
 
   But not Detective Tennison.
 
   Her eyes drifted to Cherry, who was giving her a strange look. It was one she had seen many times before, but no matter how many times she saw it, no matter how many years she worked with him—going on seven now—she just couldn’t get used to it.
 
   Cute and charming, but annoying—it annoyed Kendra that he always looked like he was contemplating life while taking a shit.
 
   Before she knew it, her eyes landed on the bloody words on the fridge: You can’t have her.
 
   She nibbled on her lower lip.
 
   Who can’t have her? And what is with mater est, matrem omnium? 
 
   A quick Google translate revealed that it loosely translated as mother of one, mother of all. 
 
   A lot of help that was.
 
   Mother of all? Mother of Steph Black? It was her mother that killed her?
 
   Kendra took a deep breath.
 
   “You know what? Do a DNA test on the girl, compare it to the parents,” she instructed.
 
   Tennison stopped writing and stared at her through his puffy eyelids.
 
   “You think—”
 
   “Don’t know—just in case.”
 
   The man seemed to contemplate this for a moment.
 
   “I don’t actually think we can do that here—we have a population of only—”
 
   Kendra turned to Brett, and the man’s expression immediately changed from confused to serious. He reached into the back pocket of his pants and pulled out his wallet. Then he removed a white business card.
 
   “Can I borrow your pen?” he asked Tennison, who immediately handed it over. Agent Cherry wrote something on the back and handed both the card and the pen over to the detective.
 
   “Call the man on the back… Agent Grover. Tell him that you are sending some samples for DNA testing. Also, make sure to check the glass of milk for fingerprints, and see what you can find if there is anything else in it.” He appeared to think this over for a moment. “Can you guys do that?”
 
   “In it? What do you mean?”
 
   “Look for sedatives, opiates, anything that shouldn’t be in milk.”
 
   Tennison nodded.
 
   “Yeah, that we can do.”
 
   “My number is on the other side of the card, and you already have Agent Wilson’s, right?”
 
   Tennison said that he did, but a look of confusion crossed his face.
 
   “Wait, you guys are leaving?”
 
   Cherry’s response caught both the detective and Kendra by surprise.
 
   “Leaving in the morning,” he confirmed. 
 
   Kendra repeated the words in her head, but they had transformed into a question. Thankfully, Tennison was the one who asked what was on her mind, sparing her the embarrassment of asking it herself.
 
   “Why are you leaving? You just got here…”
 
   “Nothing else we can do for you.” He pointed at the business card. “Call Agent Grover.”
 
   A tired-looking Tennison held up the card to acknowledge that he understood. 
 
   “Where’re you going?” he asked in a voice that suggested he wasn’t expecting an answer. 
 
   But Brett replied, and quickly.
 
   “To find a missing girl.”
 
   Kendra walked over to the detective and shook his hand. His grip wasn’t nearly as strong as it had been when they had met yesterday.
 
   As she and Brett turned to leave the house, her eyes fell on the words on the fridge again.
 
   “I have a dozen reporters outside, what do I tell them?” Tennison asked from behind them.
 
   This time, no answer was forthcoming.
 
   You can’t have her.
 
   Kendra shook her head.
 
   Who is you?
 
   What’s with the milk? 
 
   And why the fuck is a four-year old writing those words in Latin?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
   Brett accepted Kendra’s offer to come to her hotel room for a drink, even though she knew that the man never touched the stuff. When she opened the door, she realized that her clothes from the day before were still on the bed. 
 
   “Sorry about the mess,” she lied.
 
   Kendra didn’t really care about these sorts of things, mostly because she wasn’t overly concerned with what people thought about her. Still, she was not so immune from social graces that she didn’t pick up her clothes and place them on the faux wood dresser.
 
   “Not a problem,” Brett replied, taking a seat at the end of the bed. 
 
   Kendra went to the mini bar next, letting out a sigh of relief when she saw that it had been refilled during the day. 
 
   Fuck the Agency, she thought, remembering the scolding she had received after returning from assignment in Knoxville, Tennessee, a little over a month ago.
 
   “Three hundred and sixty-seven dollars and twelve cents,” the director said, holding a sheet of paper up to his face, hiding his features. 
 
   Kendra picked at the torn upholstery on the arm of her chair and waited. Only when Director Ames lowered the paper did she look up. 
 
   Her face was blank, his was not: the director’s lips were pulled into a frown. Even though she had been in his presence more times than she could remember, she was always struck by how young he looked. Square jaw, dark brown eyes, a straight, if slightly over-sized nose, and brown hair cropped close to his head. Nary a hint of a beard on his smooth face. When she first joined the FBI, Kendra figured they were both around the same age… both in their early thirties. But while gravity had gone to work on her over the years, causing her cheeks and breasts to sag just a little bit, the skin under her neck to become softer and more pliable, and the lines around her mouth to deepen, for some reason—which must have been an illusion—the director’s skin seemed to become softer, tighter, more youthful with time. On one particular occasion, she had been so dumbstruck by this that she had gone so far as to ask Brett how old the man was, but he kindly yet assertively suggested that it was best not to inquire about such things.
 
   “Inquire”… like they were asking an aging cougar to sign an affidavit about her height and weight for an online dating service.
 
   “Really, Kendra? Nearly four hundred dollars?”
 
   Kendra’s thoughts turned to the case in Knoxville. A Jewish teenager had walked into school with a loaded shotgun, screamed “Allahu Akbar,” and then proceeded to shoot himself in the dick. 
 
   So what? She wasn’t entitled to a few drinks as she tried to wrap her mind around that one? To determine whether they should bring in Homeland?
 
   The director put the hotel bar bill on the table in front of him, and as if reading her mind, said, “I could care less about the four hundred, Kendra. You know that. What I am concerned about is you: you were there for one night.”
 
   Kendra had very quickly realized that the Jewish boy had no affiliations with ISIS or Al Qaeda; in fact, she doubted he knew anything about terrorist organizations outside of their names. The boy was just a confused homosexual who wasn’t accepted by his faith, his teachers, his parents… he was basically shunned by everyone who he cared about. 
 
   “I need to know if I can count on you, Kendra.”
 
   “I’m fine,” she answered curtly, to which the director responded with a sigh.
 
   “I’ve been in your place, Kendra, I know what it’s like—I know what this job can do to a person.”
 
   You’ve been in my place? Did you start in the FBI when you were eleven?
 
   “I said I’m fine.”
 
   The director leaned forward, laying his thin forearms on his over-sized desk.
 
   “You are one of my best agents, Kendra…”
 
   “I’m fine,” Kendra said out loud, cracking the top of the bottle—Jack Daniels—and taking a long swig.
 
   “What?”
 
   Kendra ignored Brett, pausing only to take a breath before finishing the bottle. Then she grabbed another and slammed the door closed with her foot. As she made her way over to Brett, who, she noted, was staring at her with that damn look on his face again, she debated turning on the TV. It dawned on her that she might have left the porn channel on, but she shrugged this off. 
 
   She doubted that Brett would care, but decided against turning it on anyway. 
 
   “What happened to you back there in the closet?” he asked as Kendra took a seat beside him on the edge of the bed. 
 
   It was an honest question, one that she had expected. And yet she was unprepared to answer it. This wasn’t out of the ordinary for their relationship, and she hoped that Brett would just let it slide. 
 
   He didn’t.
 
   “Kendra? The closet?” Brett’s eyebrows were knotted in concern. When he spoke again, he lowered his gaze, almost as if he were ashamed of what he was about to say. “I need to know I can count on you.”
 
   Kendra made a hmph sound.
 
   ‘I need to know I can count on you.’
 
   It was an identical statement to the one that Director Ames had posed a few weeks back. Yeah, they most definitely had been talking about her. 
 
   “I’m fine,” she said, offering the same response to her partner that she had given her boss.
 
   The two men worrying about her or talking behind her back came of no surprise, really. And it didn’t really bother her. Maybe tomorrow it would, but then again, maybe it wouldn’t. For now, however, her mind was preoccupied. 
 
   What was really bothering her was the picture of the lake or pond with the sticks. And the fire, which for some reason she was now convinced was a pyre… that bothered her too. Which was strange, given how horrible the rest of the scene at the Black residence had been.
 
   You can’t have her.
 
   Kendra took a swig of the whiskey.
 
   Sis, why don’t you come join us? Mater est, matrem omnium, sis.  
 
   She finished the bottle and, holding the caustic liquid in her mouth, she turned to Brett. Without saying a word, she leaned over and kissed him on the mouth. He must have known that this was coming, because instead of being taken by surprise, he tried to kiss her back. She felt his tongue try to probe into her mouth, but she pulled away before it gained entrance. 
 
   Kendra grabbed the man’s wrists, which were at his sides, his palms pressed into the bed, and pulled them over his head. At the same time, she moved a leg to the other side of his body, and shoved him backward. In a second, she was straddling him, his arms held high above his head, her hands gripping his wrists hard enough that she could feel her nails bite into his skin. Closing her eyes, she lowered her face to his and started kissing him again. This time when their tongues met, she let the whiskey that she had been holding in her cheeks spill into his mouth.
 
   Brett’s eyes snapped open, and he turned his head to the side, sputtering, the liquid spilling out and coating his cheek. 
 
   “What the hell, Kendra?”
 
   For once, the incredulous look on his face was gone.
 
   “Kendra? What—?”
 
   He tried to push against her, to raise his arms, but even though he was much stronger than her—he was made of solid muscle—he couldn’t gain any leverage. 
 
   “Kendra! Get off—”
 
   Eyes wild, Kendra let go of his left wrist, but before he could react, she brought her hand between his legs, finding his cock.
 
   It was hard, and a smile crossed her face.
 
   “I want you to fuck me hard, Brett. Fuck me like you mean it.”
 
   Then she leaned in and kissed him again, her upper lip pushing against his teeth so hard that it hurt.
 
   Agent Brett Cherry stopped complaining. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
    
 
   Lacy McGuire didn’t know where she was—the blindfold that had been placed over her eyes a day ago, or maybe two, kept her in the dark. But when she was hoisted out of the—car? Van? Bus?—that she had been lying in, Lacy knew that she was somewhere with water. It reminded her of the time she had spent with her father, in the early days when they would go camping back when Mommy wasn’t sick yet.
 
   Lacy had a great memory for a four-year-old, her dad always told her so. She remembered as far back as when she was only two, during her first time going camping with her mother and father. She also remembered her father throwing her off the dock, and her screaming half in fear and half in delight as she hit the cold water. As the blackness of the underwater world enveloped her, her bubbling screams would lean more toward fear than delight, but then she would bob back to the surface, her arms splayed out at her sides from the water wings. When the fear eventually passed, she would beg him to throw her in again and again and again, and each time she felt the same conflicting mix of emotions, despite the fact that the result was always the same.
 
   Lacy remembered the campfires, the stars, the strange noises at night.
 
   And the smell, the smell of water hanging in the air, not after a rain—that was thinner somehow. The smell of water from a lake or stream or pond was more permanent, permeating the air with underlying odors of vegetation, rot, and fish, in a natural and not unpleasant way. 
 
   And this was what she smelled now. 
 
   A pond or a lake. 
 
   So when the hand on her shoulder gently guided her forward, Lacy’s steps were cautious, her toes probing before landing, hoping that the next time her toes extended, they wouldn’t find water.
 
   This charade reminded her of a story her dad had read her just a few nights ago, one about pirates. He had said it was too scary for her, but she had insisted. She could tell by the way his reading was choppy, taking short but perceptible breaks between sentences, that he was editing on the fly, cutting out the scary parts, but that was okay.
 
   Even with his editorial decisions, the story had still been scary.
 
   ‘Walk the plank!’ the pirate demanded his captive, ushering him onto a board extending over dark blue waters frothing with the frenzied activity of sharks. ‘Walk the plank, scoundrel!’
 
   “Almost there,” the man’s soft voice behind her instructed. 
 
   Lacy was scared, but all of her tears had dried on her face after first being taken from her room. Her initial fright had been one of the unknown, of thinking that the hand that had snaked across her mouth had been the thing from under the bed. 
 
   When she’d found out that it was just a man—a kind man, at that—some of her visceral revulsion had left her. 
 
   Lacy knew that she shouldn’t be here, that she should have at least asked Daddy if she could go, because she knew that he would be angry that he left without telling him. 
 
   But the man said he was an uncle, and that he was taking her to see someone really special. And the mask on her face? That was because it was a surprise.
 
   And that made sense, because it had been her birthday just a few days ago.
 
   “Just a little bit further,” the man instructed, and Lacy felt herself nodding. Her probing foot hit something soft, and she felt her bare foot sink in a little, the substance thick and wet, oozing from between her toes.
 
   Beneath the mask, she made a face.
 
   Gross.
 
   As she pulled her foot up, there was a loud slurping sound, and she nearly giggled. If it had been the monster from under the bed that had taken her and not Uncle Martin, then what she had just felt was probably the monster suckling her toes.
 
   The sound wasn’t giggle-worthy, but the tickling was.
 
   When Lacy took another breath, she caught something else clinging to the humidity in the air, a scent that stopped the childish laughter in her throat.
 
   Fire—I smell fire.
 
   It was only a faint whiff, an odor trailing behind all the others, while at the same time underlying them all. 
 
   “We’re here,” the voice said, and before Lacy could react, she felt the hood being pulled off. 
 
   All of the smells increased without the thick black fabric as a filter.
 
   Including the fire—which reminded her of her nightmares.
 
   Lacy, breathing more quickly now, the fear that she felt in her bed that night slowly creeping back, blinked rapidly. She didn’t know how long she had been in the bag—she might have fallen asleep in the vehicle—but long enough that the sky had lightened a little.
 
   As her eyes slowly adjusted from the pitch darkness of the bag to the fractal light split between tall, branchless trees, fear began to build inside her, filling her up from her stomach before radiating to the rest of her body.
 
   Guilt at leaving her father struck her next.
 
   Then confusion, and distrust.
 
   She intended to turn, to get a good look at the uncle that she had never met before, but something else caught her eye. There was a woman standing before her, a woman in a white dress that was strangely clean in this dirty place.
 
   “Say hello,” the man behind her whispered almost breathlessly.
 
   Little Lacy, as her father had a penchant for calling her—even though she was four, a big girl and not little—blinked twice and the woman’s smiling face suddenly came into focus. 
 
   It was the face of the woman in her dreams, the one whose mouth was wide, the one who was burning, her flesh turning black like overcooked bacon. 
 
   “Welcome home, Lacy. Welcome to the family.”
 
   Little Lacy didn’t respond. Instead, she screamed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part II – Missing
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
   The alarm on Kendra’s phone started beeping at exactly 6:15 in the morning, but she didn’t move.
 
   Instead, she squeezed her eyes closed even tighter, trying to determine if she had a headache or not. 
 
   She did.
 
   The next thing she did was clucked her tongue; it felt two sizes too big. 
 
   Her breasts hurt, as did her ass and vagina.
 
   Brett had really taken her words to heart; he had fucked her like he meant it. Like he absolutely meant it.
 
   At last she opened one eye, and as expected she saw only the empty bed beside her, the pillow not indented, the sheets not even pulled back.
 
   Brett hadn’t stayed over; he knew his place in this meandering labyrinth that was her life, and it didn’t include cuddles or ‘sleepovers.’
 
   Kendra opened both eyes now and turned her head the other way, finally spying her phone that was emitting the obnoxious beeping.
 
   Her hand reached out, and she swiped at it, but her arm fell short by a few inches and instead sent several empty mini bottles scattering. The clinking they made as they banged against the wall and then ping-ponged their way down the back of the bedside table sent icy slivers of pain through her head. With a groan, she managed to roll onto her left side. Now her phone was within reach and she grabbed it, wincing as she brought it—and the accompanying sound—closer to her face. With blurred vision, she managed to flick the slider and then press the giant red ‘OFF’ button.
 
   Silence.
 
   Kendra closed her eyes again, trying to will her headache away.
 
   And it worked.
 
   Sort of; when she opened her eyes again, the pounding in her skull had subsided to a dull throb. 
 
   A glass of water and a couple aspirin should do the trick.
 
   Kendra sighed and brought herself to a seated position. Elbows on her knees, she brought a hand to her face, starting with a gentle massage to her temples, then moving to her eyes and then the rest of her face, trying to wipe away the hangover. 
 
   A hard rap on the door snapped her out of her own head, and she spun around—too quickly. A wave of nausea hit her and she fought the urge to vomit. 
 
   Kendra offered a cursory glance at the number of mini bottles scattered on the bedside table: four, plus at least two that she had sent scattering. There were two more on the dresser, and one beside the TV—which was off, as she wasn’t in the mood for any porn—bringing the grand total to nine. 
 
   More than enough to account for her thickened tongue, roiling guts, and headache, especially considering that Brett doesn’t drink. At least not anymore.
 
   There was another knock on the door.
 
   “Kendra?” 
 
   It was Brett. 
 
   Kendra looked down at her body, and realized that she was completely nude. She was not at all sheepish, especially after last night, yet Kendra still felt the need to wrap herself in the sheet before making her way to the door. 
 
   After all, they were work colleagues… and they were on work hours.
 
   Kind of.
 
   Six fifteen? What the fuck is Brett doing here so early? 
 
   She tried to think back to last night, to their conversations, their plans, before and after they had decided to re-enact the first fifteen or so chapters from the Kama Sutra handbook.
 
   Racking her brain, pushing aside glimpses of sweaty, grunting bodies, fluids, gasping, moaning, ecstasy, orgasms, she thought she remembered Brett saying something about meeting up at around eight for his breakfast and coffee.
 
   So what the fuck is he doing here at just past six in the morning?
 
   Kendra, her body wrapped in the sheet that trailed her like some sort of whore’s wedding gown, leaned up against the back of the door and closed her eyes again.
 
   “What do you want, Brett?”
 
   “You didn’t get my calls? I tried three times this morning.”
 
   Kendra took a deep breath. Despite what the director thought, she didn’t drink too much.
 
   Last night was an exception, not the rule.
 
   “No,” she admitted. “Didn’t hear my phone.”
 
   “Director Ames called, we need to get going ASAP. Lacy’s father has been telling local media outlets about some sort of demon… that a, uh, uh, demon took his child. He wants us there now, to quiet things down.”
 
   Demon? 
 
   Kendra scraped her tongue on her top teeth, a chalky substance that tasted of ethanol filling her mouth. Again she fought the desire to puke.
 
   Hey, sis, what about a little mater est, matrem omnium in the morning?
 
   “Okay,” she managed at last.
 
   “Okay? Are you okay after last night? I mean, it was—”
 
   Sweaty, hot, and violent.
 
   Kendra felt a pang of soreness in her vagina. Brett was well built all over… maybe even too well built.
 
   “Fine,” she said, trying to push the images from her head. But the sheet shifted, and the shitty 100-thread-count fabric—like burlap—scraped against her back, reminding her of the rawness there as well.
 
    Brett had scratched her last night, raked her back with his—small, pale hand, dotted with blood as she tried to crawl out from beneath her parents’ bodies. The same hand that had drawn a picture of the (swamp) water, with the burning (person) pyre, and the sticks (trees) stuck in the mud—large fingers.
 
   All of a sudden she wished that her mind was again overwhelmed with images of Brett, turning her over, filling her with his hard, thick cock. 
 
   Unable to take it anymore, her eyes snapped open, eventually focusing on a discarded mini bottle of Crown.
 
   Nine… or was it ten?
 
   But what annoyed her now was the fact that it was empty.
 
   Another drink would send the hangover packing faster than any aspirin. 
 
   “Give me five,” she said, her voice but a hoarse whisper. “I’ll be out in five.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
   True to her word, less than five minutes later, Agent Kendra Wilson was standing outside her hotel room, none the worse for wear. On the outside, at least… thanks, in part, to the over-sized sunglasses that covered about a third of her face.
 
   Brett was sitting in his car, which was parked in the spot directly in front of the door, his bumper so close to her room that she had to skirt to one side to fit by. Her own rental was parked beside it. Her eyes flicked to Brett, who sat with an arm hanging out of the window. It was clear from his posture that he expected her to join him.
 
   “What about my rental?” she asked. Chugging a liter of warm water had taken some of the knots out of her vocal cords, but not all; her voice was taut, like a frayed rope pulled tight.
 
   The man smiled, but he too looked tired.
 
   “They’ll pick it up.”
 
   Kendra smirked. 
 
   Not exactly the way the company works, but… 
 
   She walked the handful of feet to the passenger door and pulled it wide, relieved that the AC was pumping on full, even with Brett’s window open. She was barely seated when Brett jammed the car into reverse; the tires squealed as they pealed out of the parking lot. 
 
   “Fuck, take it easy, Brett. Headache over here.”
 
   Brett allowed the car to come to a complete stop before putting it back into drive. Then he slammed his foot down on the gas, the smirk on his face growing into a complete smile.
 
   “Asshole,” she muttered, but the truth was her headache was mostly gone. 
 
   They were on the open road in less than five minutes, Brett driving at nearly twice the speed limit, when she finally broke the silence.
 
   “Where are we going, anyway?”
 
   Brett kept his eyes on the road, which was odd for the man who liked to get inside people’s heads using his goofy, confused expression.
 
   “Told you already, going to see about a missing girl. The father is going apeshit online, spreading rumors.”
 
   Mater est, matrem omnium, no doubt. She swallowed hard, trying to force the associated memories away. That part of her was dead and gone.
 
   Steph Black’s murder wasn’t related. She had simply keyed in on some funny-sounding words that she had heard on a TV show, maybe, or surfing online.
 
   Kendra ground her teeth, trying to get her analytical mind to accept her absurd theory. She would have failed, but thankfully Brett continued speaking and distracted her.
 
   “Three missing girls and the murder/suicide; the only thing linking them is the age of the victim and the glass of milk—all of them had a glass of milk left behind. None of the parents claim that they put it there.”
 
   This much Kendra also already knew.
 
   She waited for more.
 
   “What?” Brett asked. “What else do you want to know?”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “Ah, you want a geography lesson? I see. Going to Rickshaw County, ‘bout three hours from here.”
 
   At long last, Kendra relaxed into her seat. But while her posture had become comfortable, internally she was a mess, her mind a whir trying to process this new information. 
 
   It was almost enough for her to forget about the voice and the room.
 
   September twenty-eighth: Meghan Miller missing, both parents home at the time.
 
   October third: three dead in the Black household.
 
   Her mind returned to the folder that Brett had handed her at the Black house, which he had promptly retrieved.
 
   October fourth: Lacy McGuire missing, father home.
 
   There was another missing girl, but she couldn’t remember the details from the file; her mind had been preoccupied at the time by the three bodies coated in blood lying stacked on the kitchen floor.
 
   Maybe I am losing it, she thought. Her mind turned to the director, his young face staring at her from behind the desk.
 
   Kendra shook her head.
 
   The drink; it’s the booze from last night. It’ll come to me.
 
   “What about the room?” he asked quietly.
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “Spoke to Grover this morning, he said that Latin shit means ‘mother of one, mother of all’. This mean anything to you?”
 
   And for a second, Kendra was back there, on all fours, reading the oddly familiar words, hearing someone speak inside her head.
 
   A shudder racked her entire body, and the nausea of this morning returned. Swallowing hard, she reached forward and turned the AC up a notch.
 
   “No fucking clue,” she lied. Then her tone turned angry. “You think because I was raised in a church I know what all this weird Latin shit means?”
 
   “No, guess, not. Shit, don’t get all twisted. Was just asking.”
 
   Kendra closed her eyes.
 
   “Think before you ask.”
 
   For a few minutes, neither of them spoke.
 
   Then Brett let out a heavy sigh.
 
   “You gonna be okay, Kendra?”
 
   Can I count on you? 
 
   Kendra didn’t think that the query deserved an answer, but Brett surprised her by pushing the issue.
 
   “Last night—” he began, but Kendra cut him off with a sharp look.
 
   Watch it, now… we have an agreement—unspoken, but still binding. 
 
   The atmosphere inside the rental suddenly became tense again.
 
   “I know, I know,” he continued, as if reading her mind. “But last night was different. You were different.”
 
   Images of Brett behind her, grunting as he gripped her ass, his nails raking her back. 
 
   “You think that… you think that you should take a break after this one? I mean, with your past, you think this kidnapping of girls is, ah, affecting you?”
 
   “I’m fine,” she said, and then, to make sure that Brett didn’t continue the conversation, Kendra turned away from him and curled into a ball.
 
   Sleep hit her like a brick.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
   “Why are there all these boxes here, Daddy?”
 
   Her father didn’t look at her directly; instead, his eyes wandered off to one side when he answered. 
 
   “Because we are moving, hon.”
 
   Kendra scrunched her round face.
 
   “Moving?”
 
   “Moving.”
 
   His voice was somber, and it hitched with the word. He had a Blue Jays cap pulled low, hiding his eyes. For a second, Kendra thought that he was crying.
 
   But that couldn’t be right. 
 
   After all, Daddy never cried.
 
   “Moving?”
 
   This time, her father didn’t answer, choosing instead to stack a box on top of two others. Then he turned and went back to clearing picture frames off the mantle. When he removed the last picture, he hesitated and stared at it a moment, and this time Kendra saw something drop from his face and onto the glass. Her father wiped it away quickly with his sleeve, but he wasn’t fast enough for her not to notice.
 
   He was crying.
 
   But this revelation came with no exhausted sense of achievement, as was customary with most four-year-olds. This one came with a sadness and fear that she rarely felt.
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   The man in the cap sniffed.
 
   “It’ll be okay, sweetie. It’ll be okay.”
 
   Kendra’s mind turned to the night before, when she had been having the bad dream again. She had wanted to cry out, to call for Daddy, but voices from the kitchen below had stopped her.
 
   Mommy and Daddy were fighting—she could tell even though their words were barely whispered. 
 
   Internally, Kendra scolded herself for being surprised to wake up to the sound of Daddy packing boxes again. 
 
   The last two times she remembered Mommy and Daddy fighting, they had moved either the next day, or a day or two later. 
 
   She should have known.
 
   “Come here,” her father whispered. When he finally looked at her, she saw that his eyes were red as if he hadn’t slept at all the night before. And his face was streaked with tears.
 
   Kendra ran to him, her own tears coming now, her tiny body racked with sobs. Arms wide, she embraced him, squeezing his sides as hard as she could. 
 
   ‘Stop crying, Daddy,’ she wanted to say. ‘Please, Daddy.’ 
 
   But her tears prevented her from getting any words out. 
 
   Her father eventually broke their embrace, his hands grabbing her strongly by the shoulders, pushing her away so that he could stare directly into her eyes.
 
   “We are doing this for you, sweetie,” he said, his lower lip curling. It was clear that he was trying to be strong, to keep from crying, but he was doing a poor job of it. He looked haggard, ragged, and beaten. “I love you so much.”
 
   He pulled her in close again, hugging Kendra so tight this time that it was difficult for her to breathe. 
 
   “We’re doing this for you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
    
 
   Agent Brett Cherry glanced over at his partner, who was curled up in as close to a fetal position as her seatbelt would allow. 
 
   A pang of sadness hit him, and he lowered his cell phone and put it back in his lap. 
 
   Kendra had problems, everyone knew that—especially him. 
 
   As did the director, which was why Brett had picked up his phone and had considered calling him.
 
   Keep an eye on Kendra, this case is going to hit close to home. If you see anything out of the ordinary with her, anything at all, you have to let me know right away. 
 
   But Kendra was also a good agent.
 
   Brett shook his head.
 
   That was his pride talking.
 
   Kendra wasn’t just good—she was the best. Kendra Wilson was the best agent that he had ever worked with, and although the director never went as far as to explicitly say so, Brett knew that the experienced man thought the same.
 
   It was in the director’s voice when he spoke about her; it was in the way he instructed Brett to only leak information to her slowly, the way he counted on her to come to conclusions on her own, knowing that this would eventually lead to her solving the case—cases that neither Brett nor the director could solve even collectively.
 
   Quirks—including her sexual proclivity and propensity for alcohol—had always been part of her MO, her way of dealing with the horrific crimes that they bore witness to. And it was also a remnant of her past, like the cuts all over her body that she tried to hide, the ones that Brett could never quite figure out whether they were self-inflicted or if someone had scarred her long ago. 
 
   But this time—this crime—was different. The director had known this as well. The man’s consistent, authoritative demeanor had faltered when he had brought Brett into the office to discuss not just what was at first glance a cut-and-dry murder/suicide, but the possible connection to other crimes.
 
   Of missing four-year-old girls.
 
   Brett’s hand again reached for his phone in his lap, but Kendra sighed, a pained sound that made her cheek twitch, and he hesitated.
 
   He was no stranger to her past, and more than once he thought he knew more about Kendra than she knew about herself.
 
   Brett was not without his own quirks; for one, he never entered a situation unprepared, driven to seek out information about the people and places involved before he arrived on scene. Failure would to do so would almost invariably result in nearly debilitating anxiety. Which was the impetus, more than seven years ago, for looking into Kendra’s past, which had brought up some very disturbing facts. Facts that to this day he still doubted, if only because he knew that, if true, they would have immediately disqualified any prospective FBI agent.
 
   And they would have disqualified Kendra, if she hadn’t been so damn good at it.
 
   He knew a lot about Detective Tennison, too. His friends in the Agency IT department had filled him into facts about the man that neither his superiors or inferiors in the police department knew.
 
   Like that he was divorced with two grown daughters, and that he had a third daughter that neither his ex-wife or his other daughters knew about. That he had conceived her while serving overseas, that he treated her as well as he could while still keeping her existence a secret, and spent most of his paycheck continuing to support her. But he also knew that outside of this misstep, he was an honest man nearing retirement, someone who wanted a quiet life on an island somewhere after his police work was done. That he was a good detective, one that could be trusted. Otherwise, there was no way he would have left him alone to deal with the horrors at the Black house, regardless of what Director Ames instructed. 
 
   Brett picked up the phone and scrolled to the listing marked only as ‘The Director.’ 
 
   As he turned to look at Kendra again, his finger hovered over the green send button.
 
   He knew that by calling the director, Kendra’s demands for sex would come to an end. It was their unspoken agreement, after all.
 
   The director knew about their relationship, of course, as, like he, the man had an insatiable need for knowledge, to understand not just the people around him, but people in general. What made them tick, what made them do the things that they did. And Brett would be lying if he said that he didn’t enjoy his time with Kendra, even though rough sex wasn’t really his cup of tea.
 
   But that wasn’t the only thing that would end.
 
   Kendra’s career would also be cut short.
 
   If you notice anything at all…
 
   Brett’s eyes moved from Kendra’s pretty face, mostly covered in her obnoxiously large sunglasses and matted hair, to the call button on his phone.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
   Kendra nearly shrieked when a hand on her shoulder jostled her awake.
 
   She had been having the dream again, the one that she hadn’t had for many, many years. What started as a memory of her moving with her father had quickly transitioned into the horrible feeling of dread and despair, of fear and anguish. To a different time, a different place.
 
   To the swamp.
 
   Her eyes snapped open, and it took all of her effort to keep her mouth clenched shut. 
 
   It was only Brett, his pale blue eyes filled with concern. 
 
   The next feeling that overcame her was one of confusion: even though she remembered leaving in the early morning, and Brett had told her that the drive wouldn’t take more than a couple hours, it was unexpectedly dark outside.
 
   A moment later, she realized that it was still hot out, intensely hot, even with the AC blasting. A second after that, she figured out that it was just her dark sunglasses that were clouding her world.
 
   She took them off and squinted into the sun.
 
   “We’re here,” Brett said in a soft voice. 
 
   Here. 
 
   Memories of the stacked bodies, of the files of the missing girls, came flooding back to her.
 
   Rickshaw County. 
 
   Kendra sat up in her seat, stretching her legs out in front of her. Then she peered out the windshield.
 
   Brett had pulled his rental up to a small colonial house that reminded Kendra of a post-World War II home gifted to veterans, back when veterans were treated as heroes and not disposable instruments of war.
 
   The slat board siding was painted a pale blue, up to a white section on the second floor that was clearly an addition that had been added sometime in the past few decades. There was a faded American flag hanging from the wooden porch. 
 
   Lacy McGuire lived here. 
 
   Kendra’s mind immediately set to work, trying to imagine the scenario and circumstances under which little Lacy had been kidnapped. She recalled the file that Brett had sent her, and mentally noted that the girl’s mother had been committed, and that only her father had been home when she had been taken in the middle of the night. Based on how poorly her assumptions had fared her at the Black house, she put aside her initial inclination that the father was involved.
 
   The house had a large front door, a thick, heavy black one that was of new construction. It looked solid, and if she knew the type, it was nearly impossible to break into. In addition to looking undamaged, all of the many windows that flanked the front of the house seemed to be intact. She assumed that there was a side door, based on the way that the wooden porch wrapped around the left side of the house. Kendra made a note to check the construction of that one later. 
 
   It was the topmost window, the one that was set back slightly from the original roof, embedded in the white addition, that stuck out to her. Squinting so hard that her headache threatened to return, she made out pale pink curtains that were only barely visible through the window; they had been pushed to one side.
 
   If she were to kidnap Lacy McGuire, this would be her preferred point of entry.
 
   Kendra nodded to herself, then turned to Brett, who was patiently waiting for her to say something, to come back out of her head.
 
   “Kendra,” Brett began, “it’s time that I filled you in a little more about what I know about this place… about Lacy and Peter McGuire.”
 
   Kendra nodded again, and listened intently to what her partner had to say. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
   The door to the McGuire residence opened from the inside, and a stern-looking police officer in his late fifties held it open for them. Brett flashed his badge, but the man barely looked at it. Instead, his brow lowered as if to say, ‘yeah, I was expecting you.’
 
   The director.
 
   Kendra didn’t even bother showing her badge, and simply entered the home. 
 
   As her eyes slowly adjusted to the dim interior, she allowed her other senses to take over. 
 
   The first thing that hit her was the smell; it didn’t smell bad, per se, just a little musty, slightly stale—a clear indication that the doors had been pretty much closed tight for the past two days. The second was the sense of foreboding—it was as if the gravity inside was stronger, weighing her down.  
 
   Her eyes became accustomed to the lighting change, and she took a step toward Brett, who was again giving her space, allowing her to work. 
 
   He wasn’t a bad agent, but they both knew who did most of the heavy lifting in their partnership. But that was okay by Kendra, as the man did most of the work when it came to extra-curriculars, and besides, he served his purpose well. One of the things she appreciated most about Brett was that he wasn’t a pretender. He knew his role, and he filled it to a ‘T.’ His innate understanding of where he fit in this world not only made him a good partner for her, but was a driving force underlying him being the best agent he possibly could be.
 
   Still, despite all of this, he was only a good agent. Kendra, on the other hand, was a great one. 
 
   C’est la fucking vie.
 
   The front entrance of the house was short, leading into an open area on their left that was clearly a family room. To the right was the kitchen, but it was hidden behind a wall, and Kendra’s eyes were drawn to the former. 
 
   There was an exhausted-looking man sitting on the edge of the couch, his elbows on his knees, his face cupped in his hands. His hands were thin and bony, veins standing out on the back of them as if they belonged to an eighty-year-old and not someone in his mid-thirties. Kendra squinted, trying to focus in on his fingers.
 
   The door closed behind her and she cringed. 
 
   “This is Peter McGuire,” the officer said.
 
   Kendra swore under her breath when the man on the couch looked up—she had wanted to spend as much time as possible observing him without him knowing. His eyes were rheumy, the rims red, as if he had spent hours rubbing them with sandpaper. 
 
   “Thanks,” she muttered sarcastically over her shoulder. 
 
   Realizing that her concentration was broken, Brett stepped toward the man, inviting him to his feet.
 
   “Agent Brett Cherry,” he said simply, extending his hand.
 
   Kendra spied his fingers: nails bitten to the quick, small dots of blood from hangnails peppering the thumb and index fingers.
 
   “Peter,” the man answered, his voice hoarse.
 
   “This is my partner, Agent Kendra Wilson.”
 
   Kendra nodded, and the man offered her a contemplative glance. She debated stepping forward and shaking his hand as well, but decided against it.
 
   Leave the small talk to Brett—he’s better at it anyway.
 
   “May we sit?”
 
   Peter nodded, then indicated the two chairs across from the couch. Brett sat, and then Peter returned to the edge of the couch. Kendra slowly made her way over to the chair beside Brett, her eyes scanning the interior of the house as she did.
 
   There was a stairwell behind the couch, a steep set covered in a dark brown worn carpet. She started to turn toward the kitchen next, but in doing so her gaze passed the man on the couch, and she realized he was looking at her with a queer expression.
 
   Still unsure of Peter McGuire at this point, she figured it best if she avoided upsetting the man further. So instead of grilling the man with her eyes, and casting doubt with her stare, Kendra made her way to the chair, trying her best to look forlorn, solemn.
 
   She sat, but while Brett was perched on the front edge of his worn leather chair, his body language mimicking Peter’s, she elected to lean back, to continue her observer role. It felt natural, of course, but it was also a ploy that Brett and she had wordlessly established long ago; kind of like the good cop bad cop routine, but neither were particularly ‘bad’—more like Caring Agent and Pensive Agent. It didn’t have the same ring to it, but it was far more effective for gaining information than the other, clichéd routine.
 
   “First off,” Brett began, his voice low and slow, “I—we—would like to express—”
 
   “Anyone want a drink? I’m making tea.”
 
   The voice came from somewhere off to their right, and was so unexpected that for a second Brett’s eyes went wide, his composure lost. Even Kendra felt her heart thud in her chest as her eyes whipped in that direction, expecting to see the officer that had held the door open. But that man was still near the door, and the voice had very clearly come from the kitchen. 
 
   Unfortunately, the hallway blocked her view of the kitchen and of the man who spoke.
 
   A drink? Whiskey, please, she almost said, despite her surprise.
 
   “We’re fine,” Brett answered, drawing Kendra back to him. “Thank you.”
 
   And there it was, the stupid expression, the confused, puppy dog look on Brett’s face that was aimed at her. If there was one thing that she could do without in this world, it was that fucking look.
 
   Fuck off, Brett.
 
   When he just continued to stare stupidly, she eventually raised an eyebrow, and debated actually verbalizing her previous thought.
 
   Quit staring, you moron.
 
   “Suit yourself,” the man from the kitchen answered.
 
   Kendra turned again, thankful for the distraction from Brett, but when she focused on the man coming toward the couch, her mouth dropped open.
 
   “This is Father John,” Peter McGuire said, and Kendra gaped.
 
   The priest smiled at her and then took a sip of his tea.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
    
 
   “Where are we going, Daddy?” Kendra asked from the backseat.
 
   Neither her father nor her mother answered. 
 
   They had been driving for nearly two hours now, and she was hot, tired, and had to pee. And she was annoyed that for pretty much the entire car ride, she had been ignored.
 
   As she turned back to the window, she could feel her lower lip curling and her eyes start to tingle. She tried her best not to cry, but she eventually lost the battle. The landscape, a dull, sandy brown, slowly became watery until it regressed into a scene not unlike staring down at the beach with a lazy wave rolling over it.
 
   “Why?” she whimpered. “Why do we have to move again?”
 
   It didn’t seem fair—none of it seemed fair.
 
   She heard a sob that wasn’t hers, and she wiped her tears away and turned to the front seat. To her surprise, her father was looking back at her, and she realized that they were now parked.
 
   He was crying again. Her gaze darted to her mother, who was still staring blankly ahead as if in some sort of trance.
 
   “I love you,” he said. “Your mother and I love you very much.”
 
   Then why do we have to move?
 
   But her father’s words—not from today, but from what seemed a different era—kept her from speaking.
 
   Think before you speak, Kendra. Think, observe, then pick your words wisely.
 
   Repeating the same question would not get her an answer, or if it did, it wasn’t an answer that she would want to hear.
 
   “Please,” her father continued. He reached into the backseat, an envelope in his outstretched hand. “I need you to deliver this.”
 
   Confusion replaced the look of despair on her face.
 
   A letter?
 
   “Take it, Kendra.”
 
   She reluctantly obliged. It was light and thin even in her small hand.
 
   Her father turned his gaze toward the side of the road, and she followed it.
 
   A small white church sat in what appeared to be the center of nowhere, the cross that extended from the peaked roof seemingly glowing in the hot white sun.
 
   She turned back to her father’s tear-streaked face.
 
   “Please, just deliver the letter, Ken-Ken.”
 
   Ken-Ken.
 
   He rarely called her that anymore. 
 
   Like in a dream, she reached over and unclicked her seatbelt with her free hand. Barely more than an automaton now, she opened the door next, and before a cognizant thought entered her head, she was standing on the hot sidewalk, squinting in the hot sun.
 
   Something was wrong here, very wrong, she knew that in her guts, in her soul, but she took a step toward the wooden doors nonetheless.
 
   One step, then two. 
 
   Before she knew it, she was standing in front of the church, the huge wooden door looming over her.
 
   She turned back to look at her mom and dad in the car behind her. As before, her mother was staring ahead, but her father’s eyes were on her.
 
   And they were filled with a sadness so deep that she wasn’t sure she fully understood it.
 
   Kendra Wilson knocked on the door, her eyes still locked on the car. Her tiny hand made a barely perceptible noise, but less than a minute later, she heard the sound of old wood creaking. She turned back in time to see the door opening, a sliver at first, then a foot, then two. A priest with a short, dark beard looked down at her, his brown eyes kind, inviting.
 
   “Hi there, little one.” His smile faltered as he looked around her. “What are you doing here all by yourself?”
 
   By myself?
 
   Kendra’s head whipped around so quickly that she nearly fell.
 
   She expected to see her dad’s dark blue Toyota, her father still staring at her with his sad eyes.
 
   But all she saw was a tight, whirling dervish of dust.
 
    
 
   “Kendra! Kendra!”
 
   Her eyes slowly began to focus again, the blurriness fading in strips as if someone were systematically wiping Vaseline from a pair of reading glasses.
 
   And when they cleared, she saw only one thing.
 
   A square.
 
   A white square.
 
   I need to get out of here.
 
   Kendra didn’t know if she had said the words out loud or just thought them, but it didn’t matter. She struggled to hoist her body out of the chair, her legs feeling like cinderblocks.
 
   She stumbled toward the door, needing to grasp the wall at one point to prevent fall falling. Somewhere far away, she realized that the officer was staring at her, but she ignored him and pushed past.
 
   Both of her hands slammed against the door, and a second later, Kendra spilled out into the hot sun.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
    
 
    
 
   “You should have told me! Brett, you should have fucking told me!”
 
   “I did!”
 
   Kendra’s head whipped back and forth.
 
   “But you didn’t tell me that the fucking priest would be here.” She struggled to keep her emotions under control, to force the hysteria that built inside her away. 
 
   No confused look on Brett’s face this time; instead, she was greeted by genuine concern.
 
   “At least I thought I did…”
 
   Kendra showed her back to him and stared up into the hot sun.
 
   “No you fucking didn’t, Brett. You said that McGuire had called in a priest—that a priest was here… as in fucking past tense. Not here now!”
 
   She felt a hand fall on her shoulder.
 
   “Kendra—”
 
   Kendra whipped around, and the hand fell away. She was beyond controlling her emotions now—everything from the past few days came bubbling out like a deluge.
 
   “You fucking called the director, didn’t you?”
 
   Brett’s expression transitioned to defensive.
 
   “I—”
 
   But a ringing phone interrupted him. Kendra ignored the noise.
 
   “You fucking called him.” She ground her teeth. “I knew you would—I just knew it.”
 
   The phone rang again.
 
   Kendra waved a hand in front of her, barely resisting the urge to reach out and shove Brett.
 
   “That’s it! That’s the end of it, whatever the fuck we had is over now. I—”
 
   The phone rang again.
 
   “Answer your fucking phone!”
 
   Brett’s eyes widened.
 
   “It’s your phone!”
 
   Confused, Kendra put her hand to her pocket, feeling the outline of her cell phone inside. When it rang a fourth time, she finally felt the vibration.
 
   Still seething, she fumbled to get it out of her pocket. Then she held it up to her ear and shouted, “What?”
 
   When there was no answer, she realized that she hadn’t clicked accept and pulled it away from her head and mashed the green button, barely registering the words on screen: Unidentified Caller.
 
   “What?” she shouted again. This time someone answered.
 
   “Uh, Agent Wilson?”
 
   “What? Who is this?”
 
   “It’s Detective Tennison.”
 
   At the mention of his name, she immediately recognized the man’s gravelly voice. Kendra again turned her back to Brett and forced herself to breathe deeply, before exhaling through her nose.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   Her attempts to reduce some of the venom from her voice worked… a little.
 
   “I, uh, contacted your friend at the FBI? Agent, uh…” There was a pause, followed by the sound of crinkling paper. “Agent Grover?”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Well, some of the test results came back; not all, but some. Amazingly quickly, I might add.”
 
   Kendra waited, her hand squeezing her cell phone so tightly that her fingers ached.
 
   Fucking Brett, fucking priest, fucking Lacy McGuire. Fucking Christine. Fucking mater est, matrem omnium.
 
   “And—you’re not going to believe this—but Stephanie Black?”
 
   This time the pause was drawn out, and Kendra surmised that she would get no further information without responding.
 
   “Yes? What about her?”
 
   “Well, the DNA results came back and, well, she isn’t a Black.”
 
   Kendra wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Stephanie Black had no genetic connection to either of her parents. Either she was adopted, or…”
 
   The words trailed off, drowned out by Kendra’s thoughts.
 
   Not related? Adopted? What the fuck is going on?
 
   “Adopted?” she asked quietly. 
 
   You can’t have her.
 
   “Most likely, but we couldn’t find any records.”
 
   Her mind began to spin, and she reached out for Brett again, only not to push him this time, but for support.
 
   “And there’s more: Peter and his wife’s last name isn’t really Black. Apparently your colleague found records of Peter when he completed his PhD in biochemistry from Boston U. His name is actually Black-er. Miriam’s maiden name was Latroy.”
 
   Peter Blacker, Miriam Latroy.
 
   Mater est, matrem omnium.
 
   Hey, sis. 
 
   Milk.
 
   Sis.
 
   Milk.
 
   Sis, why don’t you come join us?
 
   MILK. 
 
   What did it all mean?
 
   “There were also records of Miriam trying IVF—get this, seventeen times. Must have spent a small fortune.”
 
   There was a long pause as Kendra tried to mull this over. 
 
   Adopted—IVF failed, so they adopted Steph. But why, ‘you can’t have her’? Who can’t have her? Birth parents, maybe? Some twisted birth parents want their biological child back? Was this enough to drive someone to kill their own child?
 
   “Is that it?” she said at last, her voice tight, barely recognizable as her own.
 
   “Still working on the other tests, but I’ll let you know when I hear more.”
 
   Kendra didn’t bother saying goodbye; she simply pulled the phone away from her ear and pressed the slick screen, ending the call.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
   Father John Simone stood in the doorway of the McGuire residence, his eyes fixed on the strange FBI agent with the messy hair.
 
   Agent Wilson.
 
   Father John, as he was known by most, had spent more than forty years listening to confessions, analyzing people, reading their lips as well as their emotions. 
 
   This woman was scarred, and harbored deep secrets—he would have bet his papacy on it. 
 
   His eyes narrowed when he spied her lips forming the word adopted, and he leaned further onto the porch with her subsequent words.
 
   Father John’s heart started beating a little harder in his chest.
 
   Guilt.
 
   It was rare for a priest to feel guilt, especially one such as himself, who considered himself a good priest. Others might disagree, but he was confident that he had done some good in this world serving God. Still… nobody but the Father above was perfect.
 
   Everyone made mistakes.
 
   And there was one in particular, one from his past, that still made him shudder to this day.  
 
   In the present case, however, Father John was left wondering if his advice to Peter all those years ago had been misguided—if he hadn’t unwittingly led him astray. 
 
   Peter had come to him shortly after he had moved to Rickshaw with his wife and their beautiful two-and-a-half-year-old daughter. He had come to Father John and expressed concerns over how Mrs. McGuire had been acting, that she had been getting more and more erratic each and every day.
 
   Father John was drawn back to that hot Sunday afternoon. He had even allowed Peter to skip the normal confessional line; the desperation in his face and the fact that he had come to him, even with Lacy and his wife waiting in the car, was evidence enough for Father that this was serious. 
 
   “Father, I, ugh, I,” the man was stammering, unable to get the words out.
 
   “Son, please, speak freely here. This is a place of the Lord, there is no judgment here.”
 
   Peter sighed heavily.
 
   “It’s my wife, and my daughter. Both of them having been acting strange lately.”
 
   “Strange? How so?”
 
   “I know what you’re thinking, and they aren’t violent or anything like that—my wife would never hurt Lacy. But something’s different. For my wife, it’s like—it’s like—”
 
   “Son—”
 
   “I just don’t know how to describe it, but it seems like she’s getting more protective, like waaay overly protective about little things.”
 
   Father listened patiently, thinking that maybe he had overestimated the urgency of this confession. He waited, and Peter continued.
 
   “And, and I know it doesn’t seem like it’s that big a deal, but it is, Father. I can’t stress that enough. I mean, she was always a little sensitive, but we had a sort of unspoken agreement, a laissez-faire attitude with parenting, kind of letting a kid be a kid, you know? I mean, I understand this whole post-partum thing, and with how difficult it was to get pregnant and the complications… I guess it’s natural for her to be a bit overprotective. But, still, Father. And it seems to be affecting Lacy as well; she’s having these terrible nightmares… normal too, I guess. But, here’s the thing, she never wants to see Mommy when it happens. She says that Mommy just gets angry. Angry… for what? For having bad dreams?”
 
   Peter paused to collect himself.
 
   “It doesn’t really sound that bad, I guess, when I say it out loud, but I’m just worried. It’s—it’s—I dunno, it’s not normal, I guess. Not for her, anyway.”
 
   Father bit his lip and mulled this over. Then he took a deep breath.
 
   “Son, don’t second guess yourself. The fact that you are here is something to be proud of, not ashamed. If there’s anything I’ve learned as a priest, is that people are creatures of habit… that changes in behavior are almost always indicative of some underlying concern or worry. Usually it’s nothing, but sometimes—sometimes, it can be a symptom of something more serious. Communication is the key, Peter. I can’t stress how important it is to talk to your wife. To really talk to her… to get to the root of the problem.”
 
   He waited a moment for his words to sink in.
 
   “Peter, you mentioned complications to do with the pregnancy? What sort of complications?”
 
   The question clearly caught Peter off guard.
 
   “Oh, Jenna was just really sick, super sick; in fact, she spent most—no, not most, nearly all—of the pregnancy with her aunt, who looked after her. And this is after many years of trying to get pregnant.”
 
    “And about these ‘protective bouts’ you speak of… do you think your wife would ever get violent? Would she ever physically harm Lacy?”
 
   The answer was immediate.
 
   “No. No way—she would never hurt Lacy.”
 
   “And yourself?”
 
   The man recoiled as if he had been punched.
 
   “Me? I would never—”
 
   “No, son, not if you would hurt Lacy, but if Jenna would hurt you.”
 
   Peter took a little while longer before answering.
 
   “No, I don’t think so.”
 
   Father nodded.
 
   “And herself? Do you think that your wife would ever want to hurt herself?”
 
   The pause that ensued went on for so long that Father almost felt it necessary to repeat the question. 
 
   But patience was something else that decades in the cloth had instilled him with. Eventually, Peter answered, and it was clear by his tone that he was telling the truth.
 
   “I don’t know, Father. I really don’t know.”
 
   Father John cleared his throat.
 
   “Thank you for coming to me, son, it was very brave of you—”
 
   “I don’t know if it’s brave, Father, it’s just—”
 
   The priest raised his hand, a gesture that could be clearly identified even through the dark lattice that separated the two booths.
 
   “Communication, Peter. And if you don’t think that you can open a dialogue, bring her to me. Allow me to act as a sort of intermediary.”
 
   Peter shifted uncomfortably on his bench.
 
   “I dunno, Father. I mean, she was reluctant to even come to the service today. I’m afraid she doesn’t have the same sort of, uh, belief system as I do. I doubt she’ll come.”
 
   Father bowed his head.
 
   “You must try, Peter. You must try.”
 
   And more than a year later, Jenna McGuire came to him, only the tale that she told was very different from that of her husband.
 
   Kendra’s lips moved again.
 
   Adoption?
 
   Father John shook his head, shaking the reverie away. The action must have been detected by Agent Wilson, as she suddenly looked up and, for the briefest moment, their eyes met. 
 
   He saw hatred in those eyes, hatred and a strange sense of recognition on her part, and he deemed it wise to step back into the house, allowing the door to close silently behind him.
 
   The lump in his throat wouldn’t go down with a swallow, and even gulping his scalding tea only helped a little.
 
   Yes, Agent Wilson was scarred. 
 
   But so was everyone, including Father John. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
   It was against Agent Brett Cherry’s better judgment to let his partner follow him back into the house after her emotional outburst.
 
   But he knew that he wouldn’t have been able to stop her even if he had wanted to. 
 
   The director probably couldn’t even stop her now. 
 
   At least he had been able to calm her by reminding her that a little girl was missing—several little girls, in fact—and that whatever distaste she had for the church would have to be dealt with later. And while Kendra had done an affable job of masking her emotions after that, he had been unable to convince her to relay whatever information she’d been told over the phone.
 
   Adopted.
 
   That much Brett had overheard, but he wasn’t sure who was adopted.
 
   Lacy? Stephanie?
 
   He couldn’t rightly be pissed at her for this, given his own proclivity for secrecy with the director. But despite her unwillingness to answer any of his questions, she had made her requests—demands, they were more like demands—explicitly clear.
 
    Ask your questions, and then when he is disarmed, ask him about how they conceived Lacy—ask about how long they tried.
 
   It made Brett uncomfortable just thinking about it, but he knew that if the question didn’t come from him, she would ask it herself.
 
   And Kendra lacked any semblance of tact.
 
   No, it was definitely better if he asked the question, no matter how awkward it was going to be.
 
   Brett sat down in the same chair as before, avoiding eye contact with Father John and Peter McGuire until after Kendra joined him. 
 
   Scowling.
 
   Fuck.
 
   Brett clasped his hands together and leaned forward, trying to put on a neutral expression.
 
   “Mr. McGuire, my partner would like to apologize for her behavior earlier. Rest assured that we are both dedicated to finding your daughter.” He took a deep breath and turned to look at Kendra. She was staring daggers at him. “And Agent Wilson is the best and most experienced the FBI has.”
 
   Peter nodded, his eyes darting from Brett to Kendra and back again.
 
   “Is everything all right? Did they find something? Did they find—?”
 
   Brett held up his hand, stopping the man before he got too excited.
 
   “We have two search teams combing the area, and the local officers are canvasing the neighborhood, asking everyone if they heard or saw anything suspicious either of the last two nights. So far nothing, but they are asking everyone. I know that this is hard—just sitting here—I know that you want to be out looking too. But I assure you that you are more valuable here, telling us everything you can about what happened. This is the best thing that you can do to help us find your daughter.”
 
   Tears started to spill down Peter’s cheeks again, and Father John leaned over to rub his back.
 
   “Peter, tell me what happened the night that Lacy disappeared.”
 
   It was standard protocol, even if the man had told his story before to the local police. It was unlikely that there was any key piece of evidence that suddenly occurred to the man, or that there was a wee nugget of valuable information that materialized from this exercise, but it served two purposes nonetheless: one, to see if the story he told now matched the one that Brett had read in the report. Peter’s recounting should be the same, but not exactly the same. If it was identical, then this was a clear indication of rehearsal, that there was something else, something more insidious going on. 
 
   But when Peter told his story of the night Lacy went missing, there were enough details missing or slightly changed from what Brett recalled from the initial report to make him credible.
 
   And, two, to analyze his demeanor when he told the story. 
 
   It was part of their basic training in the Agency: the more times that a parent told the story of how their child went missing, the fewer tears they shed. This was because telling the story had a numbing effect, and that when they were remembering something that actually happened, rather than something rehearsed, a different part of the brain was activated, a part which seemed to cut off pure emotion, at least for a short while.
 
   Peter passed this test as well.
 
   “Thank you, Peter. This is valuable information that we can use to develop a profile,” Brett lied. “Just a couple more questions.”
 
   Peter nodded, but he was the one who posed the next series of questions.
 
   “Who would do this?” His words were breathy. “What do they want? Is it a ransom?”
 
   Brett quickly glanced over at Kendra, but she seemed preoccupied staring into Father John’s soul. It was almost as if she knew him, which made him wonder… was he from the church—was this Father John from the church where Kendra was brought up?
 
   He shook his head.
 
   Impossible.
 
   “At this point, I—we—don’t know. Yet.”
 
   “Forty-eight hours,” Peter whispered.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   Peter looked up.
 
   “I heard that after forty-eight hours of being missing, finding Lacy drops to less than twenty percent.”
 
   Brett held his head firm, resisting the urge to nod.
 
   What the man was saying wasn’t completely accurate, but it was close enough. But what one didn’t usually find while searching the Internet for information about lost or kidnapped children was that many of the remaining twenty percent of children they found alive were never the same again. 
 
   The reality was that closer to five percent of the missing that were found after forty-eight hours ended up capable of living normal, productive lives.
 
   “It’s been forty hours already, Agent Cherry. Are you going to find Lacy? She means—” His voice hitched. “—she means everything to me.”
 
   It was hard for Brett to keep his emotions in check, especially when staring into the face of pure desperation. He did his best.
 
   “We are doing everything we can, Peter. And I do mean everything.”
 
   “What should I do?”
 
   “Stay here, stay with the officer—in case someone calls.”
 
   Brett went to stand, but Kendra’s hand landed heavily on his arm, and he sat back down again.
 
   Ask your questions, and then when he is disarmed, ask him about how they conceived Lacy—ask about how long they tried.
 
   He swallowed.
 
   “Just one more thing, Mr. McGuire.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   Brett hesitated. While the questions that he had already asked were part of protocol, the next definitely was not.
 
   “Did you, umm, did you and your wife have a hard time conceiving?”
 
   A shadow passed over Peter’s face. 
 
   “I’m sorry to ask, but it’s important.”
 
   Is it? 
 
   Brett hadn’t thought so a few moments ago, but the look on Peter’s face…
 
   “Did you guys do IVF to conceive Lacy?”
 
   Peter’s eyes went wide and he turned to face Father John. They held each other’s gaze for a short moment, then Peter turned back, his head bowed.
 
   “I’m sorry, but I think Peter has had enough questions for today.”
 
   It was the priest who answered, and Brett cringed. He knew what was coming next, and Kendra didn’t disappoint.
 
   “Who the fuck are you?” 
 
   Although Kendra was occasionally prone to these sorts of outbursts, the sheer venom in this one in particular raised alarm bells in Brett’s head.
 
   “Are you his lawyer?”
 
   The priest’s face sunk as if it had been caved in. Brett brought himself to his feet, preparing to intervene if things escalated any further.
 
   “We are trying to find a missing girl, for fuck’s sake!” Kendra also stood, but her posture was aggressive, a manicured finger extending and aimed at the priest like a quill. “Don’t interrupt, Brett. Best I can see, Peter didn’t ask you to speak for him.”
 
   Both Brett and Peter looked at Kendra. Clearly, neither of the two men had expected to be called out in this manner.
 
   “Kendra, why—?”
 
   Kendra turned to Brett, her eyes blazing.
 
   “Get him to answer the question.”
 
   He took a step toward her, but she moved away.
 
   “Get him to answer the question!”
 
   “Please, let’s—”
 
   “Get the man to answer the fucking question!”
 
   “Kendra, that’s enough!” 
 
   Brett went to her then, and pushed her arms away when she tried to shrug him off. This was descending into madness. The poor man who had lost his wife to schizophrenia, then his daughter to…
 
   “Yes,” Peter suddenly said, rising to his feet. All four of them, plus the officer who had crept into the room when Kendra had raised her voice, were standing now. “We tried IVF. So what? How is this going to help find Lacy?” Then his voice broke and he turned to the priest, who quickly held him in his arms while he sobbed. “How?” he said again, the word muffled this time by the priest’s thick black shirt.
 
   “Let’s go,” Brett hissed into Kendra’s ear. He wrapped his arms around her, and forcefully turned her to the door. Thankfully, she had gotten the answer she wanted and her body had become less tense. When she took the first step by herself, he let her go.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Brett said over his shoulder. He caught the horrified look on the police officer’s face as he passed and quickly looked away.
 
   Then the door was thrown wide and he followed Kendra out into the bright sun.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
 
    
 
    
 
   “Give me the keys,” Kendra demanded. She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket as she spoke.
 
   When her hand remained empty as she walked toward the car, she looked up prior to clicking ‘send.’ She could see that Brett was torn, but she also could see that he was curious as well. 
 
   Which was good; it meant that he would eventually acquiesce. 
 
   “Keys, Brett.”
 
   The man handed them over begrudgingly and she unlocked the driver’s side door and got in. Brett hurried around the other side and did the same.
 
   Kendra started the car and then clicked ‘send’ on her cell phone. When she got a busy signal, she swore and hung up. 
 
   Tossing the phone on top of the center console, she put the car into reverse and they pealed out of the driveway, the tires spinning when she jammed the gear into drive again.
 
   Then they were off, tearing down the road.
 
   “Kendra, you going to tell me where we’re going?”
 
   She didn’t answer. Instead, she grabbed her cell phone and hit redial. 
 
   “Well I can tell you one thing, it’s not back to the hotel. We are definitely never fucking again, not after you called the director.”
 
   Brett threw his hands up in despair.
 
   “Kendra, I didn’t call the director… at least not yet. But how can I not call him now? After you, uhh, you exploded in there. Fuck, Kendra, the man just lost his daughter. And what the hell is with you and the priest? You know him or something?”
 
   The final question caught Kendra off guard. Her initial revulsion for the man had been because of what he was and not who. But there had been something undeniably familiar about the man—or, more specifically, of a much younger version of him.
 
   The ringing stopped as someone answered.
 
   “Hello? Paul? I need you to tell me where Jenna McGuire is staying… yeah, I know… but what fucking facility?”
 
   She paused.
 
   “For fuck’s sake, Paul, I don’t give a shit what the director says, just tell me where she’s staying.”
 
   There was another pause, and then Paul gave her the address. With a nod, she hung up the phone. 
 
   They drove in silence for the next twenty minutes, Brett staring blankly out the window, Kendra watching the road as they sped along at breakneck speed.
 
   Eventually, when they pulled into the winding drive of a nondescript seven-story building with white walls and curtains blanketing the many windows, Kendra spoke again.
 
   “Well, one thing is for sure,” she said, putting the car in park and preparing to exit. “Peter lied. They didn’t use IVF… or if they did, it didn’t work.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Even after showing their badges and insisting that they go in alone, Kendra and Brett were followed closely by two large men in white nurse scrubs. Both had shaved heads and matching arms that looked thick as country hams. One of the men—neither had offered their names as introduction, and they wore no name tags to speak of—the shorter of the two, had a series of tattoos that extended out of the neck of his scrubs and twisted in barbed-wire or tribal fashion up behind his ears.
 
   Kendra paused outside the room with the brass numbers that read 156. She turned to Brett and posed a question that should have been asked earlier—would have been asked, if the priest hadn’t thrown her off.
 
   “Does she know?”
 
   Brett looked sad, and for the briefest of moments, Kendra felt badly for the spot she had put him in.
 
   She didn’t know if he had been telling the truth about not calling the director, but he was right; he had to call now, after her outburst. 
 
   The fact that her nerves were frayed, her emotions not just on her sleeve but on the back of her hands for everyone to see, bothered her. But there was something about this case… something that for whatever reason just struck too close to home. 
 
   The priest, who looked strangely familiar.
 
   The Latin words that she remembered from a different time.
 
   Brett shrugged.
 
   “It wasn’t in the file, and the director didn’t tell me anything about the wife other than the fact that she suffered from extreme psychotic and schizoid breaks.”
 
   It was the short man with the tattoos who spoke up next.
 
   “No one has been in to see her in at least a month,” he offered.
 
   And that answers that.
 
   As Kendra put her hand on the door and gently eased it open, she knew that regardless of the emotional impact of this case, it would be best if she kept her emotions in check. After all, there were innocent girls that needed to be rescued.
 
   She would have to keep it in check at least while she was here. Afterward… well, she would deal with that later.
 
   She would deal with Brett, with the director, with Father John.
 
   With mater est, matrem omnium. 
 
   With sis, why don’t you come join us?
 
   This last thought drove icy fingers up her spine. Kendra swallowed hard and entered Jenna McGuire’s room.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22
 
    
 
    
 
   Kendra wasn’t sure what to expect before stepping into room 156, but whatever it was, it definitely wasn’t this.
 
   There was a woman on the bed, a pale woman with gaunt cheekbones and short black hair that looked as if it had been cut with garden shears. Her eyes were closed, but Kendra could see darting movements through her lids as she stepped into the room.
 
   Her lips, an odd shade of pink that bordered on white, were moving slightly as if she were humming. But despite all of these oddities, it was the heavy leather straps, like worn belts, that were wrapped around her wrists and ankles that kept her tight to the gurney upon which she lay, that made Kendra hesitate. 
 
   Psychotic break is right…
 
   Kendra took several steps forward to allow enough room for Brett and the other men to enter behind her. When her partner caught sight of the woman on the bed, he audibly sucked in a lungful of air.
 
   She raised a finger to silence him. 
 
   As Kendra made her way further into the room, one of the orderlies behind her spoke.
 
   “I’m not sure what you think you can get out of her, but—”
 
   “Shh!”
 
   Like Brett, this man also quieted.
 
   Kendra moved toward the gurney and perked her ears. Not only were Mrs. McGuire’s lips moving, she realized, but it also appeared that she was saying something. But from a few feet away, the woman’s voice was so soft that Kendra couldn’t make out the words. She moved closer still, to the head of the gurney, when she felt Brett’s hand brush against her shoulder.
 
   Kendra shrugged him off—the woman was bound, after all—and leaned in even closer.
 
   “…the walls, the walls are sweating… stinking bucket… cold, dark…”
 
   She could only make out half of the woman’s words, so she leaned all the way over the bed, moving her ear to within a few inches of the woman’s lips.
 
   Jenna McGuire’s words were like tiny, wet whispers, but they appeared, at least from the outset, to be coherent.
 
   “…in the dark I hear the moans, the horrible sounds coming from the cell next to me… Stacey is going to have her baby soon, going to have her real soon… Mother says so… I still have a few months… Peter is going to be so happy… he’s going to be so happy when I come home with a baby… he doesn’t know that it’s going to be a girl… Mother says so… I don’t know how she knows, but she said so…”
 
   There was a pause, and Kendra lifted her head and turned to face Brett. 
 
   Of course, he had that stupid, incredulous look—
 
   “You can’t have her! Mater est, matrem omnium!”
 
   The sound erupted right next to her ear, so loud and unexpected that Kendra was temporarily disoriented. She spun away from the noise, but in the process her loafers slipped on the tiled floor and she fell on top of Jenna.
 
   This slip probably saved her ear.
 
   Instead of gnashing down on her ear, Jenna McGuire’s teeth rammed into the back of her skull, her slimy lips and open mouth wetting Kendra’s hair that was pulled up in tight a bun. Kendra snapped to when the woman’s teeth cracked against her head and she pulled up straight, immediately backpedaling from the gurney.
 
   “Fuck!” she swore, turning toward the woman strapped to the bed when she had moved out of range.
 
   It was a grotesque sight. Mrs. McGuire’s neck was stretched to its limits, her pale blue eyes wide, her teeth violently gnashing together. Spittle flew from her lips as she thrashed back and forth against her restraints, an inhuman growl erupting from somewhere deep in her throat.
 
   The orderly with the tattoos ran forward and slapped the palm of his hand on Mrs. McGuire’s forehead, careful to come from above so that she couldn’t bite his fingers.
 
   Kendra felt Brett come up close behind her.
 
   “Jesus,” he whispered, guiding her back another foot. “You okay?”
 
   Kendra brought a hand to the back of her head and probed the tacky area. It was sore, and when she brought her fingers in front of her face, they were wet with blood. Not enough blood, she surmised, to warrant stitches. A tetanus shot, maybe, but not stitches.
 
   Which was of minor relief.
 
   “Fine,” she grumbled.
 
   As the orderlies struggled to force Jenna’s head back down against her straining neck muscles, the taller turned to face her. 
 
   “Told you, you ain’t gettin’ nothin’ from her.”
 
   Kendra shook her head, scolding herself for being so stupid, for getting so close.
 
   …it’s going to be a girl… Mother says so… you can’t have her.
 
   She cleared her throat.
 
   Mater est, matrem omnium—at least we know where she got that from now…
 
   “Do you guys keep records here?” she asked, her fingers moving back to the base of her skull. She could feel what she thought were individual teeth marks. 
 
   The taller orderly had already turned back to Jenna and didn’t appear to catch her question.
 
   “Give her a shot of B52… 3 ccs.”
 
   The shorter orderly pulled a small leather wallet-looking thing out of the pocket of his scrubs and struggled to unfold it with one hand.
 
   Jenna was straining so hard against her restraints that she burst several blood vessels in her eyes, which had quickly turned red. Kendra’s gaze darted to the thick belts on the woman’s wrists, and although they were holding fast, Jenna was struggling so fervently that they had cut into her soft white skin, drawing blood.
 
   It took both men to hold her down, despite the restraints.
 
   “A little help here?” the orderly asked.
 
   Brett stepped to move, but Kendra pushed by him, making her way around the side of the gurney and taking the black case from the man’s hand. 
 
   “Hand me a syringe,” he said.
 
   The woman on the bed responded by shouting again and redoubling her thrashing efforts. The orderly with the tattoos was practically straddling her now.
 
   “You can’t have her! Matrem omnium! You can’t have her!”
 
   Kendra flipped open the case and stared at the messy tangle of needles. There were at least fifteen of them, all filled with what appeared to be the same clear fluid. They all looked identical, so she grabbed the one on top and put it in the man’s hand that was open and stretched behind his back. And then, for some reason, she took two more of the syringes and casually slid them into the pocket of her slacks before closing the case and putting it on the small table beside the gurney.
 
   Her eyes shot up, and she looked at Brett, breathing a sigh of relief when she realized that he was focused on Mrs. McGuire rather than on her. 
 
   The orderly pulled the cap off the syringe with his teeth, then jabbed it into the woman’s shoulder that had become exposed from all her thrashing. She cried out in pain, but a second later her eyelids started to flutter, opening and closing at different rates, and her body relaxed slightly. Less than a minute later, her head fell back against her pillow with a damp, sweaty schlop and the orderlies finally eased their pressure on her head and chest.
 
   The tattooed man got off her and both men cautiously stepped away from the bed.
 
   Kendra’s heart was racing as she made her way back toward Brett. She had been in more dangerous situations, surely, but rarely had she been so taken by surprise.
 
   And it wasn’t just Jenna’s reaction that was so alarming, but her own, as well.
 
   Fuck is wrong with me? Why the hell did I take the syringes?
 
   Trying to answer any of these internal queries now would send her into a spiral of thought, doubt, and self-reflection, so she decided to shelve them for later. Instead, she asked the same question she had moments ago.
 
   “You keep records here?”
 
   Brett shot her a look.
 
   “She gonna be okay?” he asked, indicating Jenna with his chin. She appeared to be sleeping now.
 
   The man with the tattoos answered.
 
   “She’ll be fine… and yeah, we got records, sure. What kind?”
 
   Kendra took a small step forward.
 
   “Logs? Journals? Is there a doctor, a psychiatrist, maybe, that has some notes about things Mrs. McGuire might have said?”
 
   The man seemed to mull this over for a minute. Clearly he hadn’t been hired for his intellect.
 
   “Dr. Rahaaji,” he said at last. “She has some notes. I could call and ask, but you know, with the confidential stuff, you’re gonna need a warrant or something.”
 
   Kendra nodded.
 
   “Just put me in touch with… what is it, Mister Rahaaji?”
 
   The man looked at her like she had two heads.
 
   “Dr. Rahaaji, and he is a she.”
 
   Kendra shrugged.
 
   “Whatever, just—”
 
   But Kendra jumped when the door behind her swung open.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23
 
    
 
    
 
   For a split second, Kendra thought that it was Director Ames coming through the door, and she nearly lost it. Her heart, barely slowed from being bitten, took off like an Olympic runner. 
 
   But it wasn’t him. It was just a man holding a tray of food. He strode into Mrs. McGuire’s room, a confused look on his face.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry… just here to deliver Mrs. McGuire’s lunch. I can come back or…”
 
   The two orderlies stepped even further away from Jenna, who was now breathing deeply, her eyes closed. The taller of the two eyed him suspiciously.
 
   “Where’s Rob?”
 
   The man with the shock of gray, almost white hair—strange for someone in his mid-forties, Kendra noted—replied immediately.
 
   “He had a family emergency. Do you want me to come back?”
 
   The orderly shook his head.
 
   “It’s fine, she’s sedated now. Just leave the tray on her table. We’ll feed her when she wakes up.”
 
   At the mention of the table, the tattooed orderly turned and grabbed the leather case from where Kendra had left it. It looked like the man would open it, but thankfully he didn’t; he just slipped it back into his pocket without a second thought.
 
   It didn’t matter anyway; Kendra thought that with the mess inside, he couldn’t possibly notice that two syringes were missing. Despite this realization, she instinctively dropped a hand in front her pant pocket, shielding their outline.
 
   Why did I take them?
 
   For almost a full minute, no one said a word. Then Brett broke the silence.
 
   “What’d she say?” he asked in a voice slightly louder than a whisper.
 
   Kendra lifted her chin, letting him know to hold his questions until after the man delivering the food left the room. Besides, he had to have heard her shouts, didn’t he? 
 
   You can’t have her! Mater est, matrem omnium!
 
   The man with the gray hair laid the tray down gently and then, head bowed, made his way toward the door. A split second before he left, however, he raised his eyes and looked directly at Kendra.
 
   For some reason, this look caused a chill to run up her spine, but before she could make anything of it, he was gone.
 
   “Kendra, what did she say?” Brett asked again, drawing her back.
 
   Kendra cleared her throat.
 
   “Something about Mother, about a woman named Stacey and having a girl. Something about…” She thought back to a few moments ago. “…about how happy Peter was going to be.”
 
   Brett raised an eyebrow, expecting more, but Kendra simply shrugged.
 
   “That’s it.”
 
   If he hadn’t heard the shouts, then he was either deaf or they had been inside her head again. Either way, Kendra saw no reason to tell Brett.
 
   No good could come of it.
 
   “Well this sucks,” one of the orderlies said from behind her. “Now we gotta wait another hour or two until we can feed her lunch. Means I’ll be working late again.”
 
   “Overtime?”
 
   “Naw, used it all up already this month.”
 
   Kendra turned back to the men who had since stepped away from the bed.
 
   “One of you going to give me a number that I can reach Dr. Rahaaji?”
 
   The taller one nodded and moved toward her, while the other turned his attention to the tray.
 
   “Yeah, come with me. Her number is at the front desk.”
 
   Kendra nodded and waited for the orderly to reach her, when the other one spoke up, this time his voice tinged with anger.
 
   “What the fuck? Hey, Shep, this retard brought her a glass of milk—you think Robert forgot to tell him? I mean, he couldn’t have forgotten that, right?”
 
   Milk.
 
   Kendra tried to peer around the tattooed orderly that approached, but he was too broad to see the gurney or the bedside table. 
 
   “Move,” she said, pushing against his thick upper arm to get a better look.
 
   “And what the fuck is this? The hot plate is empty.”
 
   The man was holding up the lid to what looked like a tortilla warmer, his thick dark eyebrows traveling all the way up his bald head. But this wasn’t what drew Kendra’s attention.
 
   It was the tall glass on the tray that she focused on.
 
   When she realized that it was full of milk, her breath caught in her throat. Then she was off, taking two large strides toward the door. Before she knew it she was in the hallway, ignoring Brett’s shouts that followed her out of the room.  
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 24
 
    
 
    
 
   Kendra burst into the hallway, her eyes narrowing, desperate to find the man who had delivered the milk. 
 
   Her heart sank; there was no one there. 
 
   Where’d he go? 
 
   Room 156 was in the center of a long hallway, halfway between a door with an exit sign above it—the stairs—and the other direction ending at an intersection and a nurse’s station. Kendra’s first instinct was to head toward the stairs, thinking it was the most logical place to go for someone who wanted to escape quickly. But before she took a step in that direction, a shout drew her attention back the other way. 
 
   By stride three, Kendra was in a full sprint, any lasting effects of her hangover that morning usurped by the adrenaline surging in her blood. Not even bothering to check if Brett was following, she ran down the hallway, thankful that she had worn flats again today. When she reached the intersection, a nurse, a female, although she was nearly the same size as the orderlies that had helped her in Mrs. McGuire’s room, stepped out from behind the desk and directly into her path. 
 
   There was no way for Kendra to avoid her. Instead, she swiveled toward the desk, hoping that the woman would look up in time to avoid impact.
 
   No chance.
 
   They collided with such force that Kendra was literally sent airborne, her feet pinwheeling as they tried to grab traction out of air. A split second later, her back smashed hard into the nurse’s station, forcing the breath from her lungs. Only her curled spine prevented her head from cracking into the solid desk. 
 
   Kendra instinctively twisted into a ball, making horrible errp errp errp sounds as she tried desperately to convince her paralyzed diaphragm to contract. 
 
   Fuck! Where the fuck is Brett? We need to catch the man who delivered the milk!
 
   Still trying to inhale, Kendra struggled to unfold herself. She blinked hard, and when she opened her eyes her lungs finally expanded. 
 
   It was as if she had just been given an electric shock. Kendra went from fetal position to crawling position in only a second, and a second later she was back to her feet. As she stood, she scanned the hallway; from her vantage point, Kendra could see all the way down all three hallways. 
 
   But there was no man. The nurse who had crashed into her was lying in a heap on the ground near the center of the hallway, her thick fingers holding her head and face. 
 
   She was moaning. 
 
   Kendra ignored her. Standing up straight, wincing at the pain in her back, she shouted loud enough for everyone in the building to hear.
 
   “Where are you?” 
 
   And then something drilled her between the shoulder blades, once again sending her careening through the air. This time she missed the nurse’s station by two feet, and slid on her stomach down the linoleum hallway. Her blouse pulled up, and her bare skin squeaked on the floor, her scars stretching and tearing.
 
   Realizing that the person that had hit her was still on top of her, sliding with her, Kendra pushed her palms into the floor and bucked with her back and hips before coming to a complete stop.
 
   She felt the weight on her lift—the man, it’s the man—and the pressure on her bruised back relinquish. A grunt escaped her lips, and she tried to shift her body, to make sure that the person on top of her flew all the way over. And at first, she thought that was exactly what was going to happen. In her mind, she pictured herself scrambling to her feet and pouncing on the man, who would still be dazed after flipping over her.
 
   But this didn’t happen.
 
   Instead, at the last second, the man reached back and instead of flying completely over her, his hand hooked beneath her chin. Kendra felt her neck stretch, and for a second she thought that her head might literally be pulled off. But then the man dug his heels in and his forward momentum stopped. 
 
   Somewhere behind her, Kendra heard shouts, but with her face pushed into the floor and the hand still digging into the soft skin beneath her chin, she couldn’t make out who it was.
 
   Brett; it has to be Brett.
 
   She reached up and tried to pull the man’s hand off her, but he was too quick. He used his grip to force them closer together, and then before she knew what was happening, he yanked them both to their feet, turning her and snaking his arm completely around her throat.
 
   Wheezing, still not fully recovered from the slide, she struggled against his arm. But he was too strong, and responded by tightening his grip. 
 
   She stopped struggling, and instead focused on Brett running toward her, the two orderlies in tow. He was hauling ass, his face a deep red, but when the man tightened his grip a third time, he stopped roughly a dozen paces from her.
 
   Kendra tried to crane her neck around, to look up at the man who was now holding her hostage, but his grip was too tight; she could barely breathe, let alone turn. 
 
   For only the second or third time in her twelve-year career as an FBI agent, Kendra wished that she and Brett carried their guns with them at all times. They had guns, both of them did, of course, but they needed them so rarely that they usually just left them in the car or in their suitcases when they were traveling. After all, she solved cases with her mind, not with brute strength. Now, however, with an arm around her throat, and something hard pushing into her bruised spine, she wished she had her gun on her hip.
 
   “Stay back!” the man holding her warned. His breath was sweet, almost cloyingly so. 
 
   A candy? He was sucking on candies before attacking me? 
 
   Kendra’s mind never stopped working, and even something as simple and benign as this fact worked its way into her memory. 
 
   Brett showed his palms and took a small step forward.
 
   “Easy now,” he said calmly.
 
   “I said stay back!”
 
   Brett’s forward movement stopped.
 
   “Okay, okay,” he said. “Take it easy.”
 
   The man behind Kendra took a step backward, drawing her with him. As they moved, her arms fell to her sides and her fingers brushed against something hard in her right pocket.
 
   “I’m taking you with me, Kendra,” the man said in her ear, his breath so impossibly sweet now that she felt her stomach lurch. 
 
   Another step backward, and Kendra started to wonder what the fuck was in her pocket. 
 
   Keys? Do I have Brett’s car keys? 
 
   “What do you want?” Brett asked, his eyes fixated above Kendra’s left shoulder.
 
   No, I gave those back to him after we parked. Phone? Is it my phone?
 
   “Stay back!”
 
   Brett’s voice was calm, even. 
 
   “I’m not moving.”
 
   No, my phone is in my other pocket. 
 
   “I’ll shoot her.”
 
   Kendra felt more pressure on her back.
 
   No… it’s—
 
   And then the black case full of syringes flashed in her mind. 
 
   The two syringes of B52 that she had stolen from the orderly were in her pocket.
 
   “No, you don’t want to do that. Just be calm and tell me what you want.”
 
   Kendra didn’t know if Brett had seen the expression on her face change, but either way he was doing a good job of slowing things down, of letting her work out a plan.
 
   The two fingers of her right hand slipped into her pocket and pinched a syringe. Trying to avoid any obvious movements, she slid a needle out, all the while mentally screaming at Brett to not look at it, to not draw attention to what she was doing.
 
   “Be calm. Just tell me what you want.”
 
   The man seemed to mull this over, during which Kendra tried to work her fingers down the shaft of the needle to pry the cap off. Her first attempt failed, and she nearly dropped the syringe.
 
   “I’m taking her with me.”
 
   Kendra tried again, and this time she felt it move a little.
 
   “You know that can’t happen—I can’t let you take a federal agent.”
 
   The man chortled.
 
   “Let me? Let me?”
 
   Yes! 
 
   The cap came off and fell to the floor. Worried that it might make a sound when it hit, Kendra wheezed loudly. 
 
   Don’t look, Brett—don’t fucking look at it.
 
   Neither of the men seemed to notice. Even the orderlies, who were now flanking her partner, had matching, and unchanging, dumbfounded expressions on their faces.
 
   “I’m going to take her with—”
 
   Someone behind Kendra cried out, and it was the exact distraction that she needed. She felt the man’s arm loosen ever so slightly as he turned to look behind him, and that was all it took. Kendra folded at the waist, feeling the pressure from the gun on her bruised back alleviate. In one fluid motion, she jabbed the syringe into the man’s leg, the sharp needle sliding effortlessly first through his thin white scrubs and then his thigh. 
 
   The man yelped and he tried to grab her again, but Kendra squeezed her sore back as much as possible, desperate to stay hunched over as she pushed the plunger all the way down. He shouted again, and she felt his grip tighten. But this time when he pulled, instead of resisting, Kendra went with it, uncoiling herself and driving her head backward.
 
   She heard a crack and then an oomph sound as her skull smashed into the man’s nose, immediately breaking it. Warm liquid soaked her hair as the man was sent sprawling. Kendra turned, spying the nurse that had initially run into her a few feet away, a bedpan in her hand as if she had thoughts of braining the man.
 
   It had been her that had provided the distraction, but Kendra had no time to consider this now.
 
   She jumped on top of the gray-haired man who clutched his bleeding face with both hands.
 
   The gun… where is the gun?
 
   As she mounted him, her eyes darted around, trying to find the weapon. But all she saw was a spoon roughly three feet away, glinting in the artificial lights as it wobbled before finally settling. In this moment of heightened adrenaline, she actually felt a smile form on her lips.
 
   A spoon—I was held up by a man with a fucking soup spoon.
 
   But then the man squirmed, and Kendra forced her weight down on him, her smile turning into a sneer.
 
   “No,” she said, pulling the second syringe out of her pocket. “You are coming with me.”
 
   For some reason, in the moment before she jabbed him in the neck with the syringe, the origin of the smell on is breath came to her.
 
   It wasn’t candies or gum.
 
   It was milk; the man’s breath reeked of sickly sweet milk.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part III – Kidnapped
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 25
 
    
 
    
 
   FIRST INTERVIEW - FBI AGENT KENDRA WILSON 
 
   May 21, 2018
 
   1:37 p.m.
 
    
 
   FULL TRANSCRIPT - CERTIFIED BY FBI AGENT BRETT CHERRY
 
    
 
   KENDRA: You are being recorded.
 
   MARTIN: Okay.
 
   KENDRA: Please say your full name.
 
   MARTIN: Martin Trevor Reigns.
 
   KENDRA: And you understand that you are under arrest for assaulting a federal agent?
 
   MARTIN: Inaudible.
 
   KENDRA: Speak louder.
 
   MARTIN: Yes.
 
   Paper shuffling.
 
   KENDRA: All right, so let’s start with this: what were you doing at Wikstrands Psychiatric Facility?
 
   MARTIN: I was delivering milk.
 
   KENDRA: Fuck—
 
   Inaudible. 
 
   KENDRA: Tell me what you were doing there, Martin. Do you work at the facility? Do you know Jenna McGuire?
 
   MARTIN: No.
 
   KENDRA: Then what the fuck were you doing there?
 
   Knock on glass. 
 
   Tape paused - 1:39.
 
   Resume - 1:41
 
   MARTIN: Still taking orders from a man?
 
   KENDRA: What’d you say?
 
   MARTIN: I asked if you were still taking orders from a man.
 
   KENDRA: Who the fu—?
 
   Knock on glass.
 
   KENDRA: Listen, Martin, here’s how it’s going—
 
   MARTIN: No, you listen. This is how it’s going to go: if you want me to tell you something, you are going to tell me a little something about yourself.
 
   KENDRA: Fat chance of that. You aren’t running the show, Martin. You might think you’re pretty clever for masquerading as a nurse in a psychiatric facility where the only security is a pair of bald Serbians with a collective IQ barely breaking a hundred. But sorry, pal, this police station? Well, it ain’t Wikstrands, and my name ain’t Rocko or Rocky.
 
   Laughter.
 
   KENDRA: Don’t fucking laugh at me.
 
   Knocking on glass. More laughter.
 
   KENDRA: I said don’t fucking laugh at me, Martin, or I’ll break more than your fucking nose next time. Yeah? And you know that hangover that you are experiencing? Well, I have more B—
 
   Knocking on glass. Door opens.
 
   MARTIN: Kendra. If you want to find little Lacy McGuire, you are going to do as I say and not the other way around. So, as I said before, you tell me a little something about yourself and I’ll tell you something that you want to know. That’s the game, and you are going to play it.
 
   Tape paused - 1:47.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 26
 
    
 
    
 
   Brett waited for the door to close behind them before addressing Kendra.
 
   “Kendra, what are you doing?”
 
   She lowered her gaze, and for the first time in a long while he detected something akin to shame on her face.
 
   This is new. 
 
   Although he was had no idea what it meant, he knew he didn’t like it. Even considering Kendra’s frequent outbursts, he had never seen her like this before.
 
   “Fuck it, I’m taking over.” 
 
   He turned to grab the door handle, but Kendra’s arm shot out and stopped him.
 
   “Please, Brett—I need to do this.”
 
   Her eyes were pleading, and he detected a sadness circumscribing their icy edges. 
 
   Brett broke. Seeing her like this, so unlike the Kendra that he knew, was completely disarming. He thought of the phone call that he had placed to the director immediately after they had brought Martin into custody. After he had held her up with a fucking spoon.
 
   A spoon, for Christ’s sake. 
 
   He had left that part out. It would come out in the report, anyway, but he saved them the embarrassment for the moment.
 
   “Erratic—that’s the only way I know how to describe it.”
 
   “Erratic?”
 
   “Yes… even for her.”
 
   The director sighed heavily into the receiver.
 
   “Do you think it has to do with…?”
 
   Brett didn’t hesitate.
 
   “Yes. There is just something about this case, something that touches a little too close to home for her. Four-year-old girls, murdered or kidnapped… yeah, I’d say too close to home.”
 
   The director’s decision was immediate.
 
   “Pull her.”
 
   “Pull her?” Brett repeated; a stall tactic. He imagined trying to break this news to Kendra. It wouldn’t go over lightly, least of all coming from him. He would have to restrain her… and not the way either of them were used to. “She’s the best chance we have.”
 
   “You second guessing me, Agent Cherry?”
 
   “No, but…”
 
   “’No, but’ sounds like a second guess. I’ll tell you what, you think she should stay on?”
 
   Brett paused, not sure if he should answer.
 
   “It’s not rhetorical, Agent Cherry. Do you think she should stay on?”
 
   His thoughts turned to little Steph Black, squashed by her parents, her throat slashed. Then his mind filled with Martin’s smiling face, his shock of gray hair, the salt-and-pepper stubble on his chin, and his oddly charming smile.
 
   “She’s the best chance we have,” he repeated.
 
   The director cleared his throat.
 
   “Okay,” he said, surprising Brett. Evidently, his decision had not been as unilateral as he had first thought. “But it’s your ass. And this doesn’t give Kendra carte blanche to do whatever the fuck she wants—she starts losing it, acting ‘erratic’ again, as you say, then pull her. Pull her right away. She may be the best chance we’ve got of finding the missing girls, but she can also bury that chance if she goes off the rails.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Keep an eye on her, Brett.”
 
   And then the phone went dead, leaving Brett mulling over the director’s words, about how this was the first time he could remember the man using his first name. 
 
   Clearly, the director, like he, had a soft spot for this scarred woman.
 
   “Brett?”
 
   Brett shook his head to clear it and stared at Kendra again.
 
   If she starts losing it… 
 
   She had already lost it completely, he knew. But for reasons he didn’t fully understand, he felt himself nodding. 
 
   “Keep it clean, Kendra. I have to sign off on this transcript, and if—”
 
   Her eyes hardened.
 
   “You’ll what? Call Director Ames?”
 
   Now it was Brett’s turn to avert his gaze. He had never been a good liar, and trying to lie to Kendra was like trying to beat Phil Ivey at Texas hold ’em.
 
   It just wasn’t going to happen.
 
   He let go of the door and allowed Kendra to pull it open. For a second, right before it closed behind her, Brett thought he caught a hint of a smirk on her face.
 
   It’s your ass, Agent Cherry.
 
   “All right, Martin, I’ll play your little game,” Kendra said. “But if you lie to me, you will be sorry—I promise you that.”
 
   Brett hurried back to behind the one-way glass and pressed record.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 27
 
    
 
    
 
   SECOND INTERVIEW - FBI AGENT KEDNRA WILSON 
 
   May 21, 2018
 
   1:58 p.m.
 
    
 
   FULL TRANSCRIPT - CERTIFIED BY FBI AGENT BRETT CHERRY
 
    
 
   KENDRA: I go first.
 
   Inaudible.
 
   KENDRA: That wasn’t a request.
 
   MARTIN: Okay, that’s fine.
 
   KENDRA: Where is Lacy McGuire?
 
   MARTIN: She is with her mother.
 
   KENDRA: Go on.
 
   MARTIN: No; you had your question.
 
   KENDRA: Bullshit—you lied. We were with her mother in the ward. Lacy wasn’t there. Why are you smiling? Think this is funny? I told you what would happen if you lied to me. 
 
   MARTIN: No.
 
   KENDRA: Then why are you smiling? Look, I fucking told you that if you lied, the game is over. Either you tell me where she is, or this ends now.
 
   MARTIN: I told you already, Lacy is with her mother. 
 
   KENDRA: All right, you piece of—
 
   MARTIN: Go ask your friend behind the glass—go ask him. I’ll wait.
 
   Pause.
 
    
 
   There was nothing that Kendra hated more than having to take orders from the piece of filth sitting in front of her, his hands placed on the table as if he were praying and not handcuffed to it. But she saw no other way out of this one. They were on the forty-eighth hour, figuratively and probably close to literally as well, and she knew that this man, this Martin Reigns, was their only chance of finding Lacy. Alive, at least. Because the longer that Martin was here, the longer Lacy was with… someone else. Someone else that could move her, take her to a place that even Martin wouldn’t be able to find.
 
   In her experience, catching a kidnapper—which she was convinced she had—without the girl meant that this was a two-person job. She wasn’t lucky enough to catch scum like Martin serendipitously. 
 
   This thought struck a chord with her; why had she caught him? Why had he been dropping off milk for Jenna McGuire? The sick bastard just wanted to see her pain? But that didn’t quite make sense; after all, Martin had been—still was—wearing scrubs. The man must have known that Jenna was not lucid, that whatever sick pleasure he was planning on extracting from her suffering wasn’t going to work with her. 
 
   Jenna didn’t even know that her daughter was missing. 
 
   A flash of the woman’s gnashing teeth, her face slick with sweat, eyes wild.
 
   Kendra doubted that the woman even knew she had a daughter.
 
   Then why?
 
   Kendra stood, clenched her jaw tight, and shook her head. 
 
   It didn’t matter. What mattered was Lacy McGuire, and this was what fueled her, not Martin Reigns’s twisted motivations. Still, her eyes remained locked on Martin’s face as she knocked on the door.
 
   Brett opened it, his eyes wide.
 
   Eyes trained on Martin, she leaned in close and whispered in Brett’s ear. 
 
   “Check with Peter McGuire, ask him to bring Lacy’s comb or hairbrush.” She thought of what Tennison had told her on the phone, that Steph Black or Blacker had been adopted. This was the only way that Martin’s claim that Lacy was with her mother could be true. 
 
   You can’t have her.
 
   She scanned Martin’s face, looking for something, anything, buried in his flat expression.
 
   Was he some sort of religious nut? Returning adopted kids to their birth parents?
 
   Brett reached out and touched her arm, bringing her back to reality.
 
   “We need to get her DNA to the lab, STAT,” she said.
 
   A look of confusion crossed his face, and Kendra remembered that she had kept the information that Tennison had shared about Steph Black to herself.
 
   “Just do it, Brett. And make sure the fucking priest doesn’t come with him, okay?”
 
   She didn’t wait for answer, and instead headed back to her chair in front of Martin Reigns.
 
    
 
   Resume.
 
   KENDRA: Okay, I’ll bite—I’ll find out soon enough if you are lying. Now tell me what happened to Stephanie Black.
 
   MARTIN: Nice try; you had your question, now it’s my turn.
 
   Inaudible.
 
   MARTIN: Tell me about your parents.
 
   KENDRA: They were a man and a woman. Now it’s my turn; tell me what happened—
 
   MARTIN: That’s not how this works.
 
   KENDRA: I answered your question, now it’s my turn. You want to be fucking obtuse, I can be obtuse.
 
   MARTIN: Not good enough.
 
   Inaudible.
 
   MARTIN: I can wait much longer than Lacy McGuire. Tell me about your parents, Kendra.
 
   KENDRA: Sigh. My father was a union man, worked at a production factory for airplane parts. My mother was a school teacher. That’s pretty much all I remember—the last time I saw them, I was four years old.
 
   MARTIN: Why? What happened to them?
 
   KENDRA: No, I answered your question, now it’s my turn again.
 
   MARTIN: Okay, fair enough.
 
   KENDRA: What happened to Steph Black?
 
   MARTIN: You are wasting a question on something you already know, Kendra.
 
   KENDRA: Tell me what happened.
 
   MARTIN: I got there too late. Her mother and father killed her, then they killed themselves. They were unstable, unable to deal with the truth. They made a deal, and I was sent to make sure they upheld their part of the bargain. I never wanted her to die, Kendra. I was there to save her, not kill her.  
 
   KENDRA: Truth? Bargain?
 
   MARTIN: Tsk, tsk. My turn. What happened when you were four?
 
   KENDRA: When I turned four, my father and mother dropped my off at a church. Left me there with a letter, telling whoever was inside to look after me, I guess. I stayed there until I was fourteen, then I left. Throat cleared. Now my turn: where is Meghan Miller?
 
   MARTIN: She is with her mother. 
 
   Inaudible.
 
   KENDRA: This is bullshit, Martin.
 
   MARTIN: You are asking the wrong questions, Kendra—I am telling the truth, I assure you. Now, how did you get your scars?
 
   KENDRA: My what?
 
   MARTIN: Your scars.
 
   KENDRA: All right, this is fucking over. You had your—
 
   Door opens. 
 
   BRETT: Kendra, take a break. 
 
   KENDRA: I don’t need a break, what I need is to—
 
   BRETT: Take a break, Kendra!
 
   Pause.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 28
 
    
 
    
 
   “Tell me where they are! This is only going to get worse for you, just tell me where the fucking girls are!”
 
   Brett fought the urge to wrangle the man who refused to even look at him. He knew that he was doing the exact same thing that he had admonished Kendra for, the very reason why he had relieved her from the interview. But he just couldn’t help it. He prided himself on being a patient man, but even Brett Cherry had his limits.
 
   He took a deep breath to calm himself, then he turned back to the prisoner.
 
   “Martin, no matter what, this is not going to end well for you, I can promise that. But it can either badly or very badly. So why don’t—?”
 
   Brett knew he was wasting his breath; the man wouldn’t even look at him.
 
   “I’ll only talk to Kendra,” he said flatly, eyes still focused on the one-way glass. 
 
   Brett felt his ears redden.
 
   This time when he spoke, the words came out in a rush, spit flying from his lips.
 
   “Just tell me where the—”
 
   But a sound behind him made the words catch in his throat. He turned, and heard more commotion from the behind the mirrored glass.
 
   Fuck!
 
   He turned and quickly headed back to door, ignoring Martin altogether. Each step was more difficult than the previous, as if his shoes had been replaced by cement cinderblocks. 
 
   Brett was tired, more tired than he had been in a long, long time. He was getting too old for this; to not only try to find missing children, to solve these truly heinous crimes, but also to babysit Kendra. 
 
   And regret; he felt momentary regret for not heeding the director’s words, for being so stupid as to convince the man to let Kendra stay on. 
 
   Just look at where that has gotten us: Kendra playing the psychotic man’s game, me screaming my face off at him, and now some sort of fight in the police station.
 
   And surely no closer to Lacy.
 
   Brett gripped the door handle and pulled it wide, trying his best to keep the shouts coming from within from reaching Martin’s ears. 
 
   He failed at that as well.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing here?” Kendra shouted, aiming her index finger at Father John Simone. 
 
   Brett slipped inside, quickly closing the door behind him. What had once been a private affair had become a party, it seemed.
 
   There were four people in the outer interrogation room now instead of just Kendra; his partner’s face had turned an angry shade of purple, and her shouts were volleyed at Father John and Peter McGuire, who looked worse than Brett felt. There was also the officer that had given them access to the interrogation room—Dwayne or Dave or something—and he had a stupid look plastered on his face.
 
   “Keep it down,” Brett urged, but as usual his request went unheeded.
 
   Too old; I’m getting too old for this.
 
   “I found Lacy’s hair elastic in the car,” Peter said suddenly, holding the thin piece of rubber in his hand like some sort of treasured artifact.
 
   Brett took it from him and slipped it into his pocket, and as he did, Kendra turned to face him.
 
   “I told you to tell Peter not to bring him,” she shouted accusingly.
 
   Brett shrugged; he had had no idea that the priest was coming with Peter. 
 
   “Keep it down, we are trying to interrogate the man, for Christ’s sake.”
 
   Kendra turned back to the priest.
 
   “You do not belong here.”
 
   “Agent Wilson, I am here on Peter’s request. I don’t want to interfere—”
 
   “Interfere? Interfere? I know what you are,” Kendra hissed. “And if you are involved in this in any way, I will make sure that you rot in hell.”
 
   “Kendra!” Brett shouted. He reached for her, but she pulled away. “Take a fucking walk, Kendra!”
 
   “I will find—”
 
   Brett snapped.
 
   “Take a fucking walk!”
 
   Kendra looked at him, just a passing glance, and then she took two steps toward the door leading into the hallway. The priest moved to his left just in time to avoid being rammed by her shoulder. 
 
   “I’ll find out,” Kendra whispered, then left the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 29
 
    
 
    
 
   Kendra was seeing red; everything, the generic hallway, the door to the interrogation room that she had just exited, and even the two or three police officers milling about were all bathed in a shade of crimson.
 
   Fucking priest… fucking Martin… fucking missing girls…
 
   Her normally analytical mind was on the fritz, unable to process anything, unable to put together any of the pieces to this puzzle. Part of the problem was that her judgment was clouded by the presence of Father John—who she was convinced she recognized from somewhere, but was drawing a blank—but it was also the fact that none of the puzzle pieces seemed to fit, as if someone had cut all of the nubs of the squares, leaving her with an unconnected wash of colors… mainly red.
 
   Kendra gritted her teeth together so tightly that her jaw started to throb. 
 
   Memories flooded back to her as she walked down the hallway without purpose, without acknowledging or even caring about who was staring at her or what she looked like.
 
   She was beyond that now. 
 
   And in a moment, she was no longer in the hallway of the Rickshaw Police Station; she was walking away from the only suspect in three missing and one dead girl, and was now back in the heat, outside on the bare, sun-beaten dirt, knocking on the door to a gigantic church.
 
   And then she was whisked inside, her parents gone, enveloped in the cool, damp darkness with only the priest and his kind face.
 
   “Can I see the letter?” 
 
   It was strange the way the priest led her into the church after only a casual look around to see if her parents were outside. It was almost as if he had been expecting her. 
 
   Or there might have been something in the letter that let him know that they weren’t coming back. 
 
   Kendra recalled her father’s tears and the way her mother had refused to look at her, the way she had stared ahead as if there was something so interesting on the bleak road before her that she couldn’t risk missing it.
 
   At four years old, her tiny, underdeveloped worldview was such that trying to piece together what and why her parents had left her was simply not possible. 
 
   But the letter… maybe the letter would help. 
 
   “Can I see the letter?” she asked again, but the priest tucked it into the pocket of his dark robe. 
 
   “Not now, sweetie. Not now.”
 
   And then the dreams had come… the dreams that seemed oddly similar to the picture that Stephanie Black had drawn with pencils and crayons, the image of the—
 
   Kendra snapped out of her head and looked around.
 
   “What the fuck?” Her words were a whisper. Shock, confusion, and then fear struck her—in that order.
 
   She was standing in front of a large wooden door, her fingers moving up and down the worn surface as if she were delicately caressing angel hair. Kendra yanked her hand back, and in doing so a splinter caught her right index finger, drawing blood.
 
   She barely noticed. 
 
   Careening backward, Kendra desperately tried to regain her senses, to get out of whatever hell of a hallucination she was experiencing. 
 
   Did the B52 somehow seep through the syringe and into my skin, or did I accidentally inject some into myself when I stuck Martin?
 
   Impossible.
 
   Two more stumbling steps backward, her heart racing in her chest as her eyes drifted upward, anxiety of seeing the steeple high above like that morning more than three decades ago overwhelming her. 
 
   Please, I can’t be back here.
 
   Her hands were shaking, sweat forming on her brow. 
 
   I’m not here, I’m not at the church. I’m at the police station… I’m in the hallway, taking a break from… from…
 
   But thoughts had become mush in her head, a kaleidoscope of images of the priest then and the one now, of the three members of the Black family all stacked, all dead, and of Brett fucking her.
 
   Kendra felt nauseated and took another large step backward.
 
   A horn honked so close to her that even in her confused state, she jumped forward, narrowly avoiding being struck by an oncoming car.
 
   “Watch where the fuck you’re going!” the driver shouted from the open window.
 
   And with that, Kendra finally began to make sense of where she was. 
 
   She wasn’t at the church, but she wasn’t at the police station, either.
 
   In her meanderings, lost in thought as much as the demented reverie, she had left the station and had wandered some distance down the main street.
 
   And the brown door that had drawn blood from her fingertip wasn’t a church door.
 
   It was the entrance to a bar. 
 
   A bar with a glowing red sign, advertising ‘2 for 1’ specials on rail shots. 
 
   Kendra brushed off her slacks and shoved the door open.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 30
 
    
 
    
 
   Brett resisted the urge to follow Kendra, and instead settled for watching her walk down the hallway, her pace slow and slightly meandering like a drunk trying to pass a field sobriety test.
 
   Kendra, I know, he wanted desperately to say. I know that you were abandoned and raised by a priest. I know about the cuts, I know about the dreams, and most of all, I know about your parents.
 
   But he couldn’t do that—he couldn’t do that to her, not now, not ever. 
 
   It would crush her.
 
   “Is that him?” The man’s voice was so low that Brett could barely make out the words. He turned, and caught sight of Peter McGuire back inside the outer interrogation room, glaring at Martin through the one-way glass.
 
   “Shit!” 
 
   Brett pulled the outer door completely open with his foot and went back inside, hurrying toward Peter.
 
   “No, no!” he said, reaching for the man. “You can’t be in here!” 
 
   Peter McGuire wasn’t physically large, and Brett’s hands nearly wrapped all the way around his upper arms.
 
   Yet despite this, Peter somehow managed to squirm and break free.
 
   “Is that him?” he hissed.
 
   Brett grabbed him again, but Peter continued to wrangle. When Peter turned his head, the light bounced off his face in such a way that Brett caught the man’s reflection in the glass.
 
   His eyes were wide, his mouth slack.
 
   He had seen this kind of look before, and it wasn’t a good sign. Losing first his wife and now his daughter had made Peter a desperate man.
 
   A broken soul. 
 
   He had to stop this before it degenerated.
 
   “Calm down!” he shouted, and put a bear hug on Peter a split second before he yanked the door to the inner room open.
 
   Peter grunted and tried to shimmy free, but Brett, prepared now, overpowered him. The FBI agent spun, noting for the first time that the priest had followed them into the room.
 
   Fucking party is right.
 
   Peter kept trying to turn his head, to stare at Martin Reigns, but Brett held fast, gradually shuffling them both forward until Peter was pressed flat against the wall opposite the one-way glass. Brett removed his hands from around the man’s waist, and drove his forearm into the man’s back, laced across his shoulder blades.
 
   “Please, Peter, keep calm. I don’t—”
 
   “This is the work of the Devil…”
 
   Brett whipped his head around and flashed a look at the priest, who had taken Peter’s spot in front of the glass. Father John Simone seemed oblivious to the wrestling match that had just taken place. 
 
   Perhaps sensing the change in pressure on his back, Peter again tried to spin away from Brett’s grip.
 
   “That bastard took my daughter!” he shouted, spit flying from his lips.
 
   Brett sidestepped to stay directly behind Peter and slid one arm around the man’s waist, the other returning to his upper back, this time applying even more pressure.
 
   Peter’s face was pushed up against the cold cement wall, his lips forced into a fish face.
 
   “Peter, please, don’t make me cuff you. Please.”
 
   “—this Devil’s work, twisting his—”
 
   Brett chanced a quick glance to his hip in search of his cuffs. Like Kendra, he didn’t carry his gun often, but he was never without his cuffs close at hand.
 
   But this time they weren’t there.
 
   “—evil ways like a burning trident, grinding—”
 
   Brett had had enough.
 
   “Shut up!” he yelled over his shoulder. “Just shut the fuck up!”
 
   Peter shifted again, and Brett realized that he had used his cuffs to chain Martin to the table.
 
   Fuck, fuck, fuck!
 
   He wanted to tell the priest to fuck off, tell Peter to fuck off, Martin, the director, and most of all Kendra—he wanted to tell them all to just fuck off. 
 
   The door suddenly flew open and the police officer who had initially brought both him and Kendra to the room stepped inside, his face red.
 
   “Where the fuck were you?” Brett shouted. 
 
   The man tried to take the whole scene in, his mouth gaping.
 
   Brett shook his head.
 
   “Doesn’t matter, just give me your cuffs!”
 
   The shouts finally seemed to snap the man out of his stupor.
 
   “My cuffs?”
 
   Peter shifted again, but Brett was already moving with him. A second later, Brett had the man’s right arm—he had noticed back at the house that Peter had taken the tea cup from the priest with his right hand—and twisted it behind his back. Peter grunted, but he stopped moving.
 
   Fuck, I don’t want to do this.
 
   But he had no choice.
 
   “Yes, your cuffs! Give them to me!”
 
   The officer still looked confused but he obliged. Brett snatched the cuffs and then turned to Peter, taking the man’s other arm and forcing the back of both hands together behind him.
 
   “And get the fucking priest out of here!”
 
   As Brett reluctantly snapped the handcuffs on Peter McGuire’s hands, his mind quickly moved elsewhere, first to Kendra, then to the director.
 
   He was going to have to suck it up and call Director Ames again.
 
   Shit had definitely hit the proverbial fan… and it had sprayed down a deluge of diarrhea all over him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 31
 
    
 
    
 
   “Another,” Kendra said simply, overturning her shot glass and pushing it forward with two fingers. 
 
   The bartender committed a cardinal sin: he raised his eyebrow and passed judgment. The man was in his mid-sixties, his bald head speckled with liver spots, his face covered in lines and white stubble.
 
   Kendra cleared her throat, reached into her wallet, and put a twenty on the bar.
 
   “Give me another fucking drink,” she demanded, her voice and face deadpan.
 
   The man swallowed hard and took the shot glass from in front of her. He seemed to stare contemplatively at the glass cylinder for a moment before he retrieved another glass and placed both on the bar in front of Kendra. Then he filled them with Jameson.
 
   “Sorry,” he grumbled, pocketing the twenty and then turning.
 
   Kendra swallowed the first shot, barely tasting the caustic liquid as it first coated her tongue, then slid down her throat.
 
   The bar was quiet for a Sunday afternoon, and aside from the bartender and a young man with red headphones alone in a booth toward the back, Kendra was the only patron. 
 
   Which didn’t bother her one bit. 
 
   Even when the man with the headphones came over and sat beside her, she didn’t really mind. In fact, she actually enjoyed being pulled out of her head—something that the alcohol hadn’t quite achieved.
 
   “Girl must have some demons to be downing Jack like that.”
 
   Unlike Martin’s game, this was one that Kendra knew well. Instead of answering, she kept her eyes trained on her full shot glass, not terribly unlike how the bartender had looked at it but a moment ago.
 
   Her whole body ached all of a sudden, as if she had just run a marathon. 
 
   And tired, Kendra was fucking tired.
 
   “Ah, I see… must be some bad demons, then. Hey, barkeep, hit me with another beer, would you?”
 
   Kendra glanced up and saw the old man move to action. This kid—had to be a kid, closer to twenty than thirty—was clearly no stranger to him.
 
   This didn’t bother her either.
 
   When the kid’s drink came, he indulged in a massive gulp. Then he too stared straight ahead. 
 
   Kendra appreciated the momentary silence—there was no need to speak; they both knew where this was headed. 
 
   After another minute of calm, Kendra downed her shot. Then she turned to the young man. 
 
   He wasn’t bad-looking, with green eyes, a square jaw, and messy, curly brown hair. And he wasn’t as young as she had first thought—perhaps he was closer to thirty than twenty after all… but barely. 
 
   Kendra licked her lips.
 
   “It’s not Jack,” she informed him. “It’s Jameson.”
 
   The man nodded.
 
   The sheepish expression on his face reminded her of Brett in some way, and a pang of guilt hit her. 
 
   Kendra forced this away. He had called the director; he had made his bed, and now he had to sleep in it.
 
   Alone.
 
   She cleared her throat and said, “Do you want to fuck?”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 32
 
    
 
    
 
   “Where’s Father John?”
 
   The officer stared at Brett. 
 
   “The priest? The fucking priest that was just here? Jesus, get with it. Where is he?”
 
   “He left. Saw him walking down the hallway.”
 
   “You just let him leave?”
 
   The officer blubbered, clearly unsure of how to answer the question.
 
   “Uhhh, yeah. You said to get him out of here.”
 
   Brett threw up his hands.
 
   “Yeah, get him out of the fucking interrogation room, get him to stop rambling on about the devil and possession, not to let him out of the building.”
 
   “What was I supposed to do? Arrest him? Arrest a priest?”
 
   This gave Brett pause. The police officer was right, of course; arresting or even detaining a man of the cloth wouldn’t look good to anyone. But still, with Peter in a holding cell, quickly falling into a state reminiscent of his wife at Wikstrands psychiatric facility, and Martin refusing to talk to anyone but Kendra, the priest was the only one that might be able to provide him with any information.
 
   For some reason, as Brett stared at the officer, whose name he thought was Lunger, Dwayne Lunger, he pictured Martin’s face, plastic, apathetic, and the man’s words repeated throughout his head. 
 
   Lacy is with her mother.
 
   The other girls are with their mother.
 
   And then there was the one side of the conversation that he had caught from Kendra outside the McGuire home.
 
   …adopted…
 
   Like a stroke of lightning, something in his synapses suddenly, and unexpectedly, fired, and Brett suddenly shot to his feet.
 
   Officer Lunger took a tentative step backward.
 
   “Geez, Agent Cherry, you all right?”
 
   Brett ignored the comment.
 
   Could it be? How could it be?
 
   He swallowed hard.
 
   “Go—see if you can find the priest and bring him back here. I have questions for him.”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   Brett swiveled on his heel and turned his back to the officer. 
 
   “Just find the priest.”
 
   No, I’m the one who’s sorry. Sorry for fucking all this up—sorry for letting Kendra fuck everything up. Sorry for not seeing any of this before… it wasn’t just the milk that connected the cases. It was the girls, too.
 
   He picked up his phone and began dialing.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 33
 
    
 
    
 
   The man, who Kendra knew only as Rob, grunted as he thrust his hips, driving her ass into the faucet. She clawed her fingers down his back and squeezed her lower half, pulling him deeper inside her.
 
   They were in the bathroom, Kendra half sitting, half squatting on the sink with Rob between her legs, his pants at his ankles. There was an off smell in the room; not horrible, but cloying, like someone had used a whole bottle of cheap perfume to cover up years of filth and grime. The door wouldn’t even close properly, and it was one of those individual bathrooms that lacked even a stall door. Thankfully the sink was off to one side and their bodies weren’t directly in the line of sight with the bar.
 
   Still, with the mirror the way situated where it was—not over the sink, oddly—Kendra had a pretty good view of a two-inch gap of light between the door and the frame.
 
   “Yeah, baby, you like that?”
 
   Rob thrust again, and the door opened a little more. He followed this up with another thrust, and the door creaked a full four inches wide.
 
   Now Kendra could see the edge of the bar, the dinged and warped wood that might have once, long ago, been polished with a glossy lacquer. 
 
   But not now.
 
   Now it was dented, used, wounded.
 
   Her gaze in the mirror continued down the bar until her eyes fell on the bald barman who was near the far end, his head turned away, his hands continuously forcing a rag into the same pint glass. Over and over he twisted that rag until Kendra thought she could actually see it getting thinner, the layers of glass systematically being worn away.
 
   She moaned and titled her head back with Rob’s next pelvic thrust, and her gaze inadvertently fell on her own reflection.
 
   Tired, saggy skin hung beneath her eyes, blue and loose, the eyes themselves a steel gray. 
 
   Kendra squeezed them closed and tried to force the image of the person she barely recognized her out of her mind.
 
   “Fuck me harder,” she whispered.
 
   Rob obliged.
 
   When she opened her eyes again, she no longer saw her face in the mirror. 
 
   Instead, she saw her father’s.
 
   Memories faded over time, of course, old ones being replaced or corrupted by new like a cassette tape continually rewritten. And that was all brains were, anyway; just organic computers that were ineffective, corrupt, and prone to error. 
 
   Still, it looked like her father, at least in the sense that when she saw the man’s reflection, her brain considered it her father.
 
   Blue eyes, a lopsided grin, and a mop of light brown hair that suited someone half his age.
 
   Kendra had been four when she had last seen him, and at that time, his eyes had been red, tears had streaked his face. But not in the mirror; in the mirror he was handsome, he was smart, he was caring. 
 
   As he had been.
 
   Once.
 
   When her father’s mouth started to move, Kendra’s body, previously relaxed, went tight.
 
   “Yeah, fuck yeah, baby,” Rob moaned, misreading her reaction.
 
   There were no words that came out of his mouth, but she was a pretty good lip reader. 
 
   Ken-Ken, I’m so sorry.
 
   Kendra felt a sob coming on, and was helpless to keep it inside.
 
   Rob humped harder, his sexual energy reinvigorated.
 
   We did it for you. We had to. We had to because… because… because you can’t have her.
 
   It took Kendra a moment to realize that Rob had stopped fucking her.
 
   “Shit, girl, you crying?”
 
   Kendra didn’t answer; she couldn’t answer.
 
   She blinked the tears away, and when she did, her father’s face vanished.
 
   “I’m that good, am I?”
 
   In his place was an image of the priest all those years ago, staring down at her, holding the envelope in his hand—the envelope that he had never shown her. For years this had tortured her, not knowing why her father had abandoned her.
 
   And it still did.
 
   Rob resumed his thrusting, and all the while the priest’s mouth continued to move.
 
   Kendra.
 
   Thrust.
 
   Kendra, we need to talk.
 
   Thrust.
 
   Kendra, I haven’t been completely honest with you.
 
   Thrust.
 
   “Kendra.”
 
   Thrust.
 
   “Kendra.”
 
   Thrust.
 
   Rob was grunting now, his breathing coming in ragged gasps.
 
   “Kendra!”
 
   It was only with this fourth or fifth mention of her name that she could actually hear the man in the mirror’s words—he was actually speaking. At first, Kendra thought Rob was moaning his name as he neared climax, but when her tired eyes came back into focus, she was horrified to realize that this wasn’t the case.
 
   “Jesus fuck!” she shouted, pushing back against Rob.
 
   It wasn’t the priest from her childhood in the mirror, it was the one from this afternoon.
 
   When Rob continued to pump, she brought her hand up and pushed a thumb into his closed eye, while at the same time shoving him backward with her legs.
 
   “Stop!”
 
   He yelped, and his manhood slid out of her.
 
   It was Father John Simone in the mirror, and he was speaking to her.
 
   And in that moment, staring at his wrinkled face, she realized why he seemed so familiar. She had met him before, long ago—what seemed a lifetime ago. He had been young then, much younger, his hair brown instead of gray, his eyes likewise, but it was him. She had met him around the time she had first heard the words that Steph Black had written all over the walls.
 
   The fist time she had heard mater est, matrem omnium. 
 
   She started to tremble.
 
   “Kendra,” Father John said, his voice soft. “We need to talk.”
 
   And in that moment, Kendra was transported back to a different time.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 34
 
    
 
    
 
   “Bring her in here, but don’t mention anything,” Father Callahan instructed another priest, one she hadn’t seen before. 
 
   Kendra kept her breathing low and steady. Multiple times she had been told not to hang out in the room behind the altar, but it was the only real place that she could get away.
 
   And after Christine had arrived, she was finding herself spending more and more time there. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Christine; if anything, she liked her a lot. The problem was that as Kendra struggled to find out about herself, to deal with her own problems, she was overwhelmed by Christine’s.
 
   About how the woman’s daughter had been stolen from her, kidnapped, and after years of fruitless searching, she was convinced that she had been dragged to hell by a demon, of all things.
 
   It was no wonder that no one believed her.
 
   Kendra had seen, spoken to, and been confided in by many women over the years, so even at just eleven years old—almost twelve—she could recognize a split personality when she saw one. She didn’t blame those that didn’t believe Christine, especially when Kendra herself wasn’t completely convinced that Christine had ever had a daughter, let alone one that was kidnapped by a demon.
 
   In a way, it didn’t matter to Kendra if her child was real or imagined. Her job wasn’t to believe or cast doubt, it was to listen. So now, as she crouched behind the half-open door, shoved into a broom closet and staring into the room where the two priests stood, she did just that: she listened.
 
   “I don’t think—” the younger priest replied. The man, this priest that she had never met, had arrived here only a few days ago, and Father Horatio had gone to great lengths to keep him away from Kendra and the other women. 
 
   Except for Christine—Christine was getting worse, her night terrors more extreme, her behavior in her daily life more erratic. So Horatio had no choice but bring the new priest into the fold, for fear that he might come across her accidentally.
 
   And a priest hiding women, several young women, disturbed young women, in the church basement? Even Kendra was worldly enough to know the visceral reaction that this would conjure. But Father Callahan was cautious, if nothing else, and he had only revealed Christine. 
 
   Kendra was still a secret, which was fine by her.
 
   Father Horatio shook his head emphatically.
 
   “No, don’t think. You aren’t here to think—you are here to learn. Go get Christine, and bring her here.”
 
   The young priest swallowed hard.
 
   “And if she refuses?”
 
   “She won’t—go now, I’ll set things up.”
 
   Kendra eased the closet door nearly completely closed as the younger priest walked by. He came so close to her that she could smell his aftershave. 
 
   And then she waited. 
 
   Five minutes or more later—it was difficult for Kendra to tell, what with the only light that eked into the closet coming from a dim yellow bulb in the adjacent room—Christine arrived. Her short black hair, which Kendra had helped her cut with a pair of dull scissors, was damp with sweat, and she looked so thin and wiry that she bordered on anorexic. Her eyes were like two cherries floating in buttermilk—wild, unfocused. She was in one of her states.
 
   “Why do I have to come with you? Where are you taking me?” Her voice was high-pitched, scared and confused.
 
   “Please, Christine, remain calm. We are only trying to help.”
 
   He had his hands resting gently on her shoulders, guiding her forward, but Christine suddenly turned and hissed at him and he tightened his grip. He was struggling to keep her moving, to get her inside the room behind the altar.
 
   “Please,” he begged. 
 
   Christine responded by jamming a foot against the door frame, halting their forward progress.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere with you, faggot,” she replied, wrenching her body to one side.
 
   For a split second, Kendra was afforded a direct line of sight at the young priest’s face.
 
   The man was torn—torn by his sworn duty to the cloth and to Father Horatio—but it was clear that forcing this woman, as disturbed as she was, into the room despite their best intentions was something that he recognized as wrong. It was as if time had stopped, and Kendra was bearing witness to all human emotions appear on a man’s face in rapid succession.
 
   “Let me go!” Christine shouted.
 
   And for a brief moment, it looked to Kendra that the man might do just that.
 
   But then Father Horatio stepped into view, holding an ornate cross in front of him, a Bible tucked under his other arm.
 
   “The Lord demands that you flee this vessel, demon. Do not fight.”
 
   Kendra’s breath caught in her throat, her thoughts turning back to when Christine had first used that word in reference to her missing child.
 
   But Callahan was clearly calling her a demon.
 
   A sinister smile suddenly broached Christine’s gaunt face. Then her body relaxed, and the younger priest’s inner conflict evidently passed as he eased her inside the room.
 
   When Christine spoke again, her voice was scratchy, uneven—it didn’t match either of her personalities that Kendra had been exposed to.
 
   “Mater est, matrem omnium,” she said, and then she laughed. 
 
   Kendra’s blood ran cold. 
 
   “Mater est, matrem omnium, Father.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 35
 
    
 
    
 
   “Pass me one,” Kendra said, eying the pack of cigarettes that the priest had lain on the table in front of them. She was still trembling from the memory that had hit her like a freight train. The sheer voracity of the imagery from Christine’s exorcism clung to her like a dense fog. 
 
   Father John took a drag from his own smoke and then pushed the pack toward her with his other hand. Kendra took one out and lit one.
 
   It wasn’t her usual vice—that was reserved for alcohol and casual sex—but occasionally she indulged. 
 
   And today was one of those days.
 
   The smoke was thick and harsh, and she nearly sputtered with her first drag. She chased it with a sip of beer and quickly glanced around.
 
   Rob was gone—he had left the bar in a fit of fury, probably to jerk off somewhere. The bartender was still there, of course, but he was obsessed with drying glasses. Leaving only her and Father John, which, under normal circumstances, would have been a nightmare.
 
   But for some reason it was cathartic.
 
   Kendra was confused as to how in the world it was possible, how her past had come back to her in Rickshaw County, of all places, especially given the fact that she had never been here before. But with all of today’s bizarre coincidences, she had nearly given up questioning them.
 
   Nearly, but not quite.  
 
   “I heard you on the phone earlier,” the priest said, his voice hoarse. “I heard you say the word ‘adopted,’ and at that moment I knew. I knew you were going to find out, but I still couldn’t bring myself to tell you.”
 
   Kendra stared into the man’s eyes, trying to gauge his intentions. 
 
   Does he know that I know? 
 
   She racked her memory, trying to recall if after the horrific events that transpired that day she and Father John had ever crossed paths.
 
   She didn’t think so; even in the ensuing chaos, Father Callahan had protected her.
 
   I know… I know what you did, she felt like saying. I know that you drove Christine to suicide. I know that you caused her death.
 
   But she held her tongue. It was time that she had her own secrets, ones that might come in handy at a later time.
 
   “Go on,” she said.
 
   Father John nodded subtly and took another drag.
 
   “And there is also the issue of confidentiality.”
 
   Kendra scoffed and the man took a deep breath.
 
   “I get it, Kendra. I understand. I’m not a lawyer or a doctor, but I am a priest. And while that holds a different meaning to you, it means something to me. A lot to me, in fact. And I have never broken that bond.”
 
   He took another drag, and Kendra noticed that his hand was trembling.
 
   “Until now.”
 
   The sheer rawness of the emotion in the man’s face brought her back to that time, when she was eleven, after Christine Barker had first come to the church. 
 
   She had seen him like this before—during the exorcism.
 
   And then, unexpectedly, Kendra was overcome with emotion. Kendra hated the tears that spilled down her cheeks at that moment, and she hated the way the she could no longer take a full breath. 
 
   Her back hurt from where Martin had tackled her, and her stomach hurt from where her scars had ripped.
 
   But what hurt most of all was being alone.
 
   The priest waited. Kendra could tell that he wanted to go to her, to hold her, but he resisted the urge.
 
   Like everything else in her life, she needed to get through this on her own.
 
   “I just want to find Lacy McGuire,” she whispered at last. “I just want to find the missing girls.”
 
   This was true, in a way. She did want to find the missing girls, probably as much as she had wanted anything in her whole life.
 
   What she didn’t say, however, was that she was one of them—she was a missing girl too.
 
   The priest nodded solemnly.
 
   “I think I can help,” he said. “I hope I can help.”
 
   Kendra wiped the tears away and waited for Father John to continue.
 
   “Two years ago, Jenna McGuire came to me. Now, mind you, this is years after I first spoke to Peter and begged him to bring his wife in, so you can imagine my surprise when she actually showed up. Still, it was obvious that she was a, uh, a disturbed woman, so to speak. She spoke quickly, desperately, looking for guidance, for support, for help. I was reminded of—”
 
   Christine Barker, Kendra thought instinctively.
 
   “—another damaged woman that I tried to help years before Jenna. I—I—”
 
   The man stammered uncontrollably, then averted his gaze. Kendra waited, and eventually Father John turned back to her. Staring into her eyes, he hauled so heavily on his cigarette that Kendra actually saw it get shorter.
 
   “When I was younger, I met a young woman… one that had problems just like Jenna. Back then, my approach failed and I lost the girl. With Jenna, I tried something different. I tried to convince her to seek professional help, to see someone that might be able to prescribe something, to… to—Kendra, I tried everything. But based on what I know now, it wasn’t enough.” 
 
   He exhaled a thick cloud of smoke.
 
   “It clearly wasn’t nearly enough. Part of it was because I was too young at the time—not young in age, but young in knowledge and experience. Even myself, a loyal servant of God, had a hard time believing the tale that Jenna wove. Especially because I had grown fond of Peter. Through his weekly confessions, I grew to know him quite well. And he’s a good man, Kendra. Despite the apprehension I saw in your eyes this morning, if there is one thing I can assure you of, it is that Peter is good. After his wife became intractable, he was on his own, in a strange, foreign place without family, without friends, trying to raise a troubled young girl. And he was doing the best he possibly could.”
 
   He paused, and Kendra placed her elbows on the table. Fatigue was beginning to surround her like deep, cold water.
 
   “But I am getting ahead of myself. You see, a part of me never acted on what Jenna told me because I didn’t want it to be true. I didn’t want it to be true for Peter’s sake, but mostly for Lacy. Because what she told me, well, that changed everything—Kendra? You okay?”
 
   Kendra felt her eyelids droop. 
 
   “Fine,” she grumbled. Part of her, the part that still held this man and all of his fellow men of the cloth responsible for her abandonment, wanted to hurry back to the station and start grilling Martin again. 
 
   But another part wanted to know.
 
   For now, the latter won out.
 
   “Please, continue.”
 
   The priest obliged.
 
   “The first thing she told me was about the dreams. About the horrible dreams that she was having. And also about the guilt. She never went to live with an aunt when she was pregnant—that was a lie she had told Peter. She had gone somewhere else. Somewhere in a swamp, although I was never able to find out exactly where. And, believe it or not, that was the most believable part of her story. The rest was nearly incomprehensible. Stories about a cellar, about a woman she called Mother, about milk.”
 
   Kendra’s eyes snapped open.
 
   “What’d you say?”
 
   The priest nodded.
 
   “I know, I thought the same thing. When I saw the glass of milk on the table at Peter’s house, I thought the exact same thing; I thought that somehow Jenna had escaped from the facility and had taken her daughter back. But I know now that there is something much worse going on here. Something more sinister. Something that can only be the workings of the Devil.”
 
   The priest prattled on for a few more minutes, but Kendra barely heard him. Her mind had stopped functioning after she had heard those two words: Mother and milk.
 
   Mother… mater est, matrem omnium. 
 
   Those words had been written in the secret room, and they had been on Christine Barker’s lips as she lay thrashing on the table, holy water being dumped on her face, gurgling from her nose and mouth as she fought drowning. 
 
   And milk… milk that had been on the counter at Steph Black’s house, milk that had been left behind for the three other missing girls. 
 
   And there was also the sour scent of milk on Martin’s breath as he jammed a spoon into her spine, pretending that it was a gun.
 
   “I need to get back,” she gasped, grinding the cigarette into the ashtray. “I need to get back, now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 36
 
    
 
    
 
   The director hung up the phone and sat silently at his desk. A file was open before him, one that he had read so many times that he could recite it by heart.
 
   It wasn’t a case. 
 
   It was the evaluation file for one of his agents. 
 
   There was a glass of water beside the file, and he calmly reached over and took a sip before gently putting it back down. Then he reached over and switched the television audio back on.
 
   He had the channel set to the ACN News, and was switching back and forth between that and the Rickshaw News. It was one of the perks of being in the FBI: having access to all local channels, which came in handy at a time like this. It was also a blessing when, once in a blue moon, he actually had time to catch his high school Alma Mater football game… to see his estranged son play wearing the same number he used to wear. No simple feat, given that his high school was more than twelve hours by car and had a population of less than five figures.
 
   But, regrettably, today was not one of those days.
 
   “We are here outside of the Black family home, the grisly site of what some members of the media are calling Family Massacre 2018.”
 
   The woman, a frumpy brunette with a knuckle for a nose and eyes like chalk remnants, waved her arm expansively across the home behind her. 
 
   How did a woman with a face for radio get on TV?
 
   The thought was instinctual, but of no value, so he brushed it away.
 
   The woman actually attempted to pass beneath the yellow tape—a journalistic no-no in every book—but a black man with a mustache stepped forward and blocked her path.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked, the mic in the woman’s pudgy fingers only just picking up the sound. The reporter backed up, but otherwise failed to acknowledge who the director thought was for certain a detective.
 
   “As you can see behind me, this home is the site of multiple grisly murders. We are expecting more information in the near future, but regardless of the details, rest assured that the approximately seventeen hundred residents of Torrance, West Virginia, will be buying locks for their houses that they thought, until today, they would never need.”
 
   The director sighed, and longed to be able to watch his Augustine Falcons playing on the gridiron this evening, to see his son who had made it painfully clear that this was the only way that he would get to see him. He checked his watch. It was ten minutes to three. 
 
   I can be in Rickshaw before five.
 
   His lips turned into a grimace and his eyes went from the television to the folder open before him. Although he knew the words by heart, he read them anyway.
 
   Psychiatric evaluation for FBI Agent Kendra Wilson. 
 
   The director’s eyes drifted down the page until he saw the box that was circled three times, twice by the psychiatrist and once by his own hand.
 
   Recommendation: DISMISSAL. 
 
   The director sighed, closed the folder, and stood. A moment later, he was out the door, making his way to the parking lot, wondering how he was going to justify pulling his best agent off a case that had the potential to explode. 
 
   A case that could not only leave four young girls—babies, really—dead, but also an entire media circus getting hard-ons over not just a serial killer, but a pedophile serial killer.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 37
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hello?” The word came out in a huff, squeezed out of Kendra’s lungs as she broke into a light jog.
 
   “Agent Wilson?” 
 
   Kendra immediately recognized the gravelly voice and she slowed. She needed to get back to the station, and fast, but this dripped with importance as well. Otherwise, why would he be calling her? 
 
   As her jog regressed into a brisk walk, she felt Father John catch up with her.
 
   “Tennison? What is it? Did you find out something?”
 
   “So glad to get a hold of you, I tried to get a hold of your partner, Agent, uhh, Cherry?”
 
   “Detective, just spit it out… what you got?”
 
   They had reached the Rickshaw Police Station now, but Kendra hesitated before pulling the door wide. She raised a hand in response to the confused look on Father John’s face. 
 
   Wait, she mouthed.
 
   “Tennison?”
 
   When he answered, the man’s voice was professional bordering on robotic.
 
   “Two things: one, I did some digging into the McGuires’ past and came up with nothing. At first I thought that this was simply a limitation on my part, so I gave your colleague at the FBI another call. Agent Grover said he spent more than two hours searching and also came up with nothing. The McGuires seemed to materialized from mid-air about four years ago, around the time they came to Rickshaw, when Lacy was born—but that’s also a point of contention; neither of us could find any record of her birth.”
 
   Kendra’s brow knitted.
 
   “What?”
 
   Materialized out of thin air, no past, no memories, nothing but the crying face of her father and her mother’s affect—no record of her birth.
 
   The first thought that came to her mind was Witness Protection.
 
   She opened her mouth to ask as much, but then something Tennison had said earlier came to her.
 
   ‘The Black-ers, not the Blacks.’ 
 
   “Wait—did the Blacks or Blackers and the McGuires know each other? Could it be possible that both girls were adopted? Maybe biologically related?”
 
   The words sounded strange coming out of her mouth, but as she listened to their echo in her head, they gained traction. And there was also what Father John had told her—about Jenna’s story—but like Christine long before her, Kendra wasn’t sure how much stock to put in that.
 
   Sisters? Could they be sisters? 
 
   “Uh-huh. And that brings me to point two, Kendra,” Tennison continued. “Your colleague ran their info—what he could find—through your system. A hit came back, but, get this, not just for the McGuires and Blackers, but for the Millers and Harpers, too. At first, I had no idea who the Millers or Harpers were, but a little digging of my own revealed that they too are more missing girls… and all around four years old.”
 
   The man hesitated, and Kendra, heart racing, pulled the door to the station wide. 
 
   “And?”
 
   “And they all had one thing in common: all had bank or credit card statements from in and around South Carolina—Batesburg or Elloree or Santee—around the same time, within a year of when their daughters were born. So I don’t know about sisters or any of that, but it does sound like a strange coincidence, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Shit.” The word came out in a whisper.
 
   Kendra raced down the hall, not caring that Father John could no longer keep up with her. She was lost in thought, her brain desperately trying to process what Tennison had told her. The theory that had formed in her mind a little over an hour ago had at the time seemed ridiculous, but now not only did appear feasible, but maybe even likely.
 
   The crimes were connected—all of them.
 
   She just had to figure out how and why. And Kendra knew just who to ask.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 38
 
    
 
    
 
   “You can’t go back in there, Kendra.”
 
   Kendra didn’t even bother answering. Instead, she pushed by Brett and reached for the door to the interrogation room.
 
   “Kendra!”
 
   Brett rarely raised his voice, so this time when he shouted, Kendra paused. She didn’t turn, didn’t let go of the door handle, but she did hesitate before pulling it wide.
 
   “Kendra, you can’t go back in there,” he repeated.
 
   Now she turned, eyes blazing.
 
   “What?”
 
   Brett had a depressed look on his face—tired and downtrodden.
 
   “You can’t go in, Kendra.”
 
   Kendra looked around briefly. The outer room was a mess, the chair pushed the wrong way against the wall, the stack of notes that had been there when they had first arrived scattered across the desk, with several sheets on the floor covered in footprints. 
 
   “What the fuck happened here? Where’s Peter McGuire?”
 
   “Kendra,” his voice was soft now. “You can’t go in.”
 
   “The fuck I can’t. Where is Peter?”
 
   For the first time since entering the room, she noticed that Brett had something in his hand, an envelope. It was old and worn, the corners brown, the entire surface dirty with finger smudges.
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “Kendra, I had to call him. I had no choice.”
 
   Kendra ignored the comment, and instead indicated the envelope with her hand.
 
   “What the fuck is that, Brett?”
 
   “Nothing,” he said, but the way he moved it protectively behind him, a subtle, yet telling movement, made him a liar. “I had to cuff Peter.”
 
   The door handle in her hand suddenly felt icy cold. She gripped and twisted the metal, trying to warm it. Instead, she only served to make it slick with the sweat that seemed to suddenly cover her entire body.
 
   Brett’s eyes went to the floor.
 
   “And I had to call him. I had to.”
 
   Kendra ground her teeth; there was no question who him was in this context.
 
   “You fucking asshole.”
 
   Brett looked up, and again she saw sadness in his blue eyes.
 
   “I had to. Come on, I had no choice. You smell like a bar, you’re sweating like crazy, and you lost your mind, Kendra. I had to.”
 
   She wanted to walk over and punch him; she wanted to walk over to Brett and punch him directly in the face.
 
   “You didn’t mind my drinking last night, did you, Brett?”
 
   “That’s different.” 
 
   “Why? Why was it different?”
 
   Brett had no immediate answer. Instead, he continued along the same narrative that he had been spouting ever since she had arrived.
 
   “Kendra, I’m sorry, but you can’t go in there.”
 
   Kendra quickly weighed her options. She had never seen Brett like this, his usual lopsided smirk now a saggy frown, the glint in his eyes all but worn away. Brett wasn’t an aggressive person, like her preferring to use her mind rather than her body, but he had changed. This case wasn’t just wearing on her, it appeared, but Brett as well. 
 
   Her ‘extra-curricular’ experience with Brett told her that if he wanted to, he was more than capable of stopping her. 
 
   Physically stopping her.
 
   But the real question was… would he? 
 
   Thankfully, a sound behind him gave Kendra the momentary distraction that she needed. She barely heard the officer’s words as she pulled the door wide.
 
   “Found him! I found the priest, Agent Cherry!”
 
   And then Kendra was once again alone in the room with Martin Reigns.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 39
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRD INTERVIEW - FBI AGENT KENDRA WILSON 
 
   May 21, 2018
 
   5:29 p.m.
 
    
 
   FULL TRANSCRIPT - CERTIFIED BY FBI AGENT BRETT CHERRY
 
    
 
   MARTIN: Welcome back, Kendra—it’s been a couple of hours, but I knew you would come back.
 
   KENDRA: Wipe that smile off your face. I know things now; I know—
 
   MARTIN: You still didn’t answer my question from before. Where did you get the scars?
 
   Inaudible.
 
   KENDRA: See? Shit has changed now. Shit is different. I know things.
 
   MARTIN: I know—
 
   Inaudible.
 
   KENDRA: The game’s over, Martin. I know about South Carolina.
 
   Long pause.
 
   KENDRA: Not so much into Jeopardy now, are you? Now that I know about you.
 
   MARTIN: You don’t know—
 
   KENDRA: Oh, I know. Look, you have about five minutes—maybe less—before that door there is thrown open and I’m hauled out of here. You want to talk to me? Just me? Then you better get your fucking lips moving, Martin, before we are both locked away.
 
   Pause.
 
   KENDRA: Are you some sort of fucking religious nut? A psychopathic sperm donor, trying to kidnap all of your biological children? 
 
   Inaudible.
 
   KENDRA: Well? Time’s ticking, Martin.
 
   Long pause.
 
   MARTIN: Have you ever heard of Anne LaForet?
 
   KENDRA: No—is she another one of the girls you abducted?
 
   MARTIN: No. Anne LaForet was a poor woman back before America as you know it was established, a period that textbooks only gloss over, a time in which we only have legends and myths to recount what happened. I was like you, once, Kendra. Don’t shake your head, it’s true. I was—disbelieving, pragmatic, calculating. But that has since changed… I have seen things, things that—
 
   KENDRA: I am nothing like you.
 
   MARTIN: Maybe not as I am now, but not long ago we were very similar. 
 
   KENDRA: Time’s running out. Unless you want to be locked away for a long, long time, you better get to the point.
 
   MARTIN: Listen, and then you’ll understand.
 
   KENDRA: I’m fucking listening, Martin. But my patience is wafer thin—get to the point. And do it quickly. 
 
   MARTIN: Anne LaForet didn’t have money, she didn’t have crops, and she had no name. But what she did have was a peculiar talent, one that helped other women conceive. At first, she was regarded as a sort of hero—maybe not in so many words, but she was a hero. After all, she helped others fulfill their dreams in a time when not only was birthing many children synonymous with womanhood, but it was a survival necessity. But this, like most things, didn’t last forever for Anne. 
 
   KENDRA: Is this some sort of parable? Because I have heard enough parables and fables in my lifetime—
 
   MARTIN: I know, I know you have.
 
   KENDRA: You know nothing.
 
   MARTIN: Growing up in a church? Yeah, I’m sure you’ve heard too many to count. But this isn’t an empty lie. This is a fact. I’ve seen it.
 
   KENDRA: Church? How’d you—never mind. You’re a fucking charlatan, is what you are. Trying to trick me, confuse me, when all that really matters are those missing girls. Why’d you fucking take them? Are they related? Is that it? Are you working for their birth—?
 
   MARTIN: In time, Kendra. In time.
 
   Inaudible.
 
   KENDRA: God damn it! We don’t have time! Tell me where they are!
 
   MARTIN: I know—
 
   KENDRA: Fuck! You don’t know shit!
 
   MARTIN: I know—
 
    
 
   The door to the interrogation room suddenly burst open, cutting the interview short.
 
   “—I know your father, Ken-Ken. I know your father and your mother.”
 
   Kendra’s heart seemed to stop. 
 
   Ken-Ken.
 
   It had been decades since she had heard those two syllables. 
 
   And only one person had ever called her that.
 
   “Leave the room, Kendra.”
 
   Director Ames stood in the doorway, making it the first time that she had seen him outside his office. For some reason, seeing him standing there made him seem older. Not old, but older than she remembered based on the many times she had sat before him, either being briefed or berated.
 
   Brett, you fucking asshole.
 
   She eyed the man, looking him up and down. He was shorter than she would have thought, coming in at around five ten or five eleven. And thin; he was a skinny man, his body holding the blue shirt more like a hanger than an actual person.
 
   “Ken-Ken?” It was Martin again.
 
   Ken-Ken. 
 
   Not much of what Martin had said made any sense, but for some reason his words had conjured the picture that Stephanie Black had drawn, the one of the swamp, the one with the pyre and the shadowy figure within. There was torment in that crudely drawn silhouette, emotion that she would have thought a four-year-old impossible to produce.
 
   And her dreams. 
 
   She was reminded of those, too.
 
   And Christine. And—
 
   Kendra bit the inside of her cheek, stopping the whirlwind of thoughts before they ran off the track and debilitated her. 
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” she whispered. A shudder racked her body. “I’m close; I’m close to finding the girls.”
 
   To finding myself, almost slipped from her lips.
 
   The director shook his head and she caught a glimpse of Brett standing behind him, and the priest behind them both. They all had matching grim expressions on their faces.
 
   It’s a man’s world— 
 
   “You are, Kendra. You are going to leave the room now or I’ll have you arrested.”
 
   —I’m only living in it. 
 
   Her hand slipped into her front pocket as the police officer pushed by Brett and stepped into the room. He had his handcuffs out already, she saw.
 
   “No, I’m not.” Her hand found the syringe that she had stolen what seemed liked decades ago. Both of them were empty, of course, already having been injected into Martin, but they didn’t know that. 
 
   Kendra had had cases before when both Brett and the director had warned her that she was taking things too far. Several times, in fact. On those occasions she had pulled back; not all the way back, but enough that they had let her be—let her do her job.
 
   But this was different.
 
   This was too close to home.
 
   I knew your father, Ken-Ken.
 
   She slid behind Martin, who was still chained to the table, and pulled out an empty syringe.
 
   This time, she wouldn’t step back. 
 
   “I’m not fucking going anywhere, and if you want this man to live, you’re going to give me the keys to his handcuffs.”
 
   Brett stepped forward.
 
   “Kendra… please.”
 
   Kendra put the point of the needle to the man’s carotid, which pumped away in his throat. Other than his increased heartrate, Martin didn’t react. If anything, he seemed to facilitate her.
 
   She hoped that from their vantage point they would only see shadows, that they wouldn’t be able to see that the syringe was empty. She thanked her lucky stars that the B52 cocktail that the orderlies administered to Jenna McGuire had been clear.
 
   “Brett… Give me the fucking keys!”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 40
 
    
 
    
 
   Brett gaped at his friend and colleague in disbelief. 
 
   Despite all of the telltale signs, the warnings from Director Ames, her slow descent into madness or depression or PTSD, he’d never thought for an instant thought that it would come to this. 
 
   Back at the hospital, Brett had wished he had his gun with him. Now, he was eternally grateful that he didn’t have it. He didn’t know what he would do if the director demanded he draw on her. 
 
   Seven years ago nearly to the day, he had become Kendra’s partner, but he had known about her even before that. All the agents did, young and old. Most were scared of her, not in the sense that she was dangerous—although there were rumors of that, too—but because they were scared that there would come a time when she would cost them their careers. That she would do something so unforgivable that even her impeccable record of solving crimes wouldn’t exonerate her, and that they would be dragged down with her.
 
   That she would do something like this.
 
   But Brett hadn’t shied away from a partnership with Kendra, he had sought it out. A psychology major in college, and with a partially completed Master’s in clinical psychiatry under his belt, he was acutely aware of why he had gone to such lengths to connect with her. 
 
   He had dropped out of his Master’s due to the need to make money when his wife had become pregnant. But he had done so only after making himself a promise: when his daughter was a little older, he would go back and finish his Master’s. He had even gone so far as to bring up the possibility of taking a leave from the Agency with Director Ames to finish it, and the man had seemed supportive.
 
   But that was before… and now it wouldn’t happen. It would never happen because his daughter would never be a little older.
 
   Shortly after his wife and daughter had passed, he had felt an uncanny attraction to Kendra. Not to her physically, at least not only physically, but to her plight as well. Anyone with half a brain in their head could tell that the woman was as driven as she was because she was lost. He didn’t need a degree to tell him that—undergraduate or Master’s. And for every crime that she solved, for every little girl Kendra brought back to her parents, Brett knew that she became a little more whole, that she found out a little more about herself.
 
   Brett folded the letter in his hand, then slowly slipped it into the back pocket of his pants.
 
   There was just something about this case, though, something that he had seen in Kendra’s eyes when he had caught her staring at the little girl’s painting.  
 
   Director Ames had shown him her psych evaluation, so he knew about her nightmares, about the recurring visions of a swamp, of a cold, dark cellar. And he also knew, of course, about her abandonment. 
 
   Too close… the case is too close to her—I should have never let it get this far.
 
   “Kendra, put the syringe down,” he ordered, breaking the stalemate. 
 
   “Fuck you, Brett. I thought I could trust you, that I could rely on you. But you’re just a man like the rest of them. Snakes in the fucking weeds.”
 
   The words hit Brett like slap.
 
   “Please,” he said, barely holding back his tears now.
 
   “Give me the keys, Brett. I will ask you once more, then I push the plunger.”
 
   The director turned back and nodded toward the officer, who took a step forward. 
 
   “Don’t move,” Kendra warned. “This may just be B52, but injected directly into his carotid? That will kill any man.”
 
   “You won’t do it, Kendra. I know it, Brett knows it. If you kill this man, we’ll never find Lacy or Meghan or Taylor.” The director’s voice was calm, even. He spoke as if they were discussing whether Kendra should fold her hand in a friendly game of poker.
 
   An image of Kendra from last night on all fours, completely nude, her ass in the air, begging him to fuck her harder, came to Brett then. And it was so unexpected and vivid that he nearly stumbled.
 
   Blinking hard, he tried to focus on Kendra as she was now, but it was as if she was a completely different person. Last night she had been angry, furious even, and while she tried to exude this same emotion now, she just came off sad to Brett.
 
   Sad and lonely.
 
   Brett let go of the envelope that he still clutched in his back pocket, and moved his hand to the front. Inside this pocket, he found his car keys and the keys to his handcuffs. Without thinking, he pulled them out.
 
   The sound of the clanging keys drew Director Ames’s gaze.
 
   When the man spoke again, his voice still had the same monotone quality, but his eyes had changed. They were small and tight.
 
   They were a warning.
 
   “Don’t,” the man said simply. Brett hesitated, but only for a moment. Then he moved past the director and police officer and toward the large metal table.
 
   “Put them on the table, Brett,” Kendra demanded.
 
   “Agent Cherry, if you give those keys to Agent Wilson, I will make sure that you are court marshaled and charged with aiding and abetting.”
 
   Brett reached out, his movements slow, as if he were but a marionette controlled by his and Kendra’s tangible emotions.
 
   “Brett! If you do this, you’ll go to prison. I promise that—”
 
   Brett tossed the keys and they landed with a loud clanging sound that was like ice in his ears.
 
   Then he bowed his head and put his hands behind his back. 
 
   “Arrest him,” the director instructed to the officer.
 
   With his head low, he could hear Kendra scrambling with the keys, and then the sound of Martin’s cuffs being released. In his mind, he also pictured the expression on the clueless police officer’s face, and it was the same one he had given Brett when he had asked about the priest.
 
   What was I supposed to do? Arrest the priest?
 
   Cold metal slid over his wrists, and then his hands were pulled tight together.
 
   Clearly, whatever respect or fear that had made the officer hesitate when it came to the priest did not extend to an FBI agent.
 
   This is it; it’s over now.
 
   “Kendra, take me with you. Please, this is the work of the Devil—you’re going to need me.”
 
   Brett raised his head at the sound of the new voice.
 
   It was the priest. The man’s lined face was sagging, his features like dripping wax. 
 
   “You need me—I can help you find the girls… all of them.”
 
   All of them.
 
   Kendra’s eyes softened, but only for a moment. 
 
   “No, I need to do this alone.”
 
   With the four other men in the room watching on, Kendra shuffled toward the door, Martin in front of her, the syringe pressed to his throat.
 
   She passed Brett first, and he saw something akin to relief in her face. His eyes darted to the syringe and he got his first close-up glance of the smooth, clear cylinder.
 
   It was empty, he saw, but he said nothing. Instead, he bowed his head again as Kendra took a wide berth around the director and moved toward the door.
 
   “Sir?” the police officer asked, clearly looking for some direction.
 
   But the director remained silent; he just clenched his jaw and watched as Kendra left the room with the only suspect in a murder/suicide and three missing four-year-old girls. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Part IV – Welcome to the Swamp
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   Batesburg, South Carolina.
 
   The words echoed inside Kendra’s mind like a mantra.
 
   Batesburg was where they were headed now, and although Kendra was certain that during or even before her time in the FBI she had never been to the place, it had a strange familiar ring to it.
 
   Batesburg. 
 
   A quick Google search revealed that it was a small town, about fifty miles from Lexington, with a population of roughly five thousand. 
 
   “Keep driving,” she instructed Martin as she unlocked her phone again. She knew it was a risk calling Agent Grover, knew that Director Ames was probably just waiting for her to make a call in order to trace her phone using the GPS tracker that was embedded in it.
 
   After the call, she would take the battery out and toss it. But that was after—now she needed more information.
 
   Taking Martin hostage would end with her going to prison—she knew this, like she knew her own name—but it was disobeying the stone-faced director that she thought might carry an even stiffer penalty.
 
   He would make her pay, she knew. And pay dearly.
 
   Kendra shook her head.
 
   None of this mattered now. What mattered was finding the missing girls, and if that meant she was incarcerated afterward, then that was a consequence she accepted. 
 
   Martin nodded, and Kendra dialed.
 
   The line rang seven times before someone picked up. This alone a telltale sign that Agent Grover had already been contacted. Her only hope was that Director Ames had only instructed him to trace the call, but had otherwise kept him out of the loop.
 
   “Kendra? What the fuck, Kendra? What’s going on out there?” His voice was high and tight.
 
   “Peter, I can’t talk much now. I need some information.”
 
   “I… I can’t, Kendra. I have strict orders to try to convince you to return and under no circumstances should I provide you with any information.”
 
   Kendra swore inside her head.
 
   “Pete, please. I wouldn’t ask you if I didn’t think that I could solve this case. Just two minutes; do a search for me. Then you can call Director Ames and tell him that you did everything to convince me to come in.”
 
   “Shit, Kendra, I don’t know. Brett’s been detained, as has the father of the missing girl… Peter? Peter McGuire?”
 
   “Paul, please. Do this for me one time.”
 
   There was a long pause, and Kendra chanced a glance at the man behind the wheel. He was handsome, she realized, with his stark gray hair that didn’t quite match his age. And there was something different about him now. Back at the station, he had almost been jovial, what with them playing his stupid question and answer game. But now sadness had crept into his features. 
 
   “Fuck, Kendra. Shit, make it quick, what do you need?”
 
   Kendra cleared her throat.
 
   “Two things: I need to know what you found out about Martin Reigns, and I need to know about Batesburg—tell me if there have been any missing children, any abductions, over the past few years.”
 
   Kendra heard typing on the other end, and she instinctively pulled the phone away from her ear to check the call duration.
 
   Three minutes; they have already triangulated my position.
 
   Google had told her that Batesburg was a two-hour drive from the Rickshaw Police Station, and Kendra hoped that when she finally ditched her phone, they would still be far enough from their final destination that her current position wouldn’t give them away. 
 
   In the back of her mind, however, she knew that Grover would tell the director everything about where she was headed. She just wasn’t sure that it mattered. After all, he probably knew already. He might even be listening in now.
 
   When Paul cleared his throat and began speaking, Kendra put the phone back to her ear.
 
   “Kendra, you there?”
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “I already pulled up some info about Batesburg after I found out about the connection between the three missing girls. You spoke to Detective Tennison already?”
 
   Kendra admitted she had.
 
   “Good; but, shit, there is much more to this, Kendra. I count seventeen missing children over the past twenty years from the region. Seventeen.”
 
   He paused for effect, and Kendra let this sink in.
 
   “How is that possible? How has the FBI not gotten involved before? Aren’t we always informed when there is a missing minor?”
 
   “Usually, yeah. But these…” There was the sound of more typing. “These fell under the radar, I guess.”
 
   Kendra scoffed.
 
   “Seventeen missing girls go under the radar? What the fuck, Peter?”
 
   “I’m just telling you what I see. Wait, wait.” There was another pause. “Got something else. There was an investigation of sorts, at least one that was opened, but it was never closed. There was a police officer… an Officer Woodward that pinged our servers several years back based on some record searches. But then he went dark. Hasn’t been heard from since.”
 
   “And this officer… Officer, what did you say his name was, Woodward?”
 
   The car suddenly lurched, and Kendra’s eyes shot up at Martin. He was trying to look stoic, as if he hadn’t just let his foot off the gas pedal, but she didn’t buy it.
 
   Woodward—the name means something to him.
 
   “Yeah, Woodward. Anyways, FBI did open cases on the girls, but usually the mother was missing as well. All unsolved, but most have a gold circle attached to them all.”
 
   Gold Circle was an FBI code that was used when they thought that the mother simply took off with the child, usually to escape from an abusive husband. They still searched for the duo, but these cases didn’t demand the same resources. Kendra herself had been involved in two such cases in her career, and they had been pretty cut and dry. A hard-drinking husband, usually working sixty hours a week at some unionized factory position, taking his frustrations out on the wife’s face.
 
   But seventeen?
 
   “Yeah, I know. Seventeen, right?” Peter said, reading her mind. 
 
   If this raised a flag with someone as dimwitted as Peter, then how come the director or someone more competent in the Agency hadn’t noticed?
 
   “Shit, ten of the reports show that the girls were four years old, too. The other files don’t say.”
 
   “Goddamn.”
 
   Kendra couldn’t help herself. What had started out as a murder/suicide was destined to become one of the worst, if not the worst, child abduction cases in the country’s history. But she wasn’t in this for accolades, she was in it for Lacy. And Meghan. And Taylor. And seventeen other girls—women now. 
 
   “What about Martin?” she asked at last. Her eyes drifted back to the driver as she spoke, and Kendra was surprised to see that whatever emotion that had stirred in him following the mention of Officer Woodward had vanished.
 
   She kept her eyes trained on him nevertheless.
 
   “Yeah, so not much there, actually. Martin Reigns, born in Batesburg, was married to a one Arielle Reigns, but filed for divorce five years ago. Went pretty much off the grid since then. Social shows no employment, and the bank sold his house—jeez, a large house, nice house—after he missed eighteen straight mortgage payments.”
 
   “Divorce? Can you pull up the motion? What was the reason?”
 
   “Yeah, one sec.”
 
   More typing.
 
   “Says here, ‘ABANDONMENT’. Anything else? Kendra, I—”
 
   But Kendra hung up the phone before the man finished whatever he was going to say. Then she flipped it over and pulled out the battery.
 
   “Keep driving,” she instructed Martin, even though she knew that he would do just that regardless of her instructions. It almost seemed as if he was eager to get to Batesburg—to return to his home.
 
   Which worried her.
 
   A lot.
 
   Kendra rolled down the window and chucked out both the battery and the phone, not bothering to look where they landed. Then she turned back to Martin.
 
   “Seventeen girls, Martin? That brings your total to twenty. You’ve been a busy little molester, haven’t you?”
 
   Martin just stared ahead blankly. 
 
   “Don’t feel like talking anymore? That’s okay, I have ways to make you talk. Trust me, you’ll talk.”
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   The director hung up the phone and waited for the text to come through with the coordinates of Kendra’s last call. 
 
   He didn’t believe that Agent Grover only tried to convince her to turn herself in—he didn’t need any investigative skills to know that. All he needed was to know Paul, and he thought he did. But with Kendra AWOL and Brett locked up, he couldn’t afford to discipline Agent Grover now. His time would come.
 
   The director cursed himself. 
 
   He was to blame. 
 
   It was inevitable, given what he knew of Kendra. It had only been a matter of time.
 
   His phone buzzed as the text message came in. As the director had suspected, Kendra’s phone last pinged from a cell tower in Burlowe, a district halfway between Rickshaw and Batesburg. 
 
   The director stood and slowly made his way toward the door. 
 
   He would go after her, he supposed. Not necessarily to find Kendra, although that was a welcome by-product, but to find the girls. For however crazy and unpredictable Kendra was, and had been, she was always his best. 
 
   And in that regard, in only that regard, he trusted her.
 
   He wasn’t so hardened or vain to think that finding and punishing Kendra was a priority.
 
   It wasn’t. 
 
   But, like Paul Grover, her punishment would come.
 
   And when it did, it would be severe. It had to be severe, despite the woman’s problems.
 
   The director pulled the door to the Rickshaw Police Station hallway open and stepped out, the transcripts of Kendra’s interviews with Martin, all certified by Agent Brett Cherry, tucked under his arm.
 
   They would come in handy later at the tribunal.
 
   Not remembering which way the front entrance was, the director first turned left. Seeing only a long hallway ending in what appeared to be a dead end, he turned the other way.
 
   And that was when Father John Simone essentially fell into him.
 
   The director was wiry, but he was also strong, and he managed to right himself before both of them tumbled to the ground. The impact, however, was jarring enough to send the folder under his arm spilling to the ground.
 
   “My goodness, I’m sorry,” the priest said. The man reached over and nearly hugged the director, a lame attempt at making sure the latter didn’t fall. 
 
   The director grimaced and gently pushed the man away, brushing off his light gray sport coat. 
 
   The priest bent. 
 
   “Let me help you,” he offered, but the director was having none of it.
 
   “I’ve got it. What are you still doing here, anyway?”
 
   The priest looked confused at the comment.
 
   “What’s going to happen to Peter?”
 
   The director stopped shoving the transcript pages into the folder for a moment.
 
   Peter?
 
   It took a second to register.
 
   Ah, Peter McGuire.
 
   He quickly put the rest of the pages in the folder and stood, eying the priest as he did.
 
   “I’ve left instructions with the officer—” The director racked his brain. “Officer Lunger. I told Officer Lunger to speak to him, keep him calm. If he can do that, he’ll be released within the hour.”
 
   The director detected a faint smile on the priest’s face, which was oddly out of place given the circumstances.
 
   “I’ll speak to him, then. He’s a broken man, without a wife or his daughter.”
 
   The director nodded.
 
   “Good day, Father,” he said, then tucked the folder under his arm and continued down the hallway.
 
   It wasn’t until several minutes had passed that the director found it odd that the priest hadn’t asked about the man’s daughter—about Lacy McGuire.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The smile slid off the priest’s face, and he felt it immediately flush, the adrenaline that pumped in his veins making his fingertips tingle. 
 
   This was the first time in his life he had stolen anything. Even as a child he had resisted snatching a candy bar, even thought the 7-11 was easy pickings and his friends had the act down to a science.
 
   His palms were sweaty, barely able to hold the two sets of keys that he had slipped into his pocket.
 
   And this was no candy bar. He had stolen handcuff and car keys from the director of the FBI. He doubted his white collar would protect him from prosecution for that.
 
   The man’s worn running shoes moved more quickly down the hallway now, his breath coming quickly in bursts. At nearly seventy years old, he was on his last legs, and he knew it. He didn’t even need the doctor to tell him so, although several had gone to great lengths to make this clear. His ticker was failing, more prone to fluttering than beating most days.
 
   Less than a minute later, he reached the door to the room that he had seen Officer Lunger take Agent Cherry after he had been cuffed. Only then did he chance a look over his shoulder. 
 
   His heartrate slowed a bit when he saw the director’s back to him, the man still walking away in the other direction, his papers since packed back in the folder. He had to hurry; the director would be leaving the station soon, and depending on where he parked, John only had a few minutes before he realized that his keys were missing.
 
   If everything went according to plan, the director would figure out what had happened and would come back in to find him. 
 
   But by then he and Brett would be gone.
 
   If things went according to plan, that is.
 
   Father John Simone pulled the door open just wide enough to slip inside.
 
   At first he didn’t even see Agent Brett Cherry, partly because of the dim lighting relative to the hallway, and partly because the man was seated at the far end of the room, hunched over so far that his head pressed against the table, his arms still cuffed tightly behind his back.
 
   Father John coughed, announcing his presence, and Brett looked up.
 
   It was like looking at a different man. This morning he had been charming, in a goofy, confused sort of way. Childish, really.
 
   But now he looked old and tired, much like the priest felt.
 
   For a second, neither man said anything when their eyes locked. Then the priest remembered the director, and hurried over to Brett, pulling the keys out of his pocket as he did.
 
   Brett’s eyes went wide.
 
   “Where did you get those?”
 
   The priest said nothing as he fiddled with the keys, trying to unlock the handcuffs in the dim light. 
 
   Eventually they sprung open, and Brett brought his hands in front of him, rubbing the red lines that marked his wrists.
 
   Then he stood, and stared directly at the priest.
 
   “Where?”
 
   Father John shook his head.
 
   “No time. If you want to save the girls, we need to go now.”
 
   He started moving toward the door, but stopped when he realized that Brett wasn’t behind him. He turned.
 
   “I have no car keys… Kendra took them.”
 
   The priest jangled the director’s car keys.
 
   “Whose? Yours?”
 
   Father John shook his head.
 
   “Hurry, if you want to save Kendra, we need to leave this place now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 43
 
    
 
    
 
   “Ken-Ken… why did you call me that?” Kendra demanded. She had taken the syringe out of her pocket again, and had it cupped in her hand so that while Martin could see that it was there, he wouldn’t be able to tell that it was empty. It was a lame threat, she knew, but without her gun, it was the best she could manage. 
 
   Besides, it didn’t seem like Martin was interested in getting away from her.
 
   The man stared straight ahead with the conviction of a teenager during their first driving test.
 
   “Because I knew your father.”
 
   Kendra sneered.
 
   “The fuck you did.”
 
   Still, something about the way that he said knew, again with that unwavering conviction, gave her pause. 
 
   He doesn’t know him—didn’t know him. That’s impossible. 
 
   Kendra had wasted a good many years looking for her father, and mother, ever since she had fled the church at age fourteen. She had searched and searched and searched… and she had continued looking even after she had joined the FBI, using her newly found and considerable resources. 
 
   Part of her assumed that he was dead, and Martin’s use of the word knew offered some credence to this. It would make things easier if her parents were dead. Easier in the sense that she wouldn’t have to deal with their reasons and answers, none of which would be satisfying. Nothing would explain why they had tricked a four-year-old girl, abandoning her at a random church.
 
   He can’t know my parents. Impossible.
 
   She moved the syringe closer to Martin, knowing that he would be able to identify its shape in his periphery.
 
   “Tell me where you heard that,” she demanded again. Kendra tried to be strong, to be forceful, but her throat betrayed her.
 
   “I know a lot about you.”
 
   Kendra slowly moved the syringe closer to his neck—maybe he hadn’t seen it after all.
 
   “Put it away, Kendra, I know it’s empty.”
 
   Kendra instinctively pulled back in surprise.
 
   “It’s empty,” he repeated.
 
   Trying to regain control, she moved the syringe to his neck anyway, pressing the sharp point against his skin.
 
   “It may be empty, but it’ll still burst your carotid. Shit, injecting just air directly into it will probably kill you. Just keep fucking driving and start answering my questions.”
 
   Martin blinked, but didn’t move away from the needle point as she had expected.
 
   What the fuck is wrong with this guy?
 
   The first thought that came to mind was that he was a sociopath, but that wasn’t consistent with the kidnapping of the girls. Sociopaths rarely abducted children; usually they stuck to single women, the elderly, and occasionally random strangers. 
 
   Sometimes little girls, but rarely. And multiple little girls, rather than just opportunistic crimes? Not in Kendra’s experience.
 
   Pedophiles abducted young girls.
 
   But Martin didn’t strike her as one of those, either. Which brought her back to the idea that he was some sort of zealot with a strange proclamation for adopted children.
 
   Fuck.
 
   “Fine,” she said at last, bringing the syringe back to her lap. This whole scenario was wrong—something about it was just off. If he had known that the syringe was empty, why had he been so willing to come with her? Why was he driving now, for that matter? And why had he brought the milk to Jenna McGuire? What the hell was the point of all of this?
 
   Kendra swallowed hard. The only thing that made sense was that Martin wanted to be caught.
 
   Her eyes flicked back to him, noting that even though his hair was completely gray, he couldn’t have been even fifty yet. He was still wearing the white scrubs from Wikstrands, and the arm holes were cut high, revealing muscular biceps and strong-looking forearms. Kendra had training, of course, but based on her struggle with Martin at the facility, she knew that he could overpower her if he so wanted.
 
   So why is he still playing along?
 
   Kendra suddenly regretted tossing her cell phone.
 
   “I don’t know why keep sucking me into your games, but I’ll bite. How did you know my father?”
 
   “I was looking for him.”
 
   “Looking for him? Why?”
 
   Martin sighed, the first visible emotion since she had forced him into the car. The man opened his mouth as if to say something, but then shut it again.
 
   “Why?” Kendra demanded again. 
 
   The car suddenly jostled as Martin took an exit off the highway. Kendra whipped her head around, trying desperately to locate a road sign, but saw only a sign indicating ‘Elloree’ with no mention of Batesburg. Her heart started to race.
 
   “Martin! Where are we going?” She brought the syringe back up to his neck, but this time, Martin lashed out with startling speed and smacked her hand. Kendra cried out as the syringe went flying into the backseat.
 
   “You mother—”
 
   “Sit down!” Martin shouted. Like his swat, his voice was so unexpected that Kendra instinctively obeyed the man, much like a disobedient child.
 
   “Where are we going, Martin?” Kendra shouted again. Her blood pressure started to rise, adrenaline coursing through her body. Her eyes darted about the interior of the car, searching for something—anything—that might be used as a weapon. There was her purse, which she had left in the car earlier, but the most dangerous thing in there might be her credit cards. Her eyes finally settled on the glove box, and her mind nearly screamed the word.
 
   Glove box! 
 
   Neither she nor Brett carried their handguns, but she kept hers in the glove box. 
 
   Kendra swallowed hard as she tried to remember if Brett did the same.
 
   Well, only one way to find out. 
 
   “Where are we going?” she repeated, trying to keep the tremor from her voice. The words were meant as a distraction as her hand slowly snaked across her thigh and toward the glove box.
 
   Martin surprised her with an answer.
 
   “You said you wanted to see Lacy and the other girls. I am taking you to them.”
 
   Again with the fucking games. 
 
   She inched her hand closer.
 
   “But where?”
 
   “The swamp; we’re going to the swamp.”
 
   Swamp?
 
   The nightmares she used to suffer from as a child ripped through her mind, starting out vivid and then becoming more and more abstract until the shattered images regressed into a facsimile of Stephanie Black’s painting.
 
   Her breath was suddenly coming fast and furious, and she was on the verge of hyperventilating. Her vision was getting messy, as if peering through a foggy mirror. Any semblance of subtlety was gone now, chased away by fear and confusion, and she tried to grab the glove box handle. 
 
   The swamp…
 
   She missed.
 
   The terrain outside slowly changed before her eyes, and before she knew it they were driving through the wetlands. Thin spires of branchless trees dotted the left-hand side of the road, while she faintly perceived a boggy body of water on the right. 
 
   “The children are with Mother,” someone said, but Kendra didn’t know if she had said the words or if they had come from Martin’s mouth. “Mater est, matrem omnium.”
 
   Again she tried to reach for the glovebox, but in addition to blurred vision, she was feeling nauseated as well.
 
   The pile of bodies… Steph Black’s pale hand speckled with blood… Detective Tennison’s lined face… Jenna McGuire, pulling against her restraints, her teeth gnashing… Christine, drowning in holy water, unable to breathe… Rob, the man from the bar, fucking her, driving her ass cheeks into the faucet… a woman in the swamp, flames engulfing her own body… screaming, oh God, the most horrible screams… and a girl, tiny girl, burning, her hair catching fire, her face melting like microwaved butter…
 
   “Martin,” she said, her words coming out slow and deep. “Stop the caarrrrrr, I’m gonna be—”
 
   And then the vehicle hit something in the road, a bump maybe or some sort of ramp. For a split second, they were airborne, and Kendra felt completely weightless.
 
   And then gravity took over, and her body suddenly lurched forward, the seatbelt tearing into her collarbone as the vehicle smashed into a tree.
 
   The last thing Kendra saw before her world was reduced to darkness was Martin’s face hovering over her.
 
   “I found your father, Ken-ken, because I was looking for you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 44
 
    
 
    
 
   The door closed behind Father John Simone just as the director’s shouts filled the Rickshaw Police Station.
 
   Fuck, fuck, fuck.
 
   Brett waited on the landing, halfway between the first floor and the ground floor.
 
   “Hurry!” he shouted to the priest, whose face was a beet red, his breathing coming in tight bursts. And this was only from a half jog maybe thirty meters down the hallway. He looked like he was going to have a heart attack, making it dangerous to push him now, Brett knew, but he had no choice.
 
   They had to find Kendra before she did something really stupid… or something happened to her.
 
   While Brett lacked the keen intuition of his partner, he knew that something about Martin Reigns wasn’t completely right. As he waited for the priest to come to him, his thin hands gripping the handrail so tightly that his knuckles nearly matched the pale blue color of the metal itself, he started to piece together the sequence of events that had led them here.
 
   First, there was the horrific scene at the Black house, of which he had initially shared Kendra’s opinion that it was an isolated murder/suicide. But then the milk had led them to three other missing girls from neighboring cities. 
 
   Why was the milk left behind? Was it a calling card of sorts? 
 
   And then there were the words scrawled in blood on the fridge. It was clear that the Blacks had been expecting someone, someone to come for Stephanie, someone or something so horrible that death was their only escape—but was it Martin? Could they have been that frightened of just a man like him? And, maybe even more importantly, how did they know? How did they know that someone was coming for their daughter, the way that someone had come for Lacy and Meghan and Taylor? 
 
   The one thing that didn’t seem to fit in this narrative, was Jenna McGuire… why had Martin delivered her milk? Why would he risk being caught? He must have known that she would be a suspect, given her psychosis.
 
   Brett’s blood suddenly ran cold and he froze.
 
   “What’s wrong?” the priest gasped, finally making it to the landing. From somewhere above them the director’s shouts intensified. If they didn’t get out of the station now, they would be caught and thrown in jail. And Kendra would be alone with Martin.
 
   Kendra.
 
   “Let’s move!” the priest urged.
 
   Brett’s hand fell to his back pocket and he yanked out the letter that had been written more than two decades ago by Kendra’s father’s hand.
 
   The director’s voice was just outside the door to the stairwell now, and Brett finally animated, his legs pumping as he took the final set of stairs on the fly. A second later, the door was open and a bright wedge of sunlight filled the dusty stairwell. As he waited for Father John to join him, he clicked the alarm button on the keys that the priest had given him, aiming the fob around the parking lot.
 
   The top door flew open, but Brett and his accomplice fled into the sun before he saw the director’s face.
 
   “C’mon, c’mon,” Brett shouted as he scanned the single row of cars.
 
   And then, on his far left, the lights and horn of a dark blue Buick LeSabre started going off.
 
   Bingo.
 
   “Hurry, Father!” he yelled over his shoulder as he sprinted toward the car. 
 
   Sweat immediately broke out on his forehead, but he wasn’t sure if this was from the sun and exertion or from the realization that Martin had been at Wikstrands because he had wanted to be caught. It was the only thing that made sense.
 
   They reached the car before the director made it into the parking lot.
 
   “Get in,” Brett shouted. “Hurry!”
 
   Brett started the car and shifted it into reverse.
 
   “Fucking hurry!” he shouted as the door to the stairwell flew open and he caught a glimpse of the director’s hard eyes in the rear-view.
 
   More specifically, Martin had wanted to be caught by Kendra.
 
   The moment Father John collapsed in a heap on the seat, Brett hammered the gas and the car whipped out of the parking spot. The director remained in the doorway, his hands hanging at his sides as Brett shifted the car into drive and it lurched out of the parking lot.
 
   He half expected to see cherries in his rear-view, but after several minutes tearing down the road, it appeared that this wasn’t going to be the case. Only after they merged onto the freeway, the dark blue Buick blending in with hundreds of other reflective ants, and it looked like they were actually going to get away with it did he chance a glance over at the priest. 
 
   Father John was hunched over, his hand gripping the door handle as if for support, even though he was seated. His entire body was covered in sweat, his thin gray hair pasted to his forehead in dark strips. There was a grimace etched on his lined face, and Brett immediately knew that the man was in serious trouble.
 
   “Father?” he whispered.
 
   “Pills,” Father John croaked, not looking up. “I need my pills.”
 
   “Where are they?” 
 
   The man was trying to get into the pocket of his jeans, but he couldn’t manage all hunched over as he was.
 
   “Lean back,” Brett instructed.
 
   With considerable effort, the man obliged, his eyes closing, his hands rising to his chest and clutching at the black cloth.
 
   He’s having a heart attack, Brett thought with unusual clarity. He’s going to fucking die in the passenger seat of the director’s rental car.
 
   Trying to keep one eye on the road, Brett reached over and fumbled with the man’s pocket, his hand following the hard outline of a pill container.
 
   A second later, he had removed the container, and a moment after that, he had it open. 
 
   Inside the orange container was about a half dozen small white pills. He took two out and held them to the priest.
 
   “Father? Father!”
 
   The man was breathing in short gulps, his face so pale that it bordered on translucent. His eyes were still closed, but they were relaxed now, no longer tense. 
 
   “Fuck!” Brett swore. He swerved to avoid a braking car in front of him, while at the same time reaching over with his hand, trying to shove two pills into the priest’s mouth.
 
   The man’s lips were like newly molted caterpillars, all cold and clammy. Eventually he managed to force the pills inside, but it wasn’t clear that the priest was conscious enough to notice.
 
   Brett had to force Father John’s lips closed to ensure that they didn’t fall out again. 
 
   “Swallow, goddammit! Fucking swallow!”
 
   He reached forward, and then smacked the man in the chest.
 
   “FUCKING SWALLOW!”
 
   The man’s eyes fluttered, and then his head slumped to his side.
 
   He was either sleeping or dead, and for a while, Brett had no idea which.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 45
 
    
 
    
 
   The last thing Kendra had expected to see when she regained consciousness was the face of a pretty young girl with blonde pigtails hovering over her.
 
   I’m dead. I must be dead.
 
   Kendra blinked twice, trying to orient herself. When her eyelids stuck together, she instinctively raised her right hand to her forehead—or tried to. Sparks of pain instantly engulfed her right side, and she quickly abandoned the effort. With a groan, she tried raising her other hand, and was relieved that the pain didn’t extend all the way across her body.
 
   “Where am I?” she croaked as she probed her tender forehead. There was a cut on her brow, and blood slowly leaked from the wound, but it didn’t seem all that deep.
 
   To Kendra’s surprise, the girl was still there when she opened her eyes—calm, unmoving, just staring.
 
   She’s not really here.
 
   “Where am I?” Kendra repeated, looking around. A quick glance to the right revealed what she had suspected: her right shoulder had been dislocated, and she felt a dull soreness that radiated across her clavicle and to her ribs. Her collarbone was also probably broken from the seatbelt. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and leaned back for a second, trying to regain her senses.
 
   Images immediately flooded her mind, memories of being at a police station, of fleeing in the car—
 
   Her eyes snapped open.
 
   Martin.
 
   She looked to the driver’s side and her heart leaped into her throat when she saw that it was empty save the airbag hanging limply from the steering wheel. The door hung open at a strange angle, and an annoying pinging sound was going off from somewhere above her. Her eyes moved back toward where she was sitting, first passing the dashboard that looked like a psychedelic nightmare what with all of the flashing icons, and then the shattered windshield. Thick, caustic smoke rose in winding fingers from the hood, which was heavily indented by the trunk of a large tree.
 
   Fuck. 
 
   Kendra went to turn her attention back to the girl who had appeared in her window, but she had vanished; Kendra wasn’t overly surprised.
 
   I imagined the girl. 
 
   Her throat was so dry that swallowing was nearly impossible, and her head was pounding. Reaching down with her left hand, she unclicked her seatbelt and let out a sigh of relief as the sharp pain across her chest became a dull throb.
 
   “Hello?” she asked, careful not to shout. 
 
   No answer.
 
   Bits and pieces of the day started coming back to her, and with each image came a distinct emotion: guilt, sadness, fear, pain, pleasure. And then it abruptly ended with her desperate, woozy attempts to get at the glove box. 
 
   With a grunt, Kendra leaned forward, only to gasp and fall back again. Something had happened to her seat when the car had struck the tree, and it was no longer sitting true in its frame. With her pounding headache, just leaning forward upset her equilibrium. She squeezed her eyes closed again and then opened them, trying to right herself.
 
   It helped, and she grabbed the glove box on her second try. It was undamaged and flopped open like a curled tongue. 
 
   Empty—either Brett didn’t put his gun in there or… 
 
   A giggle cut through the swamp air, drawing Kendra’s eyes.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   The sun was fading now, but without her phone, she didn’t know exactly how long she had been out. With the canopy of leaves high above keeping the humid air below a dull gray, the best she could manage was a guess.
 
   An hour, maybe two.
 
   Another giggle, and Kendra reached across her body to open the door. The handle moved, but when she pushed against it, the door itself appeared stuck.
 
   She ground her teeth and pushed again, but still nothing. She just couldn’t gain any leverage with her right arm out of the socket.
 
   The shoulder of her white blouse was damp, clinging to her body, and dotted with blood either from the cut on her forehead or from behind her ear where Jenna McGuire had bitten her. It hung forward at an awkward angle, and although her hand was palm down on the seat, she couldn’t feel the fabric between her fingers.
 
   Subluxation. 
 
   This had happened to Kendra once before, many years back when she had shoulder checked a much larger man as he tried to run at her then partner Agent Reggie Mills. That time it had sucked back in on its own after the perp—a man who was spouting his mouth off about dirty bombs on an Internet bulletin board—had landed hard on the pavement. A few minutes of awkward tingling, like a limb that was asleep, and she was as good as new.
 
   This was worse, of course, as Kendra was certain that her arm wouldn’t go back in without any coaxing. Still, it had to be done. 
 
   The girl, real or imagined, would have to wait. 
 
   Kendra closed her eyes again, enjoying the momentary peace from the assault on her senses. For the briefest of moments, the musty undertones of the swamp, of slowly rotting vegetation, the sound of water dripping, of a fish or gator slapping against the surface, and the slivers of light that squeezed through the stalks of barren trees were all gone.
 
   She relished this moment of peace, but only for a second. 
 
   There was work to do still.
 
   Kendra drew in a huge breath through her nose, and as she started to exhale through her mouth, she leaned her right side forward as best as her bruised body would allow. Trying to keep her exhale going strong and smooth, Kendra hesitated when she felt she could lean no further. 
 
   She prepped herself for the pain that was to come.
 
   One… two… three!
 
   On three, Kendra flung her body backward. 
 
   Whatever air was still inside her was forced out and Kendra let out a breathless cry.
 
   Her arm, driven by the momentum, sucked back into her shoulder socket with an audible slurp. Her cry became a groan as blood that had been pinched off suddenly flooded the limb. 
 
   Kendra turned her head to one side and waited for the horrible pins and needles sensation to pass. And it did; after what felt like an eternity, but couldn’t possibly have been more than a minute, two at most, she closed her right hand. 
 
   Her fingers were stiff, but they obeyed.
 
   Swallowing hard against the pain that still radiated from her shoulder and ran across her chest, Kendra turned her attention back to the door.
 
   Part of her wanted to just curl up in her broken seat and sleep, just ignore everything about everything and sleep.
 
   But Kendra couldn’t do that. Not with that monster Martin free again, and the girls still missing.
 
   Her fingers were still tingling when she grabbed the door handle, but this time when she pushed, it opened a half inch with a metallic groan. 
 
   The agony was intense now, riding up and down her right biceps in electric tracks. But Kendra fought through the agony and pushed the door again. 
 
   On the fifth such shove, it was wide enough that she thought would be able to slip through. Again steadying herself, she leaned backward and then hauled herself out of the car.
 
   Given the dull throb that had enveloped nearly her entire right side, the pain that ensued wasn’t so bad. 
 
   At long last, Kendra found herself standing on the soggy ground adjacent the swamp, her posture crooked like an old man. The smell of rotting vegetation was greater now, but it had a strange, ammonia-like effect on her. Her brain felt clear, and she was finally able to remember all of what had happened over the past two days. And as she remembered, a knot formed in her gut.
 
   A sharp pain in her leg served as a welcome distraction. Looking down, she saw a small dark spot on her thigh, a dot of blood on her gray slacks. 
 
   This seemed different from the blood on her shoulder and the front of her blouse; it looked isolated, unique. Kendra reached down and probed the wound and felt something hard.
 
   The syringe!
 
   But as she pulled it, any sense of comfort or relief was short-lived. 
 
   Give it up, Kendra—it’s empty.
 
   I knew your father, Ken-Ken. I found your father because I was looking for you.
 
   A shudder racked her, which was quickly chased by a surge of pain.
 
   “Why the fuck were you looking for me?” Kendra whispered to the smashed car and pond beyond. 
 
   As she waited for a response that never came, she took a moment to survey the scene before her. She was standing on a packed dirt road that extended some distance in both directions, appearing to become gradually darker and wetter out in front of the car.
 
   The car itself was a mess: the bumper was curled around the tree in a nasty snarl, and the bottom of her door was jammed into thick mud, which explained why it had been so difficult to open. The left tire was buried to the rim, and the panel in front of her door had been crumpled from the impact. 
 
   I could have been fucking killed.
 
   Kendra shook her head and went back to looking for something, a landmark of any kind that she might be able to use to orient herself. 
 
   It was no use; everything looked the same. Just a few feet beyond the driver side of the vehicle was a large swamp that extended for as far as the eye could see. On her right was a thinly wooded area composed entirely of the branchless trunks that seemed to extend both up and out to oblivion.  
 
   A landmark probably wouldn’t have helped her anyway. Barring seeing the Stature of Liberty jutting from the swamp, she wouldn’t know where the fuck she was.
 
   Batesburg… we were going to Batesburg.
 
   Her only hope was to track Martin.
 
   Her eyes scanned the muddy area around the car, searching for footprints.
 
   She found none.
 
   Had he swum somewhere?
 
   That made about as much sense to her as the idea of him coming looking for her—which meant ridiculous, insane but possible.
 
   Kendra tried to shake some sense into her head.
 
   As she twirled the empty syringe in one hand, her gaze slowly came back to the snarled bumper. There was an oily smear just in front of the tire, and with every passing second that Kendra watched, nearly mesmerized, a drop fell from somewhere beneath the car and added to the puddle.
 
   Give it up, it’s empty.
 
   Without a gun, Martin could easily overpower her. 
 
   Without a gun, she would need something to protect herself.
 
   She stopped toying with the syringe and made up her mind.
 
   It might not be all that useful, but it was something.
 
   Clenching her jaw, Kendra dropped to one knee in front of the puddle, which made a sick slurping sound. Then she put the needle in the liquid and filled the entire length of the syringe. When it was full, she held it up to a shaft of sunlight and admired the way the black substance seemed to have an iridescent quality to it.
 
   Kendra slipped the syringe into her pocket, and put her left hand on the tire and pushed herself to her feet.
 
   “Come with me, Kendra,” a little girl said.
 
   Swallowing hard, Kendra turned slowly in the mud, her eyes wide, heart racing again.
 
   Not real, she’s not real.
 
   The smiling girl with the pigtails and bright blue eyes was standing less than twenty feet down the dirt road.
 
   “Come,” she said, waving her arm with childish excitement. “Come on, Kendra, she’s waiting!”
 
   Three blinks, four.
 
   The scene didn’t fade or dissolve as Kendra expected.
 
   “Kendra! She’s waiting!”
 
   Kendra let her eyes drift beyond the girl, but only briefly, afraid that she might vanish like before.
 
   There were several other young girls in the distance, she realized, but they were more cautious, moving in and out of the shadows so that she couldn’t get a good look at any one of them. She counted eight, maybe nine of them.
 
   Kendra looked back to the girl who was still waving her arm.
 
   “Come!” she said with a giggle.
 
   Kendra swallowed hard.
 
   “Lacy?” her voice was but a croak.
 
   The girl nodded.
 
   “Uh-huh. Now come! Hurry!”
 
   Kendra blinked again, then pulled her foot from the mud and stepped forward. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 46
 
    
 
    
 
   Father John Simone didn’t die.
 
   For a long while, Brett thought that the man had already made the arduous trek into the afterlife that he more than likely spent normal Sundays preaching about. The man’s face was as gray as oxidized meat, his cheeks covered in a sheen of sweat. 
 
   Swallow, he had shouted.
 
   And then, by some miracle, the man had swallowed, even though he was nowhere near conscious.
 
   But now, based on the way he snored like a rusty chainsaw every few seconds, it was clear that he was just sleeping. It was an annoying sound, but as Brett continued to drive toward Batesburg, it was a welcome distraction to the shitstorm that paraded in his mind.
 
   Martin was caught on purpose; he was caught by Kendra on purpose.
 
   Brett shifted his hips in the driver seat and reached into his back pocket to retrieve the letter that he had obtained more than a year ago. Well, truthfully, it had been Paul Grover who had found it; Brett had only intercepted the delivery on its way to Kendra. He had meant to give it to her, of course, but after reading it, he couldn’t envision a scenario in which it would actually help the scarred woman. In fact, at the time she had actually been doing quite well—this was before the dreams had begun to kick in again, even before she had failed her psych report—and he hadn’t felt up to tipping the scales in the wrong direction. 
 
   He’d seen the scars by then—he knew what she was capable of doing to herself.
 
   Was it worth it? Knowing what happened now, was it worth ruining her to keep a secret? Even if this secret might have pushed her over the edge?
 
   The director knew of the letter, Paul knew of the letter, and of course he knew of it. 
 
   And for the betterment of the FBI, and all of the still unsolved crimes, they had collectively decided to never share it with her. But here he was, racing down the highway as a fugitive in a stolen car with a half-dead priest beside him, desperately trying to find Kendra and hand her the letter.
 
   One way or another, he would get it into her hands.
 
   “What’s that?” Father John’s voice was low and slow, but it still startled Brett nonetheless. He had become used to the sound of the man snoring. “The letter. What is it? I saw you with it before; it looked like you were going to give it to Kendra.” 
 
   The man’s eyes were pale as if struck by sudden onset cataracts. The nitroglycerin that Brett had shoved into his mouth might have stayed the heart attack, but there was no denying that the man was on his last legs. 
 
   Brett cleared his throat and held the letter in mid-air. 
 
   He debated telling the priest that it was nothing, to jam it back into his pocket, but he was too damn tired for more lies. Besides, he had a sneaking suspicion that he would need to rely on this man at some point in the future.
 
   Maybe sometime soon.
 
   “It’s a letter,” he admitted before handing it over.
 
   Brett kept his eyes on the road as he drove, trying to concentrate as he approached Batesburg, because after he hit the town, he had no idea where to go next.
 
   He hoped that he would be struck by some inspiration, something that would help him find his friend and partner.
 
   Divine intervention, perhaps.
 
   Brett’s eyes flicked upward, his gaze finding the sun that had slowly started to dip below the skyline.
 
   Shit, why the hell not? After all, there is a goddamn priest in my stolen car. 
 
   Yeah, a little divine intervention would be nice right about now.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 47
 
    
 
    
 
   It only made sense to Kendra to reach out and hold Lacy McGuire’s hand. It made sense, when pretty much everything in her life to date didn’t. 
 
   After all, she was here to save the girl… wasn’t she?
 
   And so Kendra took the girl’s tiny hand in her own and limped along the path with her.
 
   There were more girls than she’d first realized, and they weren’t all young. Their ages ranged from four like little Lacy, to several larger girls in their late teens and possibly earlier twenties. But these girls were further ahead, migrating in and out of the trees, barely visible in the narrowing blades of sunlight. 
 
   Miraculously, with Lacy’s hand in her own, her pain seemed to vanish. It was like a beacon of hope in the horrible mess that her life had become. 
 
   Lacy was alive; not only alive, but she seemed happy, too. Kendra couldn’t remember what Meghan or Taylor looked like from the brief glance she had taken of their files, but she was oddly certain that they were here too.
 
   If she had to guess, Kendra would have said that all the missing girls were here; the ones from today and the ones from two decades ago that Agent Grover had told her about.
 
   What is this? Some sort of convent?
 
   Lacy suddenly turned to look up at her.
 
   “No, silly,” she said with a gap-toothed smile. “This is our home.” She had a minor lisp, making silly sound more like thilly.
 
   Kendra simply gaped. She was positive that she hadn’t said anything out loud. 
 
   “How?” 
 
   The girl’s lips pressed together. If it had been possible for her cherubic face to look sinister, Kendra might have seen it as such.
 
   Sis, why don’t you come join us?
 
   But that just wasn’t possible. 
 
   Little Lacy was a four-year-old girl, one that had been abducted, stolen in the dead of night by a pedophile named Martin Reigns. 
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   Kendra didn’t doubt that she would eventually thee. She just wasn’t sure she wanted to. 
 
   They walked in silence for another minute, and Kendra eventually made out the shape of a house with a peaked roof and front porch jutting out of nowhere. She squinted, trying to make out the color of the place in the dying light.
 
   Gray? Is it gray?
 
   “No, not gray. It’s green. C’mon, Ken-Ken, let’s hurry. You are going to love it here!”
 
   Impossible.
 
   Kendra felt herself being drawn by the girl’s childish enthusiasm, wanting to laugh like her, high-pitched and carefree, and just spring across the lawn to the house. 
 
   But it was what the girl had called her that kept her grounded.
 
   Ken-Ken.
 
   After going more than two decades without hearing that word, hearing it twice in the same day, by a forty-something suspect and now a four-year-old victim, had a profound effect on her.
 
   Kendra drove her heels in the mud. Lacy didn’t appear to notice at first and she kept skipping along, ending in an uncomfortable yank that caused the pain in her arm that had been hidden away to re-emerge. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Lacy asked, turning back to face her. Her light blonde eyebrows rose up her smooth forehead. “Ken-Ken?”
 
   Kendra resisted the urge to pull her hand away. 
 
   Cute or not, cherubic or not, there was something about Lacy that just wasn’t quite right.
 
   Stockholm syndrome? Is that it?
 
   She didn’t think so.
 
   “How’d you do that?” she asked at last. 
 
   Lacy looked at her as if she had some sort of mental deficiency.
 
   “Oh, we can all do that, silly.”
 
   Thilly. 
 
   The girl tugged Kendra’s arm, but she remained rooted. Lacy’s shoulders sagged in frustration.
 
   “You can do it too, you know.”
 
   Kendra made a face, and Lacy responded by nodding vigorously. 
 
   “Sure you can. I mean, you have the dreams, don’t you?”
 
   Dreams? What dreams?
 
   “The dreams about this place, about the swamp? The fire?”
 
   Lacy waved her arms around her, indicating their surroundings. Breathing suddenly became a challenge for Kendra.
 
   Am I fucking dead? Did I die in the car crash? Is this the fucked-up hell that I was delivered into after death?
 
   Lacy giggled.
 
   “No, silly. You’re not dead. But you are making her wait.”
 
   When Kendra still found herself unable to move. Lacy clucked her tongue.
 
   “C’mon… okay, look. I’ll prove it to you. Candice? Beth?” 
 
   Two other blonde girls quickly appeared at Lacy’s side, one who looked about Lacy’s age and another about seven years old. Both were smiling.
 
   “Candice, do the trick that we practice.” The girl on Lacy’s left nodded eagerly. “Okay, what number am I thinking of? Any number, from one to infinity.”
 
   Candice didn’t hesitate.
 
   “Fourteen.”
 
   Kendra nearly smiled at their innocence despite herself. Lacy, naive to their ignorance, clapped her tiny hands together. 
 
   “You got it! Now you try, Beth.”
 
   Lacy closed her eyes and Kendra saw her lips move ever so slightly. Unlike Candice, Beth seemed annoyed by this. She rolled her eyes.
 
   “Fourteen again.”
 
   “Yes! You got it too! Now you try, Ken-Ken.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   Lacy nodded.
 
   “Yeah, you think of a number and I’ll guess it. Like I said, everyone can do it here.” She moved in close and cupped a hand around her mouth. Her words were a whisper now. “Even Charlotte can do it, but she doesn’t like to. She’s the old one, and she’s always grumpy.” 
 
   Charlotte… where have I heard that name before?
 
   Lacy leaned back and removed her hand from her mouth. “Go on, think of a number, any number.”
 
   It was ridiculous, really, or in Lacy’s words, thilly, but Kendra went along with the charade anyway. After all, what harm could come of it?
 
   Three numbers formed in Kendra’s mind—her house number back before her father had abandoned her. She still remembered those three large white letters. 
 
   439.
 
   Lacy made a confused face.
 
   “Hmm,” she said, scratching the top of her head. “I don’t know that one.”
 
   Reality suddenly struck Kendra like a ton of bricks.
 
   I need to find a phone—I need to find a phone and call the director and Brett and tell them to get the fuck up here.
 
   “No, wait!” Lacy pleaded. “It’s just a big number. It’s…” She pushed her tongue into her cheek. “Four, I know the first number is four…”
 
   Kendra leaned away a little.
 
   “The next is a three… I know that one because Father says it looks like half a snowman. But the last one…”
 
   Kendra’s eyes grew wide.
 
   This can’t be.
 
   “Unggh! I always get this mixed up. I think it’s a… it’s a… six?”
 
   Beth shook her head.
 
   “No, retard, it’s a nine. The number Ken-Ken is thinking of is four-three-nine.”
 
   Kendra was floored, and would have fallen on her ass had her feet not been stuck in the mud.
 
   “That’s impossible!” she gasped.
 
   Lacy giggled again.
 
   “You keep saying that! But we can all do it, all the sisters can do it. You can do it too!”
 
   Im-fucking-possible.
 
   Kendra felt the scars on her stomach and chest start to itch. It was all she could do to resist the urge to tear off her shirt and scratch them until they bled.
 
   “Oh, c’mon! She’s waiting! She has been waiting a long time to see you, Ken-Ken.”
 
   “Who?” The word came out as a breathless whisper.
 
   Instead of answering, Lacy’s face grew serious and she leveled her pale blue eyes directly at Kendra’s.
 
   And then, as if materializing out of the moss and dust motes that occasionally floated across her vision, a single word materialized in Kendra’s mind.
 
   But it wasn’t her word, she realized; it was Lacy’s.
 
   And this time she completely lost her balance, her entire world shifting, and she collapsed to the mud in a limp flop.
 
   The single word that formed in her head was MOTHER.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 48
 
    
 
    
 
   It seemed impossible that Father John’s face could lose any more color. In fact, he was so pale that Brett actually glanced at the man’s body—his hands, ankles, chest—to see if he hadn’t somehow been stabbed during their escape from the Rickshaw Police Station and was bleeding out. 
 
   To make the image even more striking, the letter in the man’s frail fingers shook worse than a tea cup in the hands of someone suffering from late-stage Parkinson’s. 
 
   “What?” Brett asked, the word coming out more harshly than he had intended. He softened his tone, worried that so much as a fly landing on the man’s shoulder would cause his heart to fail. “What is it?”
 
   Father John swallowed, his oversized Adam’s apple bobbing.
 
   “I—I—” The man just couldn’t seem to get the words out. 
 
   Brett chewed his lip, debating what to do next. They were less than twenty minutes outside Batesburg, and he still had no idea what to do once they got there. His instincts told him to head to the police station, but if he knew the director as he did, not only had the man most likely commandeered a car and was racing after them, but he had also sent out an APB. 
 
   If he went into any police station, he would be arrested. Of that, he had little doubt.
 
   Time was clearly of the essence, but Brett made a calculated decision to take the next exit off the freeway. Safely off the highway, he pulled over on the soft shoulder and put the car into park. A quick glance around showed that the sun was setting, casting an eerie orange light over the farmland that seemed to stretch for miles on either side of the vehicle.
 
   Thick black clouds were also rolling in, forming a dark canopy. 
 
   A storm is brewing. 
 
   Brett shook his head, trying to clear the fatigue that seemed to blanket his very being. 
 
   Focus. 
 
   He turned to Father John, who was still staring at the three short paragraphs on the yellowed paper. 
 
   “Father,” he said gently.
 
   When the man failed to react, Brett reached out and gently laid his hand on the priest’s shoulder. 
 
   Father John nearly jumped out of his skin. When he turned, his eyes were wide, his mouth slack. The man licked his lips feverishly before finally breaking his silence.
 
   “I know this man,” he said. His voice was hoarse, like a man begging for water in the desert. 
 
   Brett furrowed his brow.
 
   “Who? Kendra’s father?” 
 
   Father John shook his head.
 
   “No, not him. The priest who this was written to. Father Horatio Callahan.”
 
   Brett pondered this for a moment. He had gone to Sunday school, had gone to a Catholic high school, but when he had grown up, he had left the spiritual world for one of pragmatism and cold, hard facts. It had been a calculated, necessary decision in order for him to make sense of the world around him, a world so often filled with real demons, with horrible people that did horrible things. Considering a God that would infect his people with this plague was unthinkable. 
 
   Is there some sort of network of priests? Do they all know each other?
 
   This seemed impossible given the sheer number of parishes in the southeast alone. But if not, then this was one hell of a coincidence. And, to add to the improbability, the letter wasn’t addressed to any Father Horatio Callahan, but to a Father H. Callahan. Brett had himself tried to track the man down, but had come up with too many names to investigate. There were nearly fifty Father Callahans in Boston alone.
 
   “How do you know—how do you know it’s the same person?”
 
   Father John turned the letter to him, and pointed to a specific passage.
 
   ‘We have not spoken, but I have heard about you. I have heard that you are particularly kind to children of broken homes. While our home is still intact, I fear that a break is imminent. I fear that there is something coming for our daughter, something evil. Something that we cannot protect her from.’
 
   Brett knew the passage by heart.
 
   “So?”
 
   Father John shook his head. 
 
   “When I was a much younger man, I spent a weekend with Father Horatio Callahan—it was part of my training. He was very different from the priests that I had known before him.” Father John paused, clasping his hands in front of him. “You see, Father Callahan believed in evil—but not the colloquial evil that we speak of when we consider the evil deeds performed by man. Callahan truly believed that demons can posses the living, that they are born out of some of the most heinous crimes ever committed, provided there is a receptive host present.”
 
   He paused. When Father John spoke again, his voice was so low that Brett could barely make out the words.
 
   “Something bad happened when I was there. Something very, very bad.”
 
   “What? What happened?”
 
   The priest closed his eyes.
 
   “Father Callahan—we—performed an exorcism, but it went horribly wrong.”
 
   Thankfully, the man’s eyes remained closed. If he had opened them then, he would have seen clear disgust on Brett’s face.
 
   Exorcism.
 
   Brett had heard of exorcisms before, of course, but he usually pictured men in hooded cloaks drinking goat’s blood reading obscure passages from leather-bound journals. Not rational-seeming priests like Father John. 
 
   A mental image of Father Horatio Callahan formed in his mind, a crooked figure, spine bent so that he was hunched, nearly folded at the waist, hands like knobby branches, a face like hide.
 
   He shook his head, again trying to focus. 
 
   “Is this… rare? Are exorcisms routinely performed?”
 
   Father John shook his head slowly.
 
   “No—at least not here in the US. Mexico, maybe, but not here. Most of my kind have accepted that radical outbursts or psychotic episodes have a neurological basis, not spiritual ones. We tend to turn to pharmaceuticals, not holy water and crosses. But Father Callahan… he was different.”
 
   Brett nodded. 
 
   So Kendra spent her childhood with a man that believed in demons—real demons—after her parents abandoned her, convinced that something evil was coming to reclaim their child.
 
   If nothing else, it explained, in part, why Kendra was so messed up. Anyone growing up in that environment would have been messed up.
 
   “And, here’s the thing,” Father John began, drawing Brett’s gaze. 
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “When I spent time with Horatio Callahan? It wasn’t far… it wasn’t far from Batesburg, South Carolina.”
 
   Brett gaped.
 
   For a second, he thought that he was being played, that this entire fucked-up day was just some sort of practical joke that had taken a terrible spin for the worst.
 
   How else could he explain the coincidences of today?
 
   Father John nodded slowly.
 
   “He’s close.”
 
   Brett turned his eyes back to the road that had become a dim, pervasive gray. It would fade to black soon, he knew.
 
   A pitch black, impenetrable to reason.
 
   He contemplated his options, then shifted the car into drive.
 
   “Then I think it’s time we pay Father Horatio Callahan a little visit, wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   If nothing else, he would find out more about Kendra.
 
   Father John didn’t answer.
 
   Brett took this as a yes.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 49
 
    
 
    
 
   FBI Agent Kendra Wilson could tell that she was walking—she felt the packed mud crunch beneath her shoes, the foul-smelling air that passed by her face, her leg muscles contract—but it didn’t much seem like she was actually making it happen.
 
   It was like she was sliding along, her body somehow possessed by an unseen puppeteer.
 
   Lacy’s small hand was cupped within hers, but now little Candice had come to her other side and she was holding her hand as well. 
 
   The rest of the girls had lined up beside her—even the older one, Charlotte, who Lacy had described as grumpy and had a familiar ring to her name—and together they approached the house hidden in the swamp, barely visible between the treeless trunks that shot out of the ground like spires. 
 
   Her mind could barely comprehend what was happening.
 
   How can Lacy know about the dream?
 
   The only thing that made sense was that somehow Martin had stolen her psychiatric file from the FBI—after all, no one knew about the dreams except the psychiatrist and probably Father Callahan, although she doubted that the man was still alive.
 
   Somehow Martin must have hacked into the FBI computer, stolen her information, her personal files, learned about ‘Ken-Ken,’ about the dreams, and used it to confuse her.
 
   Even if all of this craziness was true, which she highly doubted, one question continued to nag at her.
 
   Why me? What’s so special about me? 
 
   She glanced at the girls beside and around her.
 
   All age ranges from four to maybe twenty-two were represented, but there was no one her age. 
 
   Why me? Does it have something to do with the fact that I was abandoned at four years old?
 
   Kendra tried to think, tried to set her mind whirring like it did when she was close to solving a case. But this was different. There was something strange with these girls, something that just didn’t make sense. And it acted as a roadblock to her thoughts. 
 
   How did Martin convince all of them to stay here and to be… to be happy? Is it some sort of brainwashing? Some sort of “Jonestown” coven? 
 
   Darkness surrounded them now, any final hint of sunlight all but gone. And with the night came swamp noises: bullfrogs, the snap of a snapping turtle’s jaws, and the ubiquitous hiss of insects performing whatever mating rituals kept them propagating.
 
   How can these girls be so happy… particularly Lacy, who has been here for what… two days, if that?
 
   Kendra closed her eyes for a moment, but kept her feet moving. They were within spitting distance of the porch now. And once inside, she knew that there was little chance that she would be coming back out again with her sanity intact.
 
   Don’t Lacy and the others know that their parents miss them? That they are worried sick about them?
 
   Lacy tugged her arm unexpectedly, drawing Kendra’s attention. She stared into the girl’s blue eyes, and as before, words seemed to materialize in her mind. They were in Kendra’s voice, so to speak, but she knew that they weren’t hers.
 
   My parents are here, silly. My real parents. 
 
   Kendra simply thought her response.
 
   Your parents aren’t Peter and Jenna?
 
   She conjured an image of Peter’s face, his tear-streaked cheeks, as he had been on the couch when she had first entered his house. 
 
   Lacy shook her head, and as much as Kendra tried to prevent recalling her mother, strapped to the table, teeth gnashing, eyes wild, she couldn’t. The little girl’s eyebrows raised, and Kendra felt a pang of guilt. 
 
   Those aren’t my parents. 
 
   To clear the image of Jenna McGuire at Wikstrands, Kendra pictured Peter on the couch again.
 
   Peter and Jenna were just borrowing me. 
 
   Now it was Kendra’s turn to recoil. 
 
   Borrowing? 
 
   Lacy nodded. 
 
   The image of Peter crying, desperate to find his child, stuck with Kendra. And as she replayed the memory, Father John asked if she wanted any tea from the kitchen, his old—
 
   Lacy yanked Kendra’s arm, and she winced, feeling the shoulder shift forward further than what was natural.
 
   “Don’t,” Lacy said, her eyes changing. They were still big and vibrant, but they were damp now, too. 
 
   Don’t what? Don’t think of your father, Lacy? Of Peter?
 
   Lacy pursed her lips together.
 
   “No—don’t think of him.”
 
   Him… the priest?
 
   Lacy nodded.
 
   Mother doesn’t like him. Any of them. She will be angry.
 
   A sound from the house drew Kendra’s gaze. All of the girls had come to a stop about a foot from the two wooden steps that led the porch.
 
   There was a dim glow coming from the house, from deep within the otherwise dark interior, but the porch overhang cast a shadow over what she thought must have been a chain of some sort. 
 
   Kendra thought she had imagined the sound, but then it came again, and she detected movement.
 
   A porch swing, there is a porch swing there, off to the left of the door, and someone is swinging on it.
 
   She cleared her throat, and instinctively tightened her grip on both Lacy and Candice’s hands.
 
   “Hello? Martin? Is that you?”
 
   The creaking stopped and for a minute nothing happened. Kendra didn’t know if it was her imagination or if the blood rushing in her ears just blocked out any sound, but it seemed to her that the swamp had gone silent.
 
   The bullfrogs had stopped burping, the insects had landed, even dripping water seemed to be temporarily silenced.
 
   Her hands were clammy, and had she not been so impossibly tired, Kendra knew that her body would have been priming itself for a reaction: flight or fight or… freeze.
 
   She was too tired to do anything but freeze.
 
   Flick. 
 
   There was a flash of light.
 
   Flick. 
 
   And another.
 
   Flick. 
 
   A small flame illuminated a yellow circle on the porch. As Kendra watched, a pale face suddenly appeared, a white cigarette moving toward the lighter. Only the lower half of the face was visible, but this was enough for Kendra to confirm that it was a woman. 
 
   Thick red lips, a small, pointed chin. Smooth skin. 
 
   There was a puckering sound as the woman pulled on her cigarette and then the lighter flicked out, leaving only the small glowing cherry.
 
   The woman exhaled a thin stream of smoke.
 
   “Ken-Ken,” she said after another prolonged silence. “Welcome. We have been waiting a long, long time for you to come.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 50
 
    
 
    
 
   The church was dark when Brett pulled up to it, but Father John ensured him that Father Callahan was inside, that he lived there. 
 
   “Look at this place,” the priest whispered, inspiring Brett to do just that. The church, a nondescript one-story structure with plain wood walls and a rusted metal steeple at its apex, sat on its own on a patch of dirt. It was the only structure on an otherwise abandoned street that connected, from what Brett could gather, two sections of a deserted industrial complex.
 
   As the dust swirled around the large wooden doors, Brett was beginning to doubt the priest beside him.
 
   “You sure he’s still here? How long has it been?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Fifteen, maybe twenty years.”
 
   Brett let the air out of his lungs with a whoosh. What had seemed like such a great idea, a certainty, now filled him with apprehension. He squinted at the dark church. There was one circular window at the front that might have once held stained glass, but now was just a dark gray pane. New construction, maybe.
 
   Somebody was here, or in the very least looking after the place.
 
   “Is he even alive?” 
 
   Father John didn’t answer.
 
   “Fuck—well, we’re here. Let’s go have a look. All of the demons I know are human, but if he can help us find Kendra and the missing girls, I’m all ears.”
 
   Part of him, the part that always needed to be in the know, also wanted to hear more about the exorcism.
 
   The failed exorcism.
 
   Brett opened the door and stepped into the warm night. The wind that blew dirt and sand across the empty lot was hot and fetid, like air trapped inside an abandoned house. Pulling his wallet out from his back pocket, he hurried across the street and up to the large double doors. He turned to Father John, expecting to see him pulling up the rear, but the man was still struggling to get out of the car. As he watched, the priest started to walk slowly toward the church, a grimace forming on his face with every step.
 
   “Shit,” Brett grumbled. “You all right?”
 
   Father John made some facsimile of a nod, but it was far from a reassuring gesture. 
 
   Brett waited for the priest to make it to his side, and when the man arrived, still gray and breathing heavily, he knocked twice—two heavy raps—on the massive wooden door.
 
   The sound echoed inside like machine gun fire.
 
   And then they waited.
 
   After the sound of the knocking faded, there was only silence. 
 
   “You absolutely sure—” But a noise from inside the church, the sound of shuffling feet, answered Brett’s question even before he asked it.
 
   The shuffling eventually stopped, and they were greeted by the sound of a heavy latch being moved. A second later, the wooden door creaked and opened. The door was so large that it created a slight vacuum, drawing the stale air that surrounded Brett and Father John into the church.
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   Brett had to look down to find the source of the croak. The man was older than the comical image he had conjured in his mind earlier. He had weathered skin, like an elephant flank, and wisps of white hair swirled about his head. He was also staring at Brett’s navel, which was more than a little disconcerting. 
 
   Flipping his FBI badge forward, Brett cleared his throat.
 
   “We are—”
 
   “Huh? What’s this all about?”
 
   “I’m from the FBI.”
 
   The old man chuckled, a dry, raspy sound, and a crooked, arthritic claw extended out from the crack in the door and gently pushed Brett’s wallet away.
 
   “Oh, son, I’m blind as a bat. Can’t be reading no FBI badge or any such nonsense. It’s late, I’m tired; why don’t you just tell me what you want?”
 
   “Well—”
 
   “Father Callahan, it’s me, Father John Simone,” the priest interjected. “I was—”
 
   The hand extended again and waved, silencing them both.
 
   “I’m blind, but not dumb. I remember who you are.” The man stepped away from the doorway. “Come inside,” he said, his voice receding with his shuffling footsteps. “I’m too old to open the door.”
 
   Brett turned to Father John, who offered a shrug in response.
 
   What the fuck am I doing here? I should be in Batesburg looking for Kendra.
 
   But Brett didn’t leave. Instead, he leaned forward and placed a hand on the wooden door and shoved.
 
   And then he and Father John were inside the musty church. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 51
 
    
 
    
 
   “Tea?”
 
   Kendra grunted as she lowered herself onto the worn blue couch. It was the second time that day that she had been offered tea, and her answer this time was the same as before.
 
   “You have something stronger?”
 
   The woman before her was pretty, with blond hair that spilled to her shoulders and a calming smile that lit up her heart-shaped face.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Whiskey?” There was a lilt of optimism in her voice that quickly faded when the woman smirked.
 
   “Oh, sweetie, we don’t have any of that here. It just wouldn’t do. But I’ll tell one of your sisters to fetch you some tea.” She snapped her fingers and a girl appeared from an opening behind the woman who insisted that she be called Mother. “Maddy, why don’t you fetch some tea for our new sister?”
 
   Kendra scoffed, but Mother misinterpreted the sound.
 
   “Oh, it’ll make you feel better, I assure you. You must be parched.”
 
   Kendra instinctively licked her lips, subconsciously confirming the woman’s words.
 
   The girl, Madison, who was five or six, nodded, her cute little pigtails bobbing as she hurried back into what Kendra assumed was the kitchen. Then she waited for the woman with the cigarette hanging from her lower lip to continue speaking. While she waited, Kendra’s mind started churning again and she glanced around. She was in some sort of family room, but there was no TV to speak of—not that Kendra would have expected one, given the furniture that looked firmly rooted in the sixties.
 
    And that said nothing of the layer of dust that seemed to cover pretty much everything. 
 
   Behind the woman—Mother—was the kitchen. To her right, on the other side of the entrance, was a closed door; clearly a bedroom.
 
   Given the dimensions of the house from the exterior, Kendra couldn’t envision where all twenty of the girls might sleep. 
 
   Outside? Do they sleep outside in tents?
 
   Madison suddenly reappeared with a cup of warm tea.
 
   No… the basement.
 
   It was Madison, Kendra knew it. It was odd, hearing someone else’s thoughts in her own head, odd and unbelievable on many levels. But she had no choice but to go along with it.
 
   “Ah,” Mother said, “your tea is here. Give the tea to Ken-Ken, Maddy.”
 
   Madison nodded and walked over to Kendra and handed her the tea.
 
   Throat parched or not, Kendra placed the tea on the table as Madison quickly left the room the way she had come in.
 
   “Look,” she began, eying the woman across from her, who was busy lighting another cigarette, “I don’t understand what’s going on here, what kind of trickery is happening, but you know that I’m from the FBI, right?”
 
   Mother took another drag and nodded.
 
   “So you know that it’s just a matter of time before the SWAT team comes in here and takes all these girls away, right? So why don’t you just tell me what the fuck is going on so we can just end this?”
 
   Mother’s eyes narrowed and her lips pressed together, reminding Kendra of what one of the girls had told her on the way to the house.
 
   Mother doesn’t like swearing.
 
   Mother opened her mouth as if to say something, but then closed it again. She took another drag of her cigarette, the sound of the paper burning—a crackling noise that was more like blazing oak than paper—filling the otherwise silent room.
 
   Kendra reached for the tea and brought it to her lips, but before drinking, she added, “Who are these children to you, anyway? And why are you kidnapping them?”
 
   A smirk appeared on Mother’s face.
 
   “Kidnapping? Oh, no, sweetie. I haven’t kidnapped anyone.”
 
   Kendra took a sip of the tea. It was too sweet for her taste, and she put the cup back on the table.
 
   “I beg to differ.”
 
   Again, the woman’s eyes narrowed.
 
   “You haven’t begged—not yet.”
 
   Kendra prepared to stand.
 
   “I don’t know what kind of sick game you’re playing, but you and Martin are going to spend a long, long time in prison.”
 
   “Martin?” Mother chuckled. “You mean Father, sweetie.”
 
   Kendra pulled herself to her feet, but for some reason she felt unbalanced, as if the fatigue from the day and her injuries from the car accident had suddenly descended on her all at once.
 
   So tired… so fucking tired…
 
   “Mother, father, you guys are freaks, you know that? Fucking—”
 
   But her words were cut short when Martin suddenly appeared in the kitchen doorway.
 
   “You!” Kendra hissed. Her hand lazily went to her pants, gently brushing against the syringe, making sure it was still there. She was trying to be discreet, but her body wasn’t behaving; everything was all ratchety like a movie with a low frame rate.
 
   “Sit down!” Mother suddenly shouted. The sound was so loud, so unexpected that Kendra fell backward, collapsing into the chair as if she had been shoved backward.
 
   Focusing was becoming difficult now, and when her eyes fell on Mother, she was no longer the pretty blonde with the heart-shaped face. Instead, her features had been replaced by something blackened, something burnt. 
 
   Something with red eyes that bored into her.
 
   Kendra shook her head and the hallucination vanished.
 
   What’s wrong with me?
 
   It was Madison, reappearing beside Martin—Father, you should call him Father—that answered.
 
   It will pass.
 
   Kendra blinked, her eyelids taking an unusually long time to open. When she focused again, she was staring at the cup of tea, the swirling light brown-colored—
 
   Milk. 
 
   And then it all made sense to Kendra, the milk at Black house, the milk at the missing girl’s house. 
 
   And the milk here, in her tea, which she had stupidly drunk.
 
   “I caaaaan’t beee—”
 
   All of it was part of a larger plan, a plan with only one goal: to get her here. 
 
   As Kendra’s vision began to fade, Martin made his way to Mother’s side.
 
   “We haven’t kidnapped anyone,” Father said. “We have only brought our children home.”
 
   Kendra blinked, but this time her eyes didn’t open.
 
   “We brought you home, Kendra. After all these years you are finally back with your family—where you belong.”
 
   A moment before she lost consciousness, words appeared in Kendra’s mind.
 
   Welcome…
 
   Hi, sis…
 
   So glad to finally meet you…
 
   We are going to have so much fun…
 
   Thoughts from Kendra’s sisters flashed in her mind until it finally went completely dark.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 52
 
    
 
    
 
   “Light the candles, if you wish. I don’t need them.”
 
   Brett took a candle from the altar and lit it with a match. Then he set it on the table in front of him, and Father John did the same. Father Callahan, already seated, waited patiently for the two other men to settle.
 
   “The FBI… it certainly took you long enough to find me here,” the old man said before coughing into his hand.
 
   Brett stared at the man for a moment before turning his attention to the flame. An uncomfortable feeling overcame him—it was disconcerting staring into the man’s cataractous eyes. He felt like a voyeur.
 
   “And you, Father John, I remember you. Don’t think because I’m old and blind that I don’t remember that you spent a weekend here long ago. And I remember what happened that weekend, too.”
 
   The man shuddered, and Brett’s eyes flicked over to Father John, who quickly looked away. There was something to Father Callahan’s words, he realized; something had happened here long ago that had had a profound effect on the man.
 
   “I’m here about—”
 
   “Shh, boy. I speak, you listen.”
 
   Brett slumped back in his chair.
 
   “There are only two reasons why the FBI would be visiting me. One, is for the girls that I helped—the ones to whom I offered a place to stay when either no one wanted them, or everyone did and they just wanted to get away. I’m surprised you guys didn’t come a-knockin’ years ago—what with molestation and all that.”
 
   The old man rolled his eyes, a gesture that made Brett even more uneasy.
 
   “But that can’t be it… I haven’t housed anyone in over ten years, maybe more. So it must be the second reason. Is that it, has the time finally come?”
 
   Brett wasn’t sure how to respond. He turned to Father John for support or inspiration, but the man’s face was blank. 
 
   Pale, gray, and empty.
 
   He better not die on me. Not now. Not while Kendra is still out there.
 
   “I bet you nodded. Anyways, the second reason is that the time has finally come that the FBI needs my help.”
 
   The old man chuckled, the sound like sandpaper caressing a metal tube.
 
   “I’m actually here about a girl, one that was here a long time ago, one that is now missing,” Brett said at last.
 
   A shadow flashed over the man’s wrinkled face, an expression suggesting that the man thought it odd that he could be wrong. But then his thin lips parted in a toothless grin.
 
   “Even better… your visit is for reasons one and two, isn’t it?” The grin faded. “For more than thirty years, I housed a person or two every few months—usually women, usually battered—but there was one in particular…”
 
   Father Callahan licked his lips.
 
   “Do you have the letter?”
 
   Brett was floored. He couldn’t believe that the man remembered Kendra. 
 
   It just wasn’t possible.
 
   Father John put the worn envelope in the man’s outstretched hand, who then curled his fingers around it.
 
   “Ah, yes.”
 
   But it was possible.
 
   Today, most everything seemed possible.
 
   “Kendra.”
 
   The word came out more like a moan than a proclamation.
 
   Brett swallowed hard.
 
   “What about her? What do you remember.”
 
   Father Callahan’s fingers kneaded the worn envelope. 
 
   “Everything,” he said in a whisper. “I remember everything.” 
 
   For a moment, a silence settled over the room. Even Father Callahan’s raspy breathing and Father John’s occasional audible wince were held at bay. It went on this way until Brett could wait no longer.
 
   “Tell me,” he said simply, and then Father Callahan animated as if someone had pressed Resume on the remote control.
 
   “Very well,” the elderly priest said, and then he started to weave his tale. “But I’m old and tired, and if you interrupt me, I won’t be able to get through it. Please, just listen…”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Part V – A Past to Remember
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 53
 
    
 
    
 
   “I was a much younger man when Kendra first came to me, immature and fairly new to the priesthood. I was like you, John, I suspect: naive, boisterous, thought that I could convert the whole world—thought that it was my job to do just that. At the time, I had already been housing several women, keeping them safe from their abusive husbands, or simply giving stowaways a place to stay while they tried to collect what remained of their shattered lives. But Kendra… she was different—I didn’t need her father’s letter to tell me that. And it wasn’t just the fact that she was by far the youngest of the girls that had been left in my company. Kendra was quiet, but very smart. You could just tell that she was an extremely thoughtful child. I suppose if I had met her today, I might have thought that she was autistic. But she wasn’t—she was just introspective and calculating.  
 
   “But she was troubled, too. It took her a long time to adjust to living in the church—as most people would—but it was her nightmares that made the transition exceptionally difficult. With most of the other girls or women, I pretty much stayed out of their way, only lending some words of encouragement or advice when prompted. For the most part, they didn’t want to be here—they were just using the space while they recovered from whatever had damaged their soul. But with Kendra being so young, and so conflicted, I had no choice but to step in as a father figure. Mind you, while I was naive as a priest, I was woefully unequipped to be a father. But what choice did I have? It was no coincidence that she was left in my care… God wanted me to look after her.
 
   “It took me months to even figure out what her dreams were about, but when I did, I immediately knew that these weren’t normal nightmares. After all, what four-year-old dreams of people burning to death at the stake? Of a mother and child, their skin peeling and turning crisp, while others watched on, cheering? Now I’ve already admitted to being inexperienced, but I wasn’t stupid. I knew that there was something deeper here. As time went on, we developed a relationship, but it was clear that I would never be her father—not that I wanted to, of course. She held that position with high esteem, shoes that were so big that a giant couldn’t fill them. 
 
   “Kendra was different in other ways, too. For one, while most girls just passed through my church, staying a month here, a month there, a year tops, Kendra stayed for years. She never gave me the impression that she wanted to leave, and I didn’t encourage her either way. Like I said, she was smart, thoughtful, and mature—and God had left her in my care. Things got a little complicated when it came time for her to go to school, as aside from her first name, I knew nothing about her. No last name to speak of, no date of birth… I tried multiple times to find her family, but these attempts went nowhere. It took some effort on my part to make her real, at least in the eyes of the government, but I managed. So Kendra went to school and did well, although she was always a bit of a loner. The thing is, at the risk of sounding vain, Kendra’s real education came here, in this very church. She showed a keen intuition, and when other women passed through, she would spend a lot of time just sitting and talking to them, learning about them, their problems, but more importantly, figuring out what made them tick. She was a great listener, and if the women that came through my church had one thing in common, it was that they really wanted someone to listen to them. So while it was odd divulging their secrets to a six- or seven-year-old, it eventually became commonplace.
 
   “The dreams faded over time, but I knew that deep down, she was still troubled by them. Then, when Kendra was twelve, something changed. It was my fault, I suppose—I should have been more diligent. I was accepting fewer women at this time, but when Christine Barker knocked on the door, pain so visibly etched on her face, I couldn’t bring it upon myself to turn her away. Initially, I thought her problems were similar to the others. I was wrong. There was something strange about Christine, something different… but I’ll get to that later.
 
   “Kendra must have been eleven or twelve when Christine arrived, and they immediately struck up a unique relationship—they just clicked, despite their difference in age, a decade, maybe more. I suppose it was maternal in nature, although it wasn’t always clear who was playing the mother and who was playing the child. But as time went on, the woman didn’t seem to get any better… if anything, she was getting worse. She claimed that her daughter had been taken from her a year earlier—kidnapped—and that no one would take her seriously. Not the cops, not the FBI—no one. Christine claimed to have spent all of her money trying to find a woman in a swamp… I had my doubts, especially because she had no birth certificate for her daughter, but like I said before, it wasn’t my place to pass judgment. Still, I tried my best to keep an eye on her, to make sure that Kendra was safe, but I had other jobs to attend to as well. The parish was suffering, with donations getting as thin as the attendance at Sunday Mass. 
 
   “So I missed some of the signs, the most obvious being that when Christine showed up, Kendra’s dreams returned. But the biggest tip-off was probably the way Christine became obsessed with Kendra’s nightmares, always drilling her, asking her for more details, more information. Eventually, she started talking about her own nightmare, of a demon that dated back to the 1600s, a demon that went by Mother, the mater est, matrem omnium—mother of one, mother of all. They talked so often about this that their stories merged, becoming a singular—uhh—cohesive narrative.
 
   “Things spiraled quickly from there. Perhaps I thought Kendra was stronger than she actually was, or that with all her experience helping others with their problems, that she would be more than well-equipped enough to deal with her own.
 
   “I was wrong—and by the time I found out about the cutting, it was too late. I intervened, of course, trying to help both Kendra and this new woman. But their stories had somehow become intertwined, the many hours that the two women spent together transforming Kendra’s nightmares into Christine’s reality, which included her daughter being kidnapped by the demon that haunted Kendra’s dreams—by Mother.
 
   “They became intractable, and I knew then that to help Kendra, I would have to cure Christine. But the more I dug deeper into Christine’s past, the more wrapped up in her demented reality I became. It sounds stupid now, thinking back, but like I already said, I was young, still learning my own way. Obsession overtook me, and the more time I spent with Christine, the more convinced I was that this woman wasn’t just troubled, but she was possessed, in a true and literal sense. Yeah, like I said, I was naive. Stupid. I convinced myself that she was the mater est, matrem omnium, possessed by the soul and spirit of Anne LaForet—the woman who was burned alive more than four centuries ago. And that’s where you come in, John Simone—that was when you arrived. What you didn’t know at the time was that Kendra was here—I had become protective of her ever since Christine arrived, so I kept her from you. 
 
   “Call me overzealous, call me a devout, call me whatever you want, but the cold hard truth is that I was simply, and utterly, wrong. Christine wasn’t possessed, she was just a troubled addict. And that’s why the exorcism failed, why we couldn’t tie the demon to another living soul—why my pleas for the matrem omnium to leave her and to enter me didn’t work.
 
   “Kendra saw the exorcism, John; she saw what we did. And when that exorcism failed, I knew that I had not only lost Christine, but I had lost Kendra as well. Christine left the church and within a week she was dead—her body was found in a crack house. Rumor has it that she was prostituting, trying to raise money, and ended up overdosing on heroin. I had had women that left my church still damaged, of course, and some went back to their previous, troubled lives. Some even died, killed by an abusive spouse, or simply from their own vices. But this woman was the first that I felt responsible for. I pushed her over the edge.
 
   “Kendra was the second. She hung around for a few more years, even claimed to have stopped the cutting, but I could tell she was lying. And then, one day when she was just fourteen, she vanished, taking whatever resentment she now held for me and her scars with her. 
 
   “It wasn’t until years later that I started to hear rumblings about kidnapped young girls, all around four years old, that I started to put the pieces together in my mind. 
 
   “You see, even though Christine wasn’t possessed, I am convinced that the demon does exist—mater est, matrem omnium is real. Mark my words. And I knew then, as I know now, that if one day I am to help Kendra—really help her—it will be by finding and exorcising this demon. By destroying Mother, and relinquishing the souls of all of those that she has tainted, all of those that suffer from her nightmare.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 54
 
    
 
    
 
   Kendra awoke with a sickly sweet taste on her tongue. Her shoulder hurt, her chest ached, and her head throbbed. It felt like the worst hangover of her life.
 
   She was lying on her side in a cell of some sort, her face pressed against the clammy concrete floor. 
 
   “Hello?” Her voice was hoarse, and the only answer her echo.
 
   Kendra tried to raise her right arm, but a searing pain stopped her before it had lifted even an inch off the floor. She abandoned this effort and instead rolled onto her back, wincing at the pain that radiated from her chest. 
 
   Clearly, the car accident had done more damage than she had initially thought.
 
   She used her left hand to wipe away some of the crusted blood that made blinking a challenge. It took a few moments, but her eyes slowly adjusted to the dim lighting that eked from a naked bulb overhead. Only then did she take a good look at her surroundings.
 
   Her heart immediately dropped into her stomach.
 
   Aside from a cot with a stained mattress and a metal bucket in the corner, the ten-by-ten-foot cell was completely empty. The back wall was made of what looked like solid brick, the mildew and sweat that coated the surface undoubtedly contributing to the rotting stench that filled her nostrils. Kendra had seen some dismal cells in her day, some that rivaled even her current one in terms of sheer destitution. But it was the bars, the inch-thick bars that lined the front and the sides of the cell, that made her question her decision to take Martin hostage and come to Batesburg, or wherever the man had taken her. 
 
   Running from the floor to the ceiling, the bars were cold, unforgiving, and archaic. As was the large metal padlock that kept the door closed. It had a strange, medieval feel to it, a cell that seemed out of another time, a time when thinking took a backseat to reacting, when burning someone at the stake was commonplace. 
 
   Kendra swallowed hard.
 
   “Hello?” she shouted again, and immediately wished she hadn’t. Her head responded by booming like a snare drum as her word reflected off the brick and fired back at her. “Fuck.”
 
   Kendra rubbed her temples with her left hand, while at the same time trying to shake a little strength and feeling into her right arm.
 
   How the fuck am I going to get out of here?
 
   Eyes closed now, she tried to concentrate, to think, but her mind, such a valuable asset in the field, constantly running scenarios and recreating crime scenes, seemed to have been reduced to only being capable of the simplest of functions ever since meeting Lacy McGuire: breath, blink, swallow.
 
   Advanced thought seemed a near impossibility.  
 
   Kendra fought the inexorable tug of complacency, and expended incredible effort to try and make sense of her new world.
 
   She was convinced that Mother and Martin—she refused to call him Father—were exerting some sort of hypnotism on the girls, and maybe even on her. 
 
   That was the only way to explain what had happened.
 
   When Kendra opened her eyes again, she was shocked to see a young girl with blonde, almost white hair standing directly outside her cell.
 
   “Jesus!” 
 
   Kendra leaped backward in surprise, which only caused more pain to erupt inside her head and from her right shoulder down to her fingertips. She groaned, trying not to let the agony show on her face. 
 
   Breathing deeply, she tried her best to push all of the day’s events out of her mind and focus on what mattered now: getting out of the cell. After that, she would worry about saving the girls and putting Mother and Martin behind bars.
 
   Preferably bars like this one—with a shared shit bucket.
 
   “Hi, little one,” she said, trying her best to sound genuine, friendly. “Do you know where Martin is?”
 
   The girl simply stared, her blue eyes wide, her mouth forming a neutral expression.
 
   Kendra grew uncomfortable. 
 
   Is she deaf? Dumb?
 
   “Little girl? Do you know—?”
 
   I don’t have the key, Ken-Ken.
 
   Kendra tried not to overreact to the words that formed inside her mind, but she did a poor job of controlling herself; she nearly tripped over her own shoes as she stumbled backward.
 
   “How?”
 
   Lacy told you already. We are sisters—we can all do this.
 
   Kendra’s rational mind told her that this was impossible, a stage trick, some sort of charlatan’s ruse, but she also knew that there was no point arguing with a six-year-old. So, as before, she went with it.
 
   “Can Mother or Martin do this?”
 
   The girl’s brow furrowed.
 
   Martin?
 
   Kendra resisted the urge to roll her eyes.
 
   “Father?”
 
   The girl seemed to contemplate this for a moment or two.
 
   No. I don’t think so. I have never heard either of them inside—she tapped her forehead with a tiny finger—my head.
 
   Kendra nodded and lowered her voice.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   Jasmine.
 
   “And how old are you, Jasmine?”
 
   Seven.
 
   “And your mommy and daddy, what are their names?”
 
   Again, a confused expression crossed her face.
 
   What do you mean?
 
   “Your mommy and daddy, what are their names? What do they look like? Do you remember what they look like?”
 
   Mother and Father are upstairs. You know what they look like.
 
   “No, no, Jasmine. Your real mommy and daddy.”
 
   Jasmine moved away from the cage, but Kendra took an even larger step toward the bars.
 
   You shouldn’t talk like that. They are your Mother and Father too—we are sisters. We are family and we have family values. No matter what, we will stick together.
 
   Kendra strode directly to the cage and grabbed the bars in both hands. Pain shot through her right side, but she ignored it.
 
   “We aren’t sisters, Jasmine,” she said, trying to keep her voice even, in control.
 
   The girl nodded.
 
   “Mother said you would say that. She said that no matter what, we need to stick together, that we can’t allow anyone to split us up. Even if something happens to her, she says we need to carry on as before.” 
 
   Jasmine took another step backward, and Kendra, having moved forward as much as possible, squeezed her face between the bars, the metal cold and wet against her cheeks.
 
   “Fuck Mother,” she said, unable to control herself any longer.
 
   Jasmine’s face turned serious. 
 
   “You shouldn’t say that.”
 
   A smile unexpectedly crept onto Kendra’s face.
 
   “Fuck Mother,” she repeated through gritted teeth.
 
   Jasmine took another step back, then jostled herself as she bumped into the wall behind her.
 
   No, please don’t. 
 
   This time, Kendra shouted.
 
   “Fuck Mother!”
 
   When Jasmine turned and ran, Kendra growled—a sound that she had never heard herself make before.
 
   “Let me out of here!”
 
   Her fingers tightened around the bars and then she reared back and tried to yank them out of the ground.
 
   “Let me out of here! Let me out of here!”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 55
 
    
 
    
 
   The candle had been reduced to a waxy sculpture, congealed beige fingers that crawled their way from the center of the table toward Brett.
 
   And only Brett.
 
   After Father Callahan finished his story, it seemed that everything was directed at Brett: the wax, Father John, even Father Callahan’s white eyes seemed to be focused on him.
 
   Throughout the man’s tale, parts of which almost sounded believable, Brett had wanted to interject, to interrupt, to seek clarification. But he had bitten his tongue, and now that it was over, his commentary seemed mundane. He was not here to convince anyone of anything, least of all two devout priests. 
 
   Sure, there were specifics that gave him pause, such as the Latin terms—what was it? Mater est, matrem omnium?—that Christine had uttered, which were the same words scrawled in Steph Black’s secret room—but so what? What was it proof of? Certainly not proof of some sort of demonic possession… a demented mother stealing little girls from their homes. Father Callahan had said that Christine had overdosed, but what if she hadn’t? What if she was demented or deranged by what she had witnessed at the church and was now seeking out other girls, like Kendra, to corrupt?
 
   It sounded farfetched even in his head, but Brett thought it was at least as equally probable as demonic possession tracing back to the sixteen hundreds.
 
   Eyes were still on him, and he felt pressed to say something. But when he finally opened his mouth to speak, the elderly priest cut him off with such precision it was as if he had only been playing blind this whole time.
 
   “It doesn’t matter if you believe,” Father Callahan said, waving his crooked hand dismissively. “If you want to find Kendra, you need to head into the swamp, and you need to find Mother.”
 
   Brett was at a loss for words. He shook his head and closed his eyes, trying to see the world the way that Father Callahan might, trying to do the whole internal re-enactment that Kendra was so good at.
 
   But he wasn’t Kendra—he was Brett Cherry.
 
   And he didn’t know what to do next. Thankfully, Father John broke the uncomfortable silence.
 
   “What do we do?” the priest asked, his voice wavering. “Father Callahan? Will you come with us? Flush out mater est?”
 
   The man’s lips moved, but no words came out. 
 
   “Father?” Brett asked quietly. 
 
   Father Callahan coughed again. 
 
   “I can’t do it. I am too old, too tired. John, you know what you have to do. We did it once. The demon must be exorcised. There is no matrem omnium—there is only the Father, the holy one.”
 
   Father John recoiled as if he had been struck. Fresh sweat broke out on his face.
 
   “Me? No, no, no…” His eyes got a far-off look, as if he were recalling something. When he continued, Brett had to lean forward to catch the whispered words. “It was bad, Father. I don’t know if I can do it again. I wouldn’t even know what to do… or if I can actually do it. Do you remember Christine? Do you remember the way—?”
 
   Father Callahan raised a crooked hand, stopping the other priest. 
 
   “No, no. That’s not your problem.”
 
   The gaps in the old man’s sentences were starting to get on Brett’s nerves and were trying his patience.
 
   “Then what is his problem, Father?”
 
   “His problem is that he doesn’t believe, son. He needs to believe to exorcise the demon. He needs to believe, and he needs a vessel to contain the demon. Otherwise, none of the holy water, crosses, or Bible verses will do any good.”
 
   Brett couldn’t contain his incredulity any longer.
 
   “Come on, this is ridiculous. I can’t—I won’t be part of this. We came here to see if you could help us find Kendra, and—I’ll be honest here—I’m pretty amazed that you actually knew her, that she grew up here. One—excuse my language—one hell of a coincidence, I’ll give you that. But this—” He gestured to the dim interior of the church, momentarily forgetting that Father Callahan was blind. “—all of this exorcism talk? I just… I just… it’s not going to help us find her or the missing girls. I’m sorry. I appreciate you trying, but it just won’t help.”
 
   Brett breathed deeply. He hadn’t meant for his words to come out as harshly as they had, but he was scared and tired, and the self-control that he so prided himself on was lost. He felt like a poker player playing with his cards face up.
 
   For a second, nothing happened. He didn’t know what to expect, but an outcry, or in the very least some sort of ‘you must believe’ or other religious dogma wouldn’t have been out of the question. But Father Callahan didn’t look disappointed; instead, he looked annoyed. It was as if Brett, the FBI agent who had lost his partner, his lover, didn’t matter.
 
   Like he was an afterthought. 
 
   The old man turned his white eyes to Father John.
 
   “You remember, don’t you? You remember what we did?”
 
   Father John lowered his head.
 
   “We failed, Father. Christine died…”
 
   Horatio Callahan coughed into his hand again, but this time it wasn’t just a hack or two, but a long, drawn-out sound that left him wheezing and gasping for air.
 
   Brett stood and went to the man, leaning over his hunched form. He placed a hand on the man’s back. Father Callahan was all bones beneath his black gown. 
 
   Unsure of what else to do, Brett patted him, and the man eventually hacked a glob of phlegm onto the table. Then the priest withdrew a handkerchief from his pocket, and Brett stepped backward as he first wiped his mouth and then the spit from the table.
 
   “I’m tired,” Father Callahan said simply. “Very tired.”
 
   Father John suddenly animated.
 
   “No,” he said quietly. “I can’t do this. Last time…”
 
   “Forget last time! Last time we failed because the demon was not real. This time… this time mater est, matrem omnium is alive.”
 
   Brett stepped back from the table, the words in Steph Black’s secret room coming alive inside his mind. Whatever this was all about, he had no doubt that demons did exist. Maybe not the kind that Father Callahan was describing, but demons nonetheless.
 
   Demons that would slit their own child’s throat on the eve of her fourth birthday. 
 
   You can’t have her.
 
   Mater est, matrem omnium.
 
   Father John’s hands were shaking so badly that he was once again barely able to pull the pill container from his pocket. Seeing that the man would never be able to open it in his state, Brett stepped forward and did the honors. Then he handed the priest two pills before slipping the container back into the man’s pocket.
 
   “If you want to get Kendra back, if you want to save those girls, you are going to have to perform another exorcism, John. But this time, if you fail, they will all die—all the girls will die. Including Kendra.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 56
 
    
 
    
 
   Kendra shouted until she was hoarse. 
 
   No one answered.
 
   No one came.
 
   She was alone, trapped in a cell in the basement of a demented and deluded couple who kidnapped children. A couple that had given her some sort of hallucinogen that made her hear… made her think thoughts that weren’t her own.
 
   Kendra lifted up her blouse and scratched furiously at the scars on her abdomen. The damp air in the cellar irritated her flesh, made it feel like there was a flurry of worms hidden beneath.
 
   I need to find a way out.
 
   She moved away from the bars and walked to the cot. It was a simple construction, with a horribly stained mattress on top. The bucket was of no help, either. When her searching eyes fell on a form in the adjacent cell, her spirits lifted, if only for a second.
 
   There was something in there, a pile of clothing or blankets. Gritting her teeth against the pain, she lay back down onto the floor and made her way toward that side, squeezing between the iron bars. Her outstretched hand brushed against a corner of the dark fabric, but she was unable to grab hold.
 
   Straining now, she forced her arm even further.
 
   Fuck, come on!
 
   With a final reach she grabbed hold of the damp fabric. With the cloth clenched between two fingers, she slid it a few inches toward her, at which point she was able to grab it with her entire hand. It was heavier than she thought, and when she yanked, it clattered across the floor.
 
   Pants; they are pants.
 
   Another pull, and her suspicions were confirmed. As she continued to move the pants toward her cell, they began to separate from what she now saw was a shirt. She heard a noise like pebbles on a chalkboard and knew immediately that the sound was bones.
 
   Bones, held together with the last vestiges of sinew or tendons like dried beef jerky. It wasn’t pants—or, more specifically, it wasn’t just a pair of pants. It was the bones of a man that had once sported the jeans and a cotton t-shirt.
 
   Kendra paused for a moment to mull this over before she gave the pant leg a hard yank, pulling it up against the bars of her cell. Shifting to her knees, she reached into the front pockets, her eyes trained on the hip bones that jutted from the worn waistband. The bones weren’t like what she had seen in museums or in textbooks; they weren’t bone white. 
 
   Even the term ‘bone white’ was a misnomer, she realized. 
 
   Instead, the bones were a sickly yellow, like stained, rotted teeth. 
 
   I’m going to die down here.
 
   Kendra quickly pushed the thought away, and switched her attention to the back pocket after finding the front pockets empty. Her fingers found a leather wallet and she pulled it. It got stuck partway, lifting the pants—the bones were light, so light—a couple of inches off the ground. When the wallet finally came free, the bones clattered back to the ground with a sound reminiscent of ice falling being dropped into a rock glass.
 
   Kendra ignored these distractions as best she could and turned her attention to the wallet. When she’d first realized that the lump of fabric was a pair of pants, she had hoped that she might finally get lucky and find a key. But when it was clear that that wasn’t going to happen, she had hoped for a weapon of some sort, if for nothing else but to offer her some peace of mind.
 
   Surely, she wouldn’t use it on any of the brainwashed girls.
 
   But Mother and Father…
 
   Mater est, matrem omnium.
 
   She had no idea why Steph Black had scrawled those words on every square inch of wall, or how the girl even knew those words that had haunted her for so long.
 
   As Kendra tore through the wallet’s contents, she instead put her mind to the words that had been repeated to her since she had arrived.
 
   You are our sister.
 
   It wasn’t possible, of course, given that Mother or whatever the fuck her name was at most a decade older than her. For years she had searched for her parents after they had abandoned her, and she had come up empty. Martin claimed to have found her father, her real father, but despite his use of her nickname—all of them were using it now—it was just too improbable to be true.
 
   And then there was the issue of Steph Black, Lacy McGuire, and the other girls not being biologically related to their parents. 
 
   That was a coincidence, clearly.
 
   It had to be.
 
   But whatever—whoever—they were, they weren’t her sisters, unless her father was a serial impregnator that had continued to have children well into his seventies.
 
   Sperm bank? Is that possible?
 
   Kendra flipped part of the wallet back, revealing a police badge, and her breath caught in her throat.
 
   It’s a man’s world—I’m just living in it, she thought as she stared at Officer Woodward’s ID. 
 
   Her eyes darted from the ID to the bones still covered in his clothes. 
 
   Maybe if she had a weapon, she might use it. 
 
   She might use it on anyone who tried to keep her here.
 
   Kendra closed her eyes and tried to focus on a single word, trying to imagine sending it out to the minds of her sisters, knowing that by giving in to this strange hallucination, she was affording it a power that was unwarranted. But it was worse to just sit here in the damp cell, waiting for Martin to come rape her or worse.
 
   She scratched at the scars on her stomach, her fingernails digging deep into her flesh.
 
   Help, she thought.
 
   Please help me.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 57
 
    
 
    
 
   Deputy Director Ames, head of the FBI Crimes Against Children Unit for the past eight years, had seen a lot of shit in his time. 
 
   A lot. 
 
   More than Agents Wilson and Cherry combined.
 
   But this took the cake. 
 
   Duped by an elderly priest—robbed by an elderly priest—and Agent Cherry, who was under arrest for aiding and abetting Agent Wilson in the escape of the likely perpetrator of three missing four-year-old girls, and perhaps more. In a stolen car. In his stolen car.
 
   Leaving only the director, as he was so aptly called by near every FBI agent under his jurisdiction and Peter McGuire, a man who appeared completely broken after losing both his wife and now his daughter, back at Wikstrands Psychiatric Facility.
 
   Ames didn’t blame Peter. After all, he had a daughter of his own, and although she was two years younger than Lacy, he couldn’t imagine losing her. 
 
   The director took out his phone and quickly hit redial.
 
   “Agent Grover, any update on Batesburg?”
 
   “Credit or debit statements from the four families mostly in the north of Batesburg, but all over the place, really. Computer couldn’t put any pattern to it; none of the families were in the same place at exactly the same time.”
 
   The director made a face. That was proving more difficult than he had hoped.
 
   “And Kendra’s phone? Did it pop back online?”
 
   “Nuh-uh. Probably ditched her phone.”
 
   The director had expected as much; still, he had been hopeful. 
 
   “But Brett is still active. He isn’t in Batesburg, but in a nearby town. Signal is difficult to triangulate, but looks like… Greenlawn or Dunvall, or maybe somewhere between the two towns.”
 
   “Anything about them related to the missing girls?”
 
   “Nothing that pinged the server, other than being nearby, of course. Just two Podunk towns.”
 
   “You have anything else for me, Peter?”
 
   There was a lengthy pause, but the director didn’t push him. Eventually, the man replied.
 
   “I’m hesitant to tell you this, because I wanted the lab to double check first.”
 
   Ames stopped in front of the door to the holding cell that Peter McGuire was being detained in.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I, uh—”
 
   “Spit it out, Paul.”
 
   “The lab ran DNA on Steph Black’s blood and samples from Meghan and Taylor.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Well, Director, they’re, uh, they’re sisters.”
 
   Director Ames nearly dropped his phone.
 
   “What?”
 
   “It could be—is probably just a case of the samples were contaminated, but the lab report shows that they are biological sisters. Father and mother are the same for all three girls.”
 
   “Fuck,” the director muttered, unable to keep his surprise to himself.
 
   A mistake. It has to be a mistake.
 
   “What about Lacy McGuire?”
 
   “Dunno. Brett—uh, Agent Cherry was supposed to collect a sample from the girl’s father and send it over. Checked an hour ago; the lab hasn’t received anything.”
 
   Director Ames pushed his finger and thumb into his eyes, trying to stay the headache that slowly began to build behind them.
 
   “Here’s what I want you to do, Agent Grover. You know those old missing persons cases? See if you can find some DNA from those girls and run them against the Black girl’s sample. Let me know what you find.”
 
   “On it. Director?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “One more thing.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Take this with a grain of salt too, because it too is likely a contamination issue.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   Agent Grover sighed, as if the words were causing him physical discomfort.
 
   “We ran the milk, too; the glass from the Black house? Found some epithelials on the rim of the glass. Got a match.”
 
   The director felt his face go slack. Even before Agent Grover spoke again, he knew what the man was going to say.
 
   And he simply couldn’t believe it.
 
   “Not to anyone in the system, but to the girls. Whoever drank from that glass? Well, it was a first-degree relative—a man.”
 
   “Father,” the director said softly.
 
   “Yeah—most likely the biological father. Could be uncle, though.”
 
   The director remembered the way Martin had stared at Kendra, the way he had called her Ken-Ken.
 
   “Paul?”
 
   He gripped the door handle and prepared to open it, thinking hard about how he was going to address the despondent man inside.
 
   How he was going to tell him that his entire life to this point was a lie.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Run Kendra’s DNA, would you?”
 
   “What? You mean against the missing girls? Or the milk? Or—”
 
   Director Ames pulled the door wide.
 
   “Both,” he said. “Test her DNA against both.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 58
 
    
 
    
 
   A shadow—a woman’s shadow, much older than the others—slunk along the damp wall. At first Kendra thought it was Mother, but the way the woman moved, staying in the shadows, reminded her of the way the girls had moved in and out of the trees when she had first met Lacy McGuire.
 
   It was one of the girls, that much she knew—but she wasn’t a girl, not anymore. 
 
   She was a woman.
 
   “Who are you?” Kendra asked. She moved toward the front of the cage and tried to get a better look. The woman stepped forward, revealing her thin body, while her face remained basked in darkness.
 
   Tell me about her.
 
   Kendra squinted, trying to figure out who this woman was talking about. She didn’t have to think too hard.
 
   Tell me about Christine. 
 
   All of a sudden the air was dry—so dry that Kendra found it difficult to swallow.
 
   Christine?
 
   Yeah, Christine. You showed Lacy her father, now show me Christine.
 
   The memories were dark for Kendra, things that she had locked away. Until crawling into Steph Black’s room, she’d thought that they had been locked away forever, in a cell like this, impossible to escape from.
 
   Mater est, matrem omnium.
 
   The woman suddenly stepped forward, her features finally becoming visible in the dim lighting.
 
   It was Charlotte, Kendra knew this instantly. She didn’t have the same high, gaunt cheekbones, the pointed chin, and large ears that Christine had had, but she had the same dark eyes, the intense stare.
 
   She was telling the truth, Kendra thought. The weight of this fact pushed down on her, as if it had altered gravity. Christine had a daughter, and she was here all along.
 
   Kendra expected a response to that in her head, but none came.
 
   For nearly a minute, a weighted silence fell over them. Kendra tried to put together what this all meant, but it was too much for her to fully comprehend. 
 
   “You are my sister,” Charlotte finally said. 
 
   Kendra narrowed her eyes.
 
   “Why do you guys keep saying that? Is that your approach to getting these girls to stay? Just beat them down, repeat that same shit over and over again until they are driven mad enough to believe it?”
 
   Because it’s true, Kendra.
 
   Kendra grunted in frustration. 
 
   You want to know about Christine? Then I’ll show you Christine.
 
   Kendra closed her eyes, and returned to the small closet at the back of the altar, to the place that had so altered her life’s course for the second time.
 
    
 
   “The Lord demands that you flee this vessel, demon. Do not fight.”
 
   “Mater est, matrem omnium,” Christine said with a laugh. “Mater est, matrem omnium, Father.”
 
   The young priest moved Christine’s now slack body and laid it across the table that Father Callahan had set up. Kendra recognized it as the one that they put the coffee on after Sunday Mass. Now, however, instead of being covered with the stainless steel decanter, milk, sugar, and Styrofoam cups, it was covered in a red cloth. 
 
   And Christine.
 
   The woman didn’t struggle. Instead, she allowed herself to be laid on the table. It was as if she had suddenly lost the ability to control her own muscles.
 
   “The Lord compels you, demon, to release this disciple of God,” Father Callahan whispered. He brought the cross he was holding directly over Christine’s forehead.
 
   A croaking sound exited Christine’s mouth, something of the like Kendra had never heard before. She pushed the door open a smidgen more to get a better look. 
 
   Her hands were sweaty, and her heart was racing.
 
   “Get the holy water,” Father Callahan instructed. He indicated a large vat, three, maybe four liters, in a plain plastic vessel in the corner of the room.
 
   “How much?” the younger priest asked. 
 
   Christine moaned again, and this time her eyes rolled upward, showing only whites.
 
   “In the name of our Father, I demand you to release this woman from your hold!” he hissed.
 
   Christine’s eyes flipped forward, and they blazed into Father Callahan.
 
   “Father?” she said in a mocking tone. “Father?! Mater est, Horatio. Matrem omnium.”
 
   Father Callahan kept his eyes trained directly on Christine.
 
   “Get the holy water,” he repeated. 
 
   The younger priest made his way over to the jug.
 
   “How much?”
 
   The answer was immediate.
 
   “All of it.”
 
   The younger priest could barely lift the entire jug, but he somehow managed to wrangle it over to the table.
 
   “Good,” Father Callahan said. He pulled a purple sash from his pocket and handed it to the younger man. “Now put this on her face.”
 
   Fear and dread simultaneously passed over his features.
 
   “What?”
 
   Father Callahan nodded.
 
   “If you want to save this girl, you will do exactly as I say.”
 
   Nothing happened. Even Christine, who had been wheezing ever since she had entered the room, seemed to become silent.
 
   “Father John?” Callahan asked, finally tearing his eyes away from Christine. “I’ll say it again: if you want to save this girl, you’ll put the cloth on her face.”
 
   Father John reluctantly took the cloth. His face had taken on a shade of gray, Kendra noticed. And like her, his hands appeared to be sweating as well, darkening the purple sash where his fingers touched the fabric.
 
   He moved to the head of the table, his feet appearing to shuffle across the floor. A split second before lowering the fabric onto Christine’s face, he turned.
 
   Kendra’s breath caught in her throat. It was as if the man could see her, that he was looking directly into her eyes, but that was impossible. From his vantage point, he could only see the partially opened door, not what was inside. 
 
   The young priest opened his mouth, and said—
 
    
 
   —”Anyone want a drink? I’m making tea.”
 
   Kendra’s jaw dropped.
 
   “Oh my God,” she whispered. 
 
   Father John, Peter McGuire’s priest… he had been there.
 
   “What’s happening?”
 
   Kendra stumbled backward, aware but not caring that Charlotte was staring at her, an expression of pure sadness on her face. Her legs suddenly felt like bricks, and her knees locked up, sending her falling onto her ass.
 
   How can this be? 
 
   Her tailbone bounced off the cement ground, sending a spire of pain up her right side all the way to her shoulder.
 
   How?
 
   Because of Mother—because of mater est, matrem omnium.
 
   Kendra swallowed hard.
 
   But—
 
   What happened to her next?
 
   With her hands, Kendra pushed herself away from the cage as Charlotte took a step forward. 
 
   Tell me.
 
   The thought was so powerful that Kendra felt the rest of the story conjuring in her mind, and was helpless to prevent it.
 
   …water, pouring over Christine’s covered face… Father Callahan hovering over her, face red, screaming at the demon to release her… sputtering… gagging… shouting ‘Enter me,’ ‘Enter me!’ ‘ENTER ME!’…
 
   The memory faded, but it left Kendra in a state.
 
   She was trembling, her face buried in her hands, tears streaming down her cheeks.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she mumbled. “Please, I’m so sorry.”
 
   Did she drown?
 
   “No.”
 
   Then what happened?
 
   She died… overdosed.
 
   The silence that ensued went on for so long that Kendra figured that Charlotte must have left again. Eventually, she mustered the courage to pull her head out of her hands and lift her red eyes.
 
   Charlotte was still there, but any sadness that might have been in her face was gone.
 
   “Charlotte? Can you get me out of here?” Kendra was aware that she sounded like a child, like when she used to ask Daddy to lie with her so that the nightmares didn’t come back.
 
   But she didn’t care. 
 
   The woman stared, and then her head slowly started to move side to side.
 
   This is where you belong. You are my sister, my family, and if you join us, we will be unstoppable. 
 
   Then she took a step backward and vanished into the shadows.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 59
 
    
 
    
 
   Brett stepped from the musty interior of the church and into the warm night. It wasn’t just the air inside the church that was suffocating, it was the feel of the place as well.
 
   And the story he had just heard had done nothing to ease his discomfort.
 
   Holding the heavy wooden door open, he waited for Father John to slink by. The man seemed to have shrunk a couple of inches from the time they had entered, and his posture had suffered as well. His face was still gray and covered in sweat, but his eyes seemed more vacant than before.
 
   When the man shuffled clear of the door, Brett closed it behind him. There was no point in saying goodbye; Father Callahan had already retired to his quarters, wherever they were, exhausted and out of breath. Half dead. Mostly dead. As Brett watched Father John make his way slowly to the director’s car parked across the street, he couldn’t help but note the similarities between the two. 
 
   Both were men of the cloth, of course, but the similarities ran deeper than that, despite their difference in age. Both men cared, that was certain, and while Father Callahan was darker, colder, they shared the same ingrained desire to help others. And while Father John had already expressed his differences when it came to believing in true evil before entering the church, something had changed in him during the time that intervened. He was—
 
   Father John stumbled halfway across the road and Brett ran to him.
 
   “You okay?” he asked, placing a hand on his shoulder.
 
   The man adjusted the bag that Father Callahan had handed him and tried, pathetically, to straighten his posture. He took an awkward step forward and then another.
 
   “I’m fine,” the man said, although this was as blatant a lie as Brett had ever heard. Father John tried to shrug him off and continue walking by himself, but Brett held fast. 
 
   “Take it easy,” he said, to which the priest muttered something about finding the girls.
 
   After helping the man into his seat, Brett went around to the driver side and then started the car. He let it run for a moment before finally turning to the priest again.
 
   “Where to?”
 
   Father John turned to look at him, a look of incredulity on his face.
 
   “The swamp,” he said after a short pause. “We need to go the swamp.”
 
   FBI Agent Brett Cherry nodded and then put the car into drive. As he drove back the way they had come on the dirt road, his mind fixated on Father Callahan’s words.
 
   Remember, you need a living host for the demon. 
 
   Mater est, matrem omnium.
 
   There was something else that Father Callahan and Father John had in common: they had both performed the botched exorcism on Christine Barker. And of all that Father Callahan had said, it was what he hadn’t said that was perhaps the most telling.
 
   Something horrible had happened that night, not just to Christine, but to them. Something that had changed them. Something that they lived with to this day.
 
   Brett shuddered and wondered, not for the first time, how things had gone so horribly wrong.  


 
   
  
 

Chapter 60
 
    
 
    
 
   It was madness.
 
   Hearing others inside her mind, the connection between Christine and her daughter and this place, Father John, mater est, matrem omnium. 
 
   But at the heart of it all was the missing girls. The ones that were here with Mother and Father.
 
   Sisters.
 
   Kendra, curled up in a ball at the back of her cell, tucked up against the hard metal frame of the bed, knew then that this was why her father had dropped her off at the church. He had done it so that she wouldn’t end up here. 
 
   And yet she had. 
 
   More than three decades later she was here, for reasons she didn’t—couldn’t—understand. 
 
   Part of her wanted to just sit in the cell and wait until death eventually took her, however long it took to end up like Officer Woodward. 
 
   Which was why when she first heard the shuffling down the hallway, she didn’t look up.
 
   Go away.
 
   Ken-Ken?
 
   The name still had enough pull to draw Kendra’s head out of her arms.
 
   Lacy McGuire was standing outside her cell, her hair in blonde pigtails, her eyes blue and bright and shining.
 
   “Hi,” the girl said simply.
 
   “Hi,” Kendra replied. She waited for another one of Mother’s tricks that would send her deeper down the winding spiral of insanity. What she got was something that couldn’t be faked; what she got was pure, unadulterated emotion.
 
   I miss my dad—I miss Peter.
 
   A single tear fell out of one of those bright eyes and traced a glistening line down her cheek.
 
   I know he’s not my real daddy, but I love him. 
 
   Lacy’s pain pulled Kendra out of her fog.
 
   With all of her waning mental strength, she tried to regain control of her faculties. Lacy was why she was here. Despite her own pain and suffering, this wasn’t about her anymore. It was about Lacy, because even though Peter wasn’t her real father, she didn’t belong here.
 
   No one did—no one deserved to be with mater est, matrem omnium.
 
   It took Kendra considerable effort to uncoil her stiff and sore body, and even more to push herself to her feet.
 
   “You know what the FBI is, Lacy?” she asked.
 
   The girl shook her head.
 
   “It’s like the police—the special police. I’m one of them. I’ve helped many girls your age, many, many girls. But now I need your help—I need your help to get out of here. If you get me out of here, I’ll help you see Peter again.”
 
   The girl shook her head slowly.
 
   Mother says that the police are not our friends.
 
   “That’s not—that’s not—”
 
   —not true, Lacy. I’m here to help. 
 
   Mother says that if the police come again, they will take us away, won’t let us see each other again. I love my sisters.
 
   Kendra shook her head.
 
   I’ll make sure that doesn’t happen, Lacy. I’ll make sure that you can see you sisters again. I’ll make sure that you get to stick together.
 
   It pained her to lie to someone so young, so innocent, but when she saw Lacy’s posture changed, from cautious to indecisive, she was encouraged.
 
   Please, Lacy, you need to help me.
 
   What about Mother and Father?
 
   What about them?
 
   Lacy dug her toe into the concrete.
 
   Will we be able to see them again?
 
   Yes, of course, Kendra lied. Regardless of what the DNA revealed, it wouldn’t matter. Lacy and her sisters would never see Mother or Father again.
 
   Hopefully, when this was all over, they would be put away for a long, long time.
 
   There was another pause, and Kendra tried to keep her mind blank. She could tell that the girl, unlike Charlotte, was close to breaking. She wanted to push a little more, but was nervous about pushing too hard.
 
   So, instead, she waited.
 
   Eventually, words formed in Kendra’s head, words that weren’t her own. Lacy raised her head and stared Kendra directly in the eyes.
 
   Can you take me with you?
 
   “Yes, yes, of course,” she replied, the words coming out fast and furious. “I will take you with me and you’ll be safe.”
 
   Lay swallowed hard, an action that was barely even visible in the dimly lit basement. 
 
   Mother is different now. Ever since… ever since…
 
   The words faded in her mind, and an overwhelming sadness overcame her. It wasn’t fair that this four-year-old girl had to go through this. It wasn’t fair that anyone was kept here under this strange hypnotic spell.
 
   And then Kendra suddenly understood the bloody scrawl that Miriam Blacker had written on the fridge before she had murdered her daughter: you can’t have her. She didn’t understand filicide, of course, but she understood what it must have been to feel what she must have felt.
 
   Miriam Black had known that her daughter was destined to be here. Kendra didn’t know how, exactly, but she thought it had something to do with her own dreams of the burning pyre in the swamp and the way that she could somehow speak to Lacy and the rest of the girls using only her mind. 
 
   It was because of Christine’s mantra, Steph’s Latin scrawlings.
 
   It was because of mater est, matrem omnium.
 
   While her father had dropped her off at a church, the Blackers had found their own way out.
 
   Lacy stepped away from the cell, and Kendra, fearing that she was losing the girl, quickly spoke again.
 
   “Lacy, do you have the keys to the cell? Can you help me?”
 
   Another pause ensued, and Kendra was about to speak again when the girl nodded. It was a subtle gesture, one that would have gone overlooked had Kendra not been staring so intently.
 
   “Then, please, let me out. I’ll protect you, I promise.”
 
   Kendra was nearly salivating when Lacy reached into her jean shorts and started rooting around.
 
   Please.
 
   Lacy pulled a rusted key from her shorts and threw it into the cell.
 
   Whatever happens, please don’t tell Mother that it was me.
 
   But Kendra was too busy scrambling to grab the key as it slid across the floor and bumped up against Officer Woodward’s jeans.
 
   You can’t let her know… you don’t know what she will do to me.
 
   Kendra’s hand closed on the key and a small smile spread across her lips.
 
   You don’t know what she will do to us.
 
   Her smile vanished.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 61
 
    
 
    
 
   Shame.
 
   It was rare for a priest to feel shame, but Father John Simone felt it in spades.
 
   He could barely listen to Father Callahan’s retelling of what happened with Christine Barker, despite his heavy censoring. 
 
   They had water boarded a psychologically damaged woman, for Christ’s sake. And despite what he had said to Father Callahan, he doubted he could do it again.  
 
   He gripped the burlap sack that Horatio Callahan had given him so tightly that his fingers started to go numb. He didn’t have to look inside—in fact, he hadn’t looked inside—but he knew what was in there. He knew what was in there, because more than two decades ago, he had been given a bag just like this one. And all those years ago, when he and Father Callahan had failed to exorcise a demon that never existed inside Christine Barker, in the bag had been a Bible, a cross, and a vial of holy water. But despite the weight of these items, he knew now that they weren’t the most important items for the exorcism.
 
   The most important item was himself. After all these years of trying to forget, of living a simple life in Rickshaw County listening to problems that generally ranged from minor alcohol abuse to abuse of the domestic nature, he had returned to the same dark place he had left so long ago.
 
   Father John knew that Brett was looking at him, short, darting glances when he wasn’t paying attention to the road, but he didn’t bother returning the stare. The man was a non-believer, and it wasn’t his place to try and convert him. Not now, at least.
 
   With a shaky hand, Father John reached into his pocket and withdrew his nitroglycerin. He had already taken four pills and knew that taking any more would be risky. Still, with his heart thumping away in his chest like a jackhammer, he had little choice.
 
   It took him six tries to open the container and four more to remove two of the small white pills.
 
   As he held them in his mouth before swallowing, he let go of the burlap sack. The items within were important, he knew, but he was more important.
 
   Father John swallowed the pills and closed his eyes. 
 
   An image of Father Callahan hovering over Christine as she spewed water, shouting, “Enter me!” over and over again to no avail appeared in his mind. But as quickly as it appeared, he willed it away.
 
   Fatigue came next, washing over him in undulating waves.
 
   Sleep would be good. Sleep was important.
 
   Just like him.
 
   Because for what was to come, he was the most important element.
 
   And he knew just what he had to do. 
 
   He just wasn’t sure that he could do it.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 62
 
    
 
    
 
   Kendra wrapped her good arm around Lacy and quickly looked around. The hallway was lined with cells that extended in both directions. At the end of the hallway to her right she saw a large metal door covered in peeling red paint. To her left were more cells, one of which was bathed in the artificial glow from incandescent lighting. Squinting hard, she could see directly through the first few cells, all identical with single cots and buckets lying on the floor. Beyond that she saw a larger cell with what looked like several wheelchairs parked every which way, and a bunch of random-looking medical equipment.
 
   We sleep in the basement, one of the girls—Kendra couldn’t remember which one—had told her. A shudder ran through her as she imagined all twenty or so girls ranging in age from four to late twenties lying here at night in the damp darkness, maybe brushing each other’s hair and telling stories.
 
   It wasn’t right.
 
   “Let’s go this way,” she whispered to Lacy. She guided the girl, who was visibly trembling now, toward the metal door at the end of the hallway. 
 
   Their feet slid across the damp cement floor, barely making a sound. Kendra moved Lacy to behind her as she reached for the door handle, praying that it was unlocked. 
 
   The knob felt like an giant iron ball bearing in her hand, and she was unexpectedly struck with a vision of Brett, back when he had first seen her naked. It had been an accident, thinking that she was out when in fact she was in the bathroom, staring at herself in the mirror. Kendra had watched the doorknob turn, but for some reason had decided not to warn him. 
 
   Poor Brett.
 
   He probably loved her, she realized. Despite being clear about their ‘arrangement,’ the man cared for her; he cared for her too much. He shouldn’t have given her the keys to Martin’s handcuffs, let alone the keys to his rental. He loved her, but she was incapable of loving him. Kendra, scarred from being abandoned and raised in a church with a handful of other unwanted girls, not so much unlike the present house in the swamp, couldn’t love anyone. 
 
   Lord knows, she had tried.
 
   As Kendra felt the knob turn in her hand, the scars on her stomach started to itch again.
 
   She couldn’t even love herself.
 
   With a shove, the door swung open and the dank smell of the basement was replaced by the foul smell of the swamp. 
 
   Peering around, she was struck by the silence of the swamp, the sounds of the bullfrogs, the occasional gator tail flap, the insects that Kendra had heard when she had regained consciousness following the car crash all vacant. Somewhere deep down, she knew that this wasn’t a good sign. 
 
   Although the door had been the basement exit, it opened to ground level, as the ground sloped away from that side of the house. Approximately forty feet separated the door from several larger trees that dotted the edge of the property. Beyond that, Kendra could only see more birch trees.
 
   Home free—if we can make it to those trees, we’ll be home free.
 
   She turned back into the cellar.
 
   “Come on!” She gestured to Lacy, who had slunk a foot back inside the basement. “Come on,” she urged, “it’s clear!”
 
   Lacy took another step backward and shook her head.
 
   “Lacy!” Holding the door open with one hand, Kendra leaned back into the musty cellar. “Come on, I won’t leave you!”
 
   The girl’s eyes suddenly went wide and her gaze went from Kendra to somewhere over her shoulder. Kendra whipped her head around and a curse slipped out of her mouth.
 
   There, by the edge of the swamp, was a girl, six or maybe seven years old, her head hung low, her blonde hair wet and hanging in front of her face as if she had just emerged from the fetid swamp.
 
   Kendra, keeping her eyes fixed on the girl who slowly began to walk toward them, extended her hand back into the basement.
 
   “Please, Lacy, grab my hand! We can still make it!”
 
   The girl’s thoughts echoed in her head.
 
   Please, don’t let Mother know I helped—you don’t know what she will do to us.
 
   As Kendra watched, another girl emerged from the darkness of the woods. And then a third.
 
   Kendra closed her eyes and took a deep breath, and then, with all of the focus and strength she could muster, a single phrase visualized in her mind.
 
   Lacy, come now!!!
 
   Tiny, cold fingers met her palm and Kendra finally let her breath out and sucked in another of fetid air. She squeezed the hand, gripped it, and yanked the girl toward her.
 
   Only then did she open her eyes.
 
   You shouldn’t have done that. Mother is not happy.
 
   Kendra froze. There were a dozen girls, maybe more, all with the same hunched posture, all moving toward them. As she watched in sheer horror, more started to emerge from the woods.
 
   My god, she thought, there are so many of them.
 
   Mother is not happy. 
 
   Tears unexpectedly began to spill from Kendra’s eyes. And then the sobs hit. 
 
   Please.
 
   Kendra turned back to the interior of the basement, pulling Lacy into her arms at the same time.
 
   Still sobbing, she moved back into the house, wrapping her arms around Lacy who was now in front of her.
 
   One of the older girls—Charlotte?—was standing in the hallway now, just a couple dozen paces from the duo. Kendra snaked her injured arm to her pocket, feeling the familiar outline of the syringe that she had filled with the caustic fluid that had leaked from beneath Agent Cherry’s smashed car.
 
   A thought echoed in her mind, but she wasn’t sure if it was new or if she was just remembering it.
 
   Please, don’t let Mother know what I’ve done.
 
   She pulled out the syringe when two more girls appeared behind Charlotte.
 
   The oldest of the sisters slowly raised her head, and Kendra saw that the girl’s bright blue eyes had been replaced by red ones, glowing with hatred.
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that, Ken-Ken,” the woman said, her words imbued with a strange airy quality. The two girls that flanked Charlotte repeated her words. “You shouldn’t have done that, you shouldn’t have done that, you shouldn’t have done that.”
 
   The sentence droned on like a bizarre mantra, and Kendra realized that the sound was coming from all around her now: in front of her, and behind her from the girls in the swamp.
 
   Still sobbing, Kendra brought the syringe to Lacy’s soft throat. The girl didn’t even squirm or try to break her hold.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she muttered, but even Kendra wasn’t sure to whom her words were directed. 
 
   Please, don’t let her know what I did.
 
   Kendra wasn’t using Lacy to help her escape; she was trying to save the girl. 
 
   To make it seem like she wasn’t involved.
 
   To save her from whatever wrath Mother and Father would incur. 
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that, you shouldn’t have done that, you shouldn’t have done that.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m so fucking sorry.”
 
   She was crying so hard now that the needle point kept jumping, and it was all she could do to make sure that it didn’t actually puncture Lacy’s skin.
 
   “I’m so, so—”
 
   But a strong arm suddenly snaked around her neck from behind, choking the words from her.
 
   Kendra tried to struggle, but the grip was too tight.
 
   It was Father.
 
   When the grip tightened even more, she let go of Lacy and the girl scrambled away from her, joining Charlotte and the others.
 
   Her breaths were coming out in wheezy gasps as the thick arm squeezed around her throat. 
 
   The syringe fell to the floor and shattered. 
 
   I’m so sorry, she thought, staring into Lacy’s eyes.
 
   But then the girls were suddenly upon her, kicking and punching and scratching and biting.
 
   Someone grabbed hold of her hair and yanked, and Kendra let out an abbreviated yelp.
 
   Before she could fully comprehend what was happening, she was on the ground, curled in the fetal position, trying desperately to catch her breath.
 
   As consciousness began to fade, Kendra was struck by a vision of her father’s face, tears streaming down his cheeks.
 
   And in this chaotic moment, the revelation that she had had inside the cell, locked in the basement, came back to her. 
 
   This was why he had given her away. Her father had abandoned her to try and save her.
 
   Mater est, matrem omnium.
 
   To keep her from the swamp, from this place, from Mother and Father.
 
   I’m sorry, she thought again as the darkness closed in and suffocated her.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 63
 
    
 
    
 
   The swamp was dark and humid, rendering Brett’s headlights worse than useless—he had no other choice but to cut them out and drive in near darkness. The road was packed dirt, and although they were following the vague directions provided by Father Callahan, they really had no idea where they were going.
 
   But then something caught Brett’s eye and he squinted over the steering wheel.
 
   “What’s that?” he asked.
 
   “Dunno,” Father John said quietly. It was as if the man had been in a trance ever since they had left the rundown church. Twice Brett had touched the man’s neck to make sure that he was still alive.
 
   He squinted harder until his eyes were reduced to but narrow slits.
 
   About a hundred meters ahead, there was a dim yellow light that, unlike his headlights, seemed to cut through the night.
 
   He rolled down his window and listened, breathing through his mouth to avoid smelling the fetid air. The only thing he heard was the crunch of his tires and the purr of the engine.
 
   “You see that?”
 
   This time he got no answer. 
 
   As he neared, he felt his heart begin to sink.
 
   It was a car, he realized. And it looked like his rental.
 
   “Shit.”
 
   This time, Father John answered.
 
   “Is that your car?”
 
   Brett nodded and pulled up behind it, terrible scenarios running through his mind. He pushed these aside, slammed the car into park, and jumped out into the night.
 
   The first thing he noticed was a barely audible ding ding ding and the open doors. The light that he had seen from a quarter mile back had been the dome light, but it was dim.
 
   If he had come even an hour later, the battery would have likely been dead and he might have never seen it. As he hurried through the mud, he was only partly aware that Father John had also stepped out of the car.
 
   “Please, no,” he whispered, fearing the worst.
 
   When he made it to the car, his heart was pounding in his chest. Part of him expected to see Kendra in the front seat, her throat slit, her eyes open. 
 
   Relief washed over him as he surveyed the empty cabin. Both airbags had been deployed, and there was blood on both of them. For some reason, he focused on the passenger seat.
 
   Kendra’s blood.
 
   She would have been in the passenger seat, of that Brett was certain. He leaned into the car, trying to find something, anything that would offer clues as to what had happened here.
 
   He spotted an empty syringe in the backseat, wedged between the cushions. Other than that, the car was completely empty, just the way he remembered it.
 
   Brett pulled his head out of the car and stared at the thin stream of black smoke that leaked out from beneath the warped hood.
 
   “What happened?” Father John asked.
 
   Brett jumped and turned to face the man. He had the bag that Father Callahan had handed him clutched to his chest. He shrugged.
 
   Martin crashed the car, and somehow he escaped… maybe? 
 
   “I think—”
 
   But a little girl’s giggle coming from somewhere in the swamp cut his words short. Brett lifted his head and squinted into the darkness.
 
   What the fuck was that?
 
   His heart was racing again. After a moment of silence, he turned back to Father John’s gray face.
 
   “Did you hear that?”
 
   The priest nodded.
 
   “Kendra’s out there somewhere,” he said, and then quickly ran back to the director’s car. He went to the passenger seat and popped the glove box.
 
   “What are you doing?” Father John called after him.
 
   Brett reached inside and pulled the director’s pistol out of the holster. Then he stood and turned back to Father John.
 
   “You have your bag of tools,” he said, indicating the burlap sack with his chin. Then he held up the gun, which reflected a shaft of moonlight. “And now I have mine.”
 
   Father John’s eyes narrowed, but before he could say anything, the dinging stopped and the dome light blinked out, leaving them both in total darkness.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 64
 
    
 
    
 
   Despite the warm, humid air, Kendra was shivering. The girls had stripped her naked and now she stood barefoot, the mud pushing up between her toes.
 
   Through blurred vision, she glanced at the faces of the girls that had lined up on either side of her, making a passage for her to walk.
 
   They were all the same, she realized. All blonde with blue eyes and cherubic faces. All with expressions of scorn plastered on their young features.
 
   They were sisters, Kendra realized, but this wasn’t what stuck with her.
 
   It was their matching expressions.
 
   How can girls so young feel hatred? How can they look so angry?
 
   Kendra slowly raised her eyes and stared down the passage that the girls on either side of her made. Twenty paces away was a large tree, the circumference of which must have exceeded five feet. There was a small wooden stool at the base, beneath which were several pieces of chopped wood.
 
   “Walk,” a female voice demanded, and Kendra’s eyes darted to the right side of the tree.
 
   Mother was there, the mater est, matrem omnium, wearing some sort of white nightgown, her lips twisted into a snarl. Despite the order, Kendra remained stationary. But then a male voice repeated the instructions.
 
   Father, the man that she had once known as Martin, his hair nearly white in the moonlight, stood on the other side of the tree. Unlike Mother, however, she detected a hint of sadness in the man’s features.
 
   When Kendra still didn’t respond, she felt a pair of small hands on her back, shoving her forward. She tried to look around quickly, to see who had pushed her, but the girls had fallen back in line, their eyes blazing into her.
 
   Kendra took a step forward, feeling more of the warm mud underfoot.
 
   “Walk,” one of the girls said, and Kendra was pushed again, this time more forcefully. Disoriented, she stumbled forward, barely able to keep from falling.
 
   “Please,” she whispered, tears streaming down her face.
 
   “Walk!” someone ordered again, and then this command was repeated by several of the other girls. “Walk! Walk! Walk!”
 
   And then they were all shouting that single word, their voices carrying up to the canopy above and bouncing back downward in a horrifying organic echo.
 
   “Please,” she repeated, but the response was the same.
 
   “Walk!” 
 
   Someone pushed her again, and this time she went down. The mud rushed up to meet her, and she collapsed into it with a sickening plop. Her knees sunk down a couple of inches, and her hands were buried up to her wrists. She tried to push herself to her feet, but the mud pulled back and she found herself unable to get up.
 
   “Walk! Walk! Walk!”
 
   The chant went on and on, and eventually Kendra manage to rise to one knee. Compelled to move forward, she eventually made it back to her feet. 
 
   One foot in front of the other, as if she was only just learning to walk, each step labored, every step threatening to take her down again.
 
   She stared at every girl as she passed, recognizing some of the faces—Janice, Beth, and Charlotte—but most of them were unknown to her. Halfway to the tree, she spotted Lacy.
 
   Unlike the other girls, her eyes were downcast, her face red.
 
   Please, she pleaded. But this was quickly replaced by another, singular word in her head.
 
   Walk.
 
   And walk she did.
 
   Kendra’s world closed in on her as she neared the tree, memories of all the horrible people that she had arrested flashing in front of her eyes. Before she knew it, she was standing on the small wooden platform, her back pressed against the hard trunk of the massive tree.
 
   Somewhere far away, she felt a rope being pulled tight around her neck, and then another cutting into her biceps. Kendra glanced down at her pale, naked body, which looked like a slab of ivory in the moonlight. Only her scars had color, each of the inch-long raised bumps pink, standing out.
 
   She closed her eyes and tried to regulate her breathing.
 
   This is it, she thought. This is the end.
 
   Kendra opened her eyes and turned her head as much as the rope tight around her throat would allow.
 
   Mother stared back, her eyes, like those of the sisters, red.
 
   “You could have joined us,” the woman said, her voice monotone. “You should have just joined your sisters.”
 
   The woman was playing with something in her hands, but Kendra couldn’t seem to look away from her eyes.
 
   “We had high hopes for you, Ken-Ken.” 
 
   A soft light finally drew Kendra’s eyes to the object that Mother was toying with.
 
   Oh god.
 
   “Such high, high hopes.” She made a clicking sound with the corner of her mouth. 
 
   The light was a flame from a barbecue lighter.
 
   Kendra experienced a sharp intake of breath.
 
   Part of her knew that she was going to be burned alive, but before seeing the flame, it had been a sort of abstract notion.
 
   Part of her knew that this had always been her fate; for as long as she could remember, she’d suffered from a nightmare of the burning tree in the swamp. And this was uncannily similar. If it weren’t for what she had already seen, for being able to hear the sisters’ thoughts, she would have been floored by this revelation.
 
   But as it was, Kendra was numb.
 
   An audible snap could be heard throughout the swamp as Mother let go of the lighter trigger.
 
   Kendra exhaled.
 
   “Lacy, why don’t you go stand beside Ken-Ken?” 
 
   “No!” Kendra moaned, her struggle against the ropes suddenly invigorated.
 
   Lacy raised her head and her blue eyes went wide. The other girls responded by lowering their own gazes.
 
   “W—w—what?” Lacy stammered.
 
   Mother sneered at the young girl.
 
   “If you aren’t part of this family, Lacy, then you are against us. We have values, family values—values that you aren’t willing to uphold. Your actions put our entire family in danger, which is something I just can’t stand for.” 
 
   Run, Lacy! Turn and run as fast and far as you can.
 
   But every one of the other sisters heard Kendra’s thoughts, and they were faster than little Lacy. The two lines collapsed into a circle, the innocent girl in the center.
 
   Kendra turned back to face Mother.
 
   “Please,” she pleaded. “Take me—leave her alone.”
 
   Instead of answering, something shimmered across Mother’s face, once again offering a split-second image of a different woman. No longer was Mother a pretty lady with shoulder-length blonde hair and full pink lips. In her place was a hideous, charred creature, a blackened thing with strips hanging off of her face like someone had taken a cheese grater to a hunk of overcooked brisket.
 
   Someone shoved Lacy, and she stumbled forward.
 
   Kendra thought it might have been Charlotte, but couldn’t be sure. 
 
   “You are against us,” Mother hissed.
 
   She flicked the lighter, and the flame reignited.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 65
 
    
 
    
 
   Brett turned the corner of the house, and all of the air was immediately sucked out of his lungs by what he saw. His legs refused to keep moving, and his feet slowly began to sink into the mud.
 
   He heard Father Callahan pulling up the rear, huffing and puffing, and then the man stopped at Brett’s side.
 
   “My God,” the priest whispered.
 
   They were staring at maybe two dozen girls of varying ages, all with matching blonde hair, who had formed a semi-circle around a large tree.
 
   Brett squinted, trying to make out the details in the moonlight. He couldn’t see much, but what he saw did nothing to relieve the paralysis that gripped him.
 
   There was someone tied to the tree. 
 
   “Kendra,” he whispered. Then his eyes fell on a man, standing beside the tree, his lips pressed together tightly.
 
   Martin. 
 
   A bright light suddenly flashed beneath Kendra’s feet, and only then did he realize that in addition to being tied to the tree, she also appeared to be standing on a sort of stool. And then the flash acquired the familiar characteristic yellow-orange glow.
 
   They are going to burn her alive.
 
   This stark realization spurred Brett to action. He turned, intending on telling Father John to go back to the car, to call for help, but the man was gone.
 
   It was for the best, he surmised. This was no place for a man of the cloth.
 
   Brett turned back to the scene in front of him and started to move, his shoes making horrible sucking noises in the mud. His goal was stealth, and based on how everyone was transfixed on the tree, he thought he might be able to get close enough without them knowing despite the noise.
 
   Seventy feet.
 
   Fifty.
 
   Forty.
 
   With every step, the fire grew. Now, less than thirty feet from the nearest blonde head, he heard another sound in addition to the slurping of his shoes and the crackling of the wood.
 
   A voice.
 
   Kendra’s voice.
 
   “Please,” she was saying. “Please, don’t… not her. Do what you want with me, but don’t do this to her. I’m the one that you want, take me.”
 
   As the fire grew—three-inch flames tickling the underside of the stool—Brett neared and he began to make out more details.
 
   To his horror, he realized that Kendra was naked; completely nude, the scars that he recognized from the many nights that they had spent together seeming to glow in the pale moonlight. But that wasn’t the worst part. Brett tried to swallow the lump that suddenly formed in his throat. 
 
   It wouldn’t go down.
 
   Kendra wasn’t alone. There was a girl tied to her, her back pressed against Kendra’s stomach. 
 
   Jesus.
 
   The girl’s head was bowed, but when Brett took another step, raising the director’s pistol up in front of him now, she lifted her head.
 
   For the second time in under five minutes, the air was forced from Brett’s lungs. 
 
   It was a little girl with pigtails, her round face awash in a flickering orange glow from the growing fire beneath them.
 
   It was Lacy McGuire.
 
   Brett forced himself forward again. 
 
   “Please,” Kendra whispered. She was crying, tears falling from her face and dropping onto the girl’s head.
 
   And then he was within fifteen feet of the group, and, fearing that the flames would soon be licking both the little girl’s and Kendra’s feet, he leveled the gun at Martin.
 
   “Put out that goddamn fire or I’ll put it out with your blood,” he shouted into the night.
 
   He continued to walk as he spoke, aware that in addition to Martin’s hazel eyes leveled at him, nearly all the girls had turned and were now looking at him as well.
 
   “I’m warning you, Martin, I will shoot.”
 
   The man appeared frozen, his body facing Kendra, his head twisted at Brett.
 
   “Brett? Brett, is that you?” 
 
   Brett’s eyes flicked to Kendra’s tear-streaked face, but movement in his periphery immediately brought his attention back to Martin. 
 
   It was the girls. They had started to move, collapsing the semi-circle, clearing a path for him to walk through. On any other day, Brett would have been flabbergasted by their reaction; a strange man wielding should have sent them scattering, especially the older girls. Instead, they seemed completely oblivious.
 
   Maybe it had something to do with the fact that they were complicit in watching Kendra and one of their own—sisters? Are they really sisters?—burn alive.  
 
   What the fuck is going on?
 
   He turned back to Martin.
 
   “Kick the burning logs out from under her, and do it now.”
 
   “Brett, please, you can’t be here. Please, Brett, you need to leave. Things are—”
 
   Brett ignored his partner’s pleas. Her judgment was no longer sound—hadn’t been for a while, maybe. It should never have come to this.
 
   His eyes skipped across the girls’ faces, trying to pick out those from the missing persons reports, but it was like finding a specific ant in a colony.
 
   It was impossible; they all looked the same.
 
   Sisters…
 
   His frustration bubbled over.
 
   “Put out the fucking fire!” he yelled.
 
   Martin still didn’t move, which prompted Brett to take several more aggressive steps forward, the girls moving quickly now to allow him passage.
 
   Kendra cried out as the fire reached the soles of her feet, but it was a blur of movement on the other side of the tree caught his attention.
 
   A pretty woman with blonde hair, dressed in a long white gown that looked from another time, stepped out of the shadows. 
 
   What the fuck?
 
   Stranger still was that the woman appeared to be smiling.
 
   “I knew you would come, Brett.”
 
   The words drew Kendra’s gaze as well as Brett’s.
 
   As he watched this strange woman move closer to Kendra and the girl, a shimmer passed over her face. It was as if a swaying branch suddenly came between the woman and the moonlight. 
 
   Brett’s eyes bulged. The woman’s pretty face suddenly transformed into something else. He blinked twice, trying to force away the fatigue that was causing this hallucination.
 
   But it didn’t work.
 
   The woman’s face had become something horrible, something blackened and crispy.
 
   “I knew you would come,” she said, her voice regressing into a horrible slither. 
 
   Somewhere in the back of his mind, he realized that the air around him was becoming warmer, and that the girls who had been so eager to get out of his way moments ago were slowly closing in again.
 
   “I was hoping you would come.”
 
   Brett screwed up his face. He wanted to look away from the horrible thing in the white dress, needed to look away for fear of being sick, but he couldn’t. 
 
   If Martin hadn’t chosen that moment to make a break for the woods, Brett didn’t know how long he would have stared at the strange creature—at mater est, matrem omnium. But the sudden movement in his periphery broke the spell.
 
   He swiveled awkwardly in the mud and instinctively pulled the trigger. The muzzle of his gun flared three times, but Martin was quick. Even though Brett was a good shot, it wasn’t his pistol, and when he had first sized the man up, he had been stationary. But now, zigzagging before vanishing into the dark woods, it was a much more difficult shot.
 
   All three bullets missed.
 
   Fuck!
 
   Brett began to turn toward the woman in the dress, intending on running toward her, when something struck his left calf. 
 
   “No!” Kendra screamed. At first Brett thought that the fire had reached her toes, but when he looked down and saw one of the girls wrapping herself around his calf, he knew that her cries had nothing to do with her own predicament.
 
   She was screaming for him.
 
   “Get off me,” he grumbled, trying to shake her free.
 
   “Leave him alone!”
 
   The girl couldn’t have weighed more than forty pounds, but she had rooted her body in the mud. As he tried to shake the first girl free, another lunged and grabbed his other leg. 
 
   “Fuck!” he shouted, trying to move forward, to get away. But then a second girl jumped on top of the first, and she was quickly followed by two more.
 
   Before Brett’s fatigued mind could make sense of what was happening, he was being dragged down into the mud. He tried to keep his gun level, to point it at the woman—Mother, her name is Mother, the girls are with their mother—but the weight of the girls crawling all over him now was just too much, and he was too tired.
 
   Stay up! Stand up! Kendra will burn to death!
 
   But the best he could do was to keep his eyes on Mother, who was again the blackened creature, her lipless mouth open in a grating laugh.
 
   “No!” he shouted as he fell to his elbows. One of the girls was on his back now, trying to force his chest down to the mud. Only then did he realize the girls’ true intentions.
 
   Save their Mother and Father, sure, but they were also trying to drown him—to push his head into the mud and asphyxiate him.
 
   Mother’s laughter intensified, and Brett found it impossible to look away. Even as Kendra started shrieking, now clearly from the fire, he could only stare at that horrible black orifice in the center of its face.
 
   Back in the church, he had passed judgment on the two priests, thinking them relics of another era for believing in demons. 
 
   Back in the church, he’d thought demons only came in the human variety. 
 
   He’d been wrong.
 
   The thing standing beside the tree was from another era, and it definitely wasn’t human. 
 
   When a shadow appeared at her side, slinking out of the woods behind her, Brett thought at first that it was Martin returning.
 
   But as the hunched figure made it further out of the woods and into the moonlight, he realized that the form was too old, too stooped to be Martin—Martin, who had bolted like a track runner into the woods.
 
   And then the man’s black shirt came into focus, as did his white collar. 
 
   It wasn’t Martin.
 
   “Father John,” Brett whispered, and Mother’s laughter immediately ceased.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 66
 
    
 
    
 
   Father John held the cross out in front of him in his right hand, reaching forward as far as his crooked body would allow. His heart wasn’t so much beating in his chest anymore as it was buzzing—irregular, frenetic. 
 
   “Demon,” he said, trying to sound strong.
 
   The word came out weak, more like a gassy whisper than a demand.
 
   The woman that stood less than ten paces from him hissed. 
 
   Not a woman… a demon. She is not a woman. 
 
   He recalled what had happened with Christine, how the exorcism had failed because she hadn’t actually been possessed. Even Father Callahan had conceded as much. 
 
   Like Brett, Father John didn’t believe in demons on earth. 
 
   At least that was what he’d thought before seeing the thing standing in front of him now, the hideous, horrible thing. There was true evil in this world, demons that didn’t belong. And it was his job to send it back to whatever hell it crawled out of.
 
   “Demon,” he repeated, moving the cross toward her. “In the name of our Lord, Jesus Christ—”
 
   The woman hissed again, and her face changed into something different. Something burnt.
 
   Father John cleared his throat, trying his best not to let the demon’s tricks distract him.
 
   “In the name of Jesus Christ, I demand that you leave this vessel.”
 
   She hissed again.
 
   “I won’t leave shit, you fucking fake. I am here, I am Mother, and me and my children will tear you apart.”
 
   The demon laughed. It was a horrible grating sound.
 
   “Mater est, matrem omnium, you old fuck.”
 
   John continued with the words that he had first heard Father Callahan utter all those years ago, undeterred by the threats.
 
   “You are ordered to leave, to abandon this vessel of God that you have inhabited, that you have stolen from our Lord and Father.”
 
   Father John took another step forward, even as the figure before him continued to undergo its transformation, revealing what it really was.
 
   You are the most important part of the exorcism, Father Callahan had said. You must believe.
 
   The woman’s feet, protruding from beneath the hem of the white dress, started to change. No longer were they the pale pink flesh of a woman. Instead, as the priest watched, the toes merged into three claws with huge talons extending from the ends, the foot itself turning a deep black. 
 
   If he hadn’t believed before, there was no question he did now.
 
   “Leave this vessel!” he yelled, pulling a small round bottle of holy water from the burlap sack that hung around his shoulder.
 
   This time when he stepped forward, the creature’s obsidian eyes darted to the bottle.
 
   “You think you can stop me with that?” A forked tongue snaked from between the woman’s lips, leaving dark stains where it touched, as if removing makeup.
 
   A scream broke through the night, and Father John used all of his willpower to keep his eyes locked on the demon before him. 
 
   He was not oblivious to the fire that crept up Kendra’s and the little girl’s legs—it was nearly to the girl’s knees now. But his role in all this was to exorcise the demon.
 
   He couldn’t help her; Brett would have to do that. If he didn’t take care of matrem omnium, they might wish that they had been burnt alive. 
 
   “Jesus Christ is our savior, he sacrificed himself for our sins, and he shall accept your sins as well.”
 
   “Fuck you!” Mother shouted. She grew more hunched before his eyes, her back curling unnaturally, thick, knobby vertebrae poking through the sheer fabric.
 
   It was starting to cower.
 
   Father John popped the top off the billiard ball-sized bottle of holy water and then, in one motion, flung the open end toward the demon.
 
   Mother cried out and tried to shield her face. 
 
   Holy water splashed on the thing’s face between its claws, red welts and blistering skin rising from where it struck.
 
   “Jesus Christ demands that you leave the body of this woman—”
 
   “Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you!” Mother took another crooked lunge backward in a lame attempt to avoid another splash of the clear liquid. 
 
   The demon’s back leg bumped into the burning platform on which Kendra and the girl stood. The edge of the white dress ignited like a wick soaked in kerosene.
 
   Father John splashed more holy water. With the fire that engulfed her white dress, long, thick flames stretching up her chest, obscuring the demon’s face in thick black smoke, he couldn’t tell if any of it struck her or simply evaporated from the heat.
 
   It didn’t matter.
 
   What mattered was that he was nearly finished.
 
   And he had the perfect living vessel for the demon.
 
   John took two more steps forward, leading with the cross.
 
   It was then, with the demon burning in front of the platform, that he realized that Kendra’s feet were a blistering red, her toes nearly as black as the demon’s now. Amazingly, the woman had managed to hoist the girl up—Lacy, it was Lacy McGuire—despite their restraints, and was now hugging her against her bare chest, keeping her out of the fire while she burned. 
 
   For now.
 
   Father John breathed in some of the acrid smoke and continued.
 
   His heart fluttered.
 
   “You must leave this body; you must abandon this vessel of the Lord.”
 
   “Fuck you!” Mother’s words were distorted by the flames that now engulfed her, and they seemed to come from the fire itself. “You think that fire can kill me?” Then it laughed, a horribly guttural sound that was so inhuman that it gave Father John pause. Some semblance of a head, a blackened face and hairless skull, pushed through the fire and leered at him. “I was born in fire!” she screamed. “I was born in fire when Jane Heath and the rest of the townsfolk tied me and my daughter to a stake—after Benjamin raped me over and over again. Branded me. I was born in fire, you stupid faggot!”
 
   When the words died away, an unusual calm extended over John and the creature. The dress had almost completely burnt away now, reduced to ash and a few straggling flames. 
 
   They were alone.
 
   The dark head lowered for a moment, and John thought that this might be it—that it was nearing time to force the demon out. But then it raised again, and it was no longer a demon, a burnt creature from Hell.
 
   It was a woman. A woman with blue eyes and shoulder-length blonde hair. The contrast was so striking that Father John was momentarily disoriented.
 
   What was worse was that he recognized the woman.
 
   It was Christine Barker. 
 
   “Please, I’m dying—you can’t burn me. You are a priest; you are supposed to help me! First you try to drown me, and now this? Please save me, Father… save me!”
 
   The tears that burst from her blue eyes sizzled and evaporated before they made tracks on her cheeks. The dress was completely gone now, but the pale, milky white skin beneath was amazingly clear of blemishes. Father John gaped.
 
   This wasn’t Christine before him, couldn’t be, but at the same time it was. 
 
   And then Father John felt ashamed, ashamed that he was staring at the woman’s full, round breasts with the small, dark nipples. He was suddenly overcome with the desire—no, not desire, but a need—to close the distance between he and Christine and to squeeze her breasts. To take one in each hand and force them together. And then take the nipples in his mouth and suck them until they got hard.
 
   The tears on the woman’s face were gone now, and instead, her eyes rolled back and fluttered. Her mouth, previously marked with pain, suddenly opened, and her tongue, soft and pink now, not thin and forked, darted out from between her full lips. It traced its way across her lower lip slowly, seductively, and Father John felt the front of his pants tighten with his erection.
 
   “Fuck me,” she said, then moaned. “Please, please, I need you to fuck me, John. I need your cock inside me. I will forgive me if you just fuck me…” 
 
   The woman’s hands went to her neck, gripping it, then traveled down her body, pushing her breasts together as Father John wanted to do, all the while moaning, the sound like liquid ecstasy to his ears.
 
   Father John swallowed hard, trying to push the lump he felt in his chest below his chin into his stomach. He lowered the cross a couple of inches and strode forward.
 
   Look at those breasts, my God, they are perfect.
 
   “Please,” the woman pleaded, “fuck me.”
 
   And he would have; deep down, Father John knew that if weren’t for a distraction he would have walked over to her, pulled down his pants and fucked her until she was raw. Until both of them were raw.
 
   He was no longer in control of himself, no longer a priest, barely a man reduced to but his basest of desires.
 
   It was a voice—not that of the beautiful woman before him, but of the man that he had come to this hell with, FBI Agent Brett Cherry’s voice—that saved him.
 
   Likely saved all of them.
 
   “John! Help me, John!”
 
   The priest whipped his head around, his eyes immediately finding Brett. The man was covered in the girls, so many of them that the scene might have been comical if they hadn’t been trying to push his face back into the mud.
 
   My God, they’re trying to kill him.
 
   Father John whipped his head back, and the beautiful blonde was gone. In her place was the black creature, the dress reduced to ash, her joints pointed, all angles, its long and thin neck dotted with huge spines marking where Mother’s spinal cord had once been.
 
   “Fuck me,” the lipless head ordered.
 
   Father John felt his heart flutter and his legs go weak. He stumbled forward, and reached out, expecting to fall to the mud like Brett.
 
   But he didn’t fall; the cross kept him upright. It landed square on the demon’s face.
 
   There was no singing sound or sizzle of burnt flesh, as he’d expected—there was simply no flesh left to burn, just a hunk of overcooked meat. The thing shrieked, a sound high and tight, and it flung itself away from Father John, collapsing to the ground in front of the burning pyre.
 
   More screams filled the air now, seeming to come from all sides at once, but John didn’t dare look around again. He didn’t dare risk being tricked by the demon again.
 
   Instead, he scrambled forward, aware that his heartbeat was so irregular that he was starting to become lightheaded.
 
   Stay alert. Just a little while longer.
 
   He splashed more of the water on the moaning beast, and it flexed and jumped.
 
   “Come out of her, demon! I command you in the name of Jesus Christ to leave this woman!”
 
   The thing rolled onto its back, and slowly spread its legs.
 
   “Leave her!” he shouted again.
 
   The hole it had for a mouth stretched wide, its chin aimed at the stars, its black, lidless eyes reflecting the moonlight.
 
   A moan—a long and undulating sound, raspy, like the wheeze of a dying man—exited its mouth. Then it arched its back and a foul black shadow started to emerge from the slit between its legs.
 
   The sight was horrifying and nauseating at the same time, and Father John felt bile rising in his throat.
 
   “Jesus Christ demands it! Jesus Christ demands it!” 
 
   Somehow he managed to move forward until he was hovering over the demon.
 
   One more thing, one more thing to do.
 
   A living vessel—he was the living vessel.
 
   “Enter—”
 
   But then Father John’s heart stopped beating and he gasped. 
 
   The cross slipped from his fingers and he grasped at his chest with both hands before falling to his knees.
 
   No! Please, no! Not now… not now!!!
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 67
 
    
 
    
 
   Kendra screamed again, partly because the flames were charring her legs to her knees, but also because of the chaos around her.
 
   Brett had fired at Martin, and missed. Then the girls had attacked him, driving him into the mud.
 
   Get off him! Get off him! she shouted in her mind, but whatever link had been established between Kendra and her sisters was broken. 
 
   She could hear none of their thoughts, and instead was left to suffer with her own. 
 
   Then Father John had materialized out of the woods, and goddamn her if he wasn’t performing some sort of exorcism.
 
   But unlike with Christine Barker all those years ago, it seemed to be working with matrem omnium. That is, until the man collapsed to his knees and his eyes rolled back. The strange black fog that had been coming from between Mother’s legs had extended like a hand, probing the man’s closed eyes, his nose, his mouth. But when Father John fell on his side in the mud, then the fog retracted and Mother’s back, arched like a gymnast’s, suddenly relaxed. A few seconds later, Mother’s blackened body also turned on its side, until it was ironically in the same position as the priest’s. They looked like yin and yang, both curled opposite ways in the mud, the priest’s head less than eighteen inches from Mother’s scarred feet.
 
   Scarred. Burnt.
 
   Lacy screamed, and Kendra did her best to crane her neck to look down, which was still restricted by the rope around her throat.
 
   Despite her best efforts to hold the girl out of the fire, Lacy’s feet were becoming red. They weren’t turning dark and blistering like her own, but if the fire continued to grow, then they too would become crispy, like Mother’s. Like hers.
 
   The pain wasn’t so bad anymore. Kendra’s body was completely numb, reduced to but a solitary purpose.
 
   Protect Lacy.
 
   But she could only hold on for so long, she knew. Her legs were getting weak, and the stool beneath her was almost completely burnt. When it gave way, she would fall, the rope tightening around her throat like a lateral noose, and Lacy would fall into the flames with her.
 
   “Please!” Lacy shouted, her wide blue eyes staring up at her.
 
   Kendra’s face twisted in despair.
 
   I can’t! I’m trying, but I can’t! 
 
   But Kendra’s words only echoed in her head. 
 
   Mother moaned, and her arm twitched.
 
   Lacy shrieked again as the flames continued to grow, licking all around her now, making her eyes water and her throat burn. Kendra once again craned her neck downward, trying to figure out how she could possibly save the girl. Her hands clutched the girl’s waist, the rope that passed over her biceps so tight that she could see her veins bulge. Someone had bound Lacy’s hands in front of her, but the only thing besides Kendra’s own grip that kept them together was a third rope that was looped around both of their ankles and then around the tree.
 
   She couldn’t see or feel the rope anymore—it was deep in the fire—but she knew it was there. 
 
   If only I can…
 
   Kendra again looked down at the stool beneath her feet, twisting against the rope that dug into the soft skin of her neck. 
 
   And then she made up her mind.
 
   Hold on tight, Lacy, she thought, hoping beyond hopes that the girl could still hear her thoughts.
 
   Then Kendra picked up her right heel as high as the ropes would allow and drove it down into the darkened top of the stool.
 
   Mother moaned, but Kendra remained focused. She drove her heel down again and again.
 
   On the fourth try, the stool made a loud snapping sound and a shower of sparks rose up to meet her.
 
   “What are you doing?” Lacy shouted, but Kendra ignored her.
 
   She would sacrifice herself for Lacy.
 
   On the sixth heel slam, the stool cracked and they just hovered there for a moment, engulfed in the large, four-foot-high flames, defying gravity.
 
   Then they sunk into the fire. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 68
 
    
 
    
 
   Father John could feel something press up against his eyes, enter his nose. It was like a thick smog, but it lacked the characteristic caustic nature of smoke. 
 
   It was more like a liquid, an ether that clung to his nostrils, to his open mouth.
 
   It was the demon, he knew. 
 
   Enter me! His mind screamed. He tried to move his hand, to reach into his pocket and retrieve his nitroglycerin, but his body refused to respond.
 
   His heart was no longer beating, and he felt darkness closing in around him.
 
   No. 
 
   He was so close. 
 
   He was the living vector that would contain the demon, and his plan was for it to die with him—in him. Slowly, he felt his airways begin to clear, and he knew in that instant that he had failed.
 
   I’m sorry, Lacy McGuire.
 
   I’m sorry, Meghan Miller.
 
   Stephanie Black. 
 
   Christine Barker.
 
   I’m so sorry.
 
   The last thing that Father John heard before he died was the sound of wood breaking and of a little girl screaming. 
 
   I’m sorry.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 69
 
    
 
    
 
   Kendra groaned with the effort of trying to hold the writhing girl as high as possible, out of the scalding center of the fire. She was still being supported by the rope around her arms, throat and legs, but they had loosened from the heat and with all of her stomping. And now, without the stool holding her up, Kendra sunk down almost two feet, directly into the flames that nearly eclipsed her navel.
 
   It wasn’t possible to prevent the girl from being burned; Kendra only hoped that she limited the girl’s pain and suffering.
 
   Lacy shrieked, and Kendra grunted. She could barely breathe; when she had slipped down the tree, the rope rose to beneath her chin, and now it was forcing her gaze skyward, stretching her neck to beyond its natural limits.
 
   Her legs were burning, so hot now and blistered that the nerves were shot. Deep down, she knew that she would never have full feeling in them again, if she got through this alive.
 
   Kendra would never be the same, either way.
 
   Please, just break. Please break.
 
   And then, amazingly, the rope around her shins and around Lacy snapped, the fire having weakened it. Kendra immediately released her hold from Lacy, and the pressure on her bare chest and breasts vanished.
 
   Lacy fell away from her, still screaming, and Kendra, unable to see anything but the sky high above, prayed that she had landed beyond the reaches of the flames.
 
   Run, she pleaded, tears streaming down her face. Run as far and as fast as you can, Lacy. Don’t ever stop running.
 
   The smoke from her burning skin suddenly parted, and Kendra was unexpectedly offered a direct view of the night sky. 
 
   It was beautiful—dark and deep. There were stars, too, thousands of them. It didn’t matter to Kendra if they were real, or if they were just spots brought on by the searing pain.
 
   “Beautiful,” she breathed.
 
   And then the fire engulfed her entire body.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 70
 
    
 
    
 
   Brett gulped air and bucked his back, trying desperately to throw the girls that forced his face and head into the mud off of him. 
 
   Mud caked his nostrils, covered his eyes, and he tasted it in his mouth. 
 
   His gun was gone, and with it the need to make a decision of whether or not he could bring himself to actually shoot one of the girls. 
 
   Survival was a bitch, and it forced Brett’s arms out. His fingers tangled in hair, and he yanked. Somewhere through his mud-packed ear canals, he heard something akin to a yelp.
 
   Small hands pushed against the back of his head, but he fought back, shifting onto one hip, and then quickly twisting the other way. A weight fell off his back; not all of it, but some, enough so that he could twist back the other way more freely.
 
   A guttural roar exited his throat, and he lashed out with his other arm, reaching first out to his side, then behind him, trying to grab something, anything, any part of the dozen or so girls that were on top and all around him.
 
   “Let me up!” he shouted. 
 
   With mud falling from his chin, he somehow managed to raise his head, and blinked rapidly, clearing the thick substance from his eyelids.
 
   And then he froze.
 
   Kendra was on fire.
 
   “Oh my god,” he whispered. Something hard hit him in the side, but he barely noticed. Even his hand, which was wrapped around a thin wrist and held it tight, was frozen.
 
   Brett could hear the sound of his partner’s skin bubble and pop. Her mouth was wide, her eyes wider, which he caught sight of every time the breeze pushed the flames away from her neck. The rest of her body was hidden, a black mess buried in the roaring fire.
 
   He couldn’t see Lacy.
 
   “No,” he moaned.
 
   As he watched in sheer horror, there was a loud fizzle, and Kendra’s black hair went up in an instant, the air immediately filling with a disgusting smell.
 
   Brett was suddenly invigorated, filled with a need to save what was left of his partner. Nobody deserved to go out like this.
 
   He grunted and yanked with the arm behind his back, throwing one of the smaller girls at least three feet from him, where she landed in the mud with a grunt of her own. 
 
   Someone bit his ankle, and he punched her in the face with his other hand. He heard a crunch and his knuckles were instantly bathed in something wet. He started to kick next, moving his feet back and forth rhythmically, oblivious to the cries as his boots hit bone, skin, and hair. 
 
   Two more swipes and another roar, and Brett felt the pressure on his back ease again. 
 
   “Get the fuck off me!” he screamed, and then, straining with everything he had, he brought his right arm under him. Somehow, he managed to push himself to a knee.
 
   Another few violent shakes and he had gone from the brink of death to being on all fours.
 
   A snapping sound, like a guy-wire being pulled too tight, drew his gaze back to the fire.
 
   “Kendra,” he moaned, seeing his once lover fall from the tree, the ropes around her neck and chest alight like burning snakes. 
 
   Her body tumbled forward, and she landed in front of the fire. Now clear of the crackling flames, Brett got a good look at the true extent of the damage.
 
   It was horrific. Kendra’s body was as blackened as the figure on the grass, the one that she had called Mother. 
 
   Mater est, matrem omnium. 
 
   The demon.
 
   Her face was a mess, her cheeks covered in huge blisters and welts.
 
   Her lips had melted away, and her eyelids were completely gone. She was nearly bald, with only thin strings of hair clinging to her black and red scalp. Her breasts, once so full and round, were now oblong-shaped, charred, horrible.
 
   Brett lashed out with his arm, tossing another child from him. They too appeared to be distracted by the sight of Kendra’s burned body.
 
   Somehow he managed to put one foot on the ground.
 
   Kendra was gasping, a grotesque, wheezy sound, and then blood and gore spilled from her mouth. 
 
   And then he noticed a shadow moving behind her. Something in the woods was re-emerging.
 
   Martin. It’s that fucker Martin.
 
   “No!” Brett screamed, shrugging off another girl and making it to a crouched position. 
 
   “Lacy!” The voice was so unexpected that Brett momentarily took his gaze off Kendra. He swiveled, but he was exhausted and uncoordinated, and he fell back to the mud. 
 
   “Lacy! Lacy! Oh my God, Lacy!”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 71
 
    
 
    
 
   Kendra couldn’t see, could barely hear. Her world had been reduced to a burnt black void. Everything was dark, save two fiery letters that had burned themselves into her mind.
 
   BH.
 
   She had saved Lacy—she knew she had. Back before the flames had engulfed her, she had heard Lacy scream and fall away. She even thought she heard the girl’s footsteps make their way toward the woods, but couldn’t be certain.
 
   She was going to die, but she was going to die knowing that she’d done good.
 
   There was only one more thing to do.
 
   Kendra’s body was numb, but somehow she managed to crawl forward, into the darkness, toward where she had last seen her Mother’s burnt body lay.
 
   She was going to finish what Father John had started; she was going to make sure that Lacy and the rest of her sisters were free of her hold forever.
 
   It was what she was destined to do, she realized… all of the pain she had inflicted on herself, all of the times she had cut herself to make her feel, had been building up to this moment. All of those injuries had numbed her just enough so that she could move now, in this moment, toward her ultimate destiny. 
 
   She scuffed blindly along the lawn, her hand sweeping across what she thought might be grass or even mud. Her fingertips were so burnt that individual textures didn’t register, only generic sensations, like pressure.
 
   She swept her hands back and forth, trying to swallow, trying to at least wet her throat enough to speak the words that she knew she had to say.
 
   The ones that Father John had started.
 
   The ones that she had heard Father Callahan shout at Christine Barker all those years ago, back when she, like those in the swamp, was but a scared, confused girl.
 
   Kendra’s hand bumped something and she stopped the sweeping motion. She heard a sort of grunt, or an expulsion of air of some sort, and she knew that she had found Mother. The ‘BH’ in her mind grew brighter and brighter.
 
   With both hands, she gripped the form, feeling the crispy skin on her knuckles split and begin to ooze. It didn’t matter.
 
   “Enter me!” she whispered. Her throat was so hoarse and dry that the words barely out. She tried to swallow, but she had no saliva left. “Enter me,” she gasped. “Enter me! Enter me! Enter me!” 
 
   Her mangled hands gripped the object and she pulled it up and down, shaking it, throttling it the best her wasted body would allow. 
 
   “Enter me!”
 
   Something passed in front of Kendra’s face, and she hesitated. It felt like a strange, thick wind or fog.
 
   And then her head was thrown back and her mouth wide. Something was in her mouth, her throat, her nose, filling her, binding with her very cells and DNA.
 
   Her hands fell to her sides, and then she was sitting on her heels, her body rocking back and forth as the demon filled her.
 
   A vision flashed in front of her blind, oozing eyes, one so real that Kendra thought it a memory.
 
   She was sitting on Mother’s porch, only it was different. The wood beneath her was different, the house smaller, more old-fashioned—like something out of a history book. As she looked around, staring at the trees that were full, their lush green leaves blocking out just enough of the bright sun above to make it bearable, she saw that her blouse had been pulled open, her large breasts exposed. There was a plastic cup, something homemade-looking, with a tube leading to a glass sitting on a small table. 
 
   A bullfrog burped. A bird chirped. And she leaned back, slowly rocking as milk was drawn out of her breast and into the glass.
 
   And she smiled.
 
   The image suddenly shifted, and now it was dark, and she was inside the house, a little girl again, crouched, hiding low, trying to peek out the curtain without being seen.
 
   Someone was yelling, shouting, saying horrible things. A flicker of a torch passed a window, then another. The shouting grew louder, and then she screamed when something smashed the pane and bounced across the wooden floor. She covered her ears, and tried to shut her eyes, to force the sounds away, but it wasn’t possible.
 
   Her eyes focused on the object.
 
   It was a ceramic doll; a doll with blonde hair and a blue dress. The pale white face had bright red lips, heart-shaped lips, but the eyes had been torn out.
 
   She screamed again.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 72
 
    
 
    
 
   The scene that unfolded before Brett made his head spin.
 
   Peter McGuire had arrived, and he had run toward his daughter, Lacy, who was rolling on the ground, trying to put out the fire that devoured her clothes. As he watched, her flames shrunk, then went out completely. But before Peter could make it to his daughter, Lacy was on her feet, her eyes wide, her expression one of sheer confusion. And then she hobbled toward the woods, oblivious to her father that couldn’t quite reach her.
 
   More movement caught his eye. 
 
   Kendra, unbelievably, had started to crawl toward Father John and Mother’s bodies. 
 
   Clearly blind, she swept her arms around until they fell on Father John’s limp chest. As he watched in terror, unable to move, she grabbed his cloak and started saying something, over and over again, but it was far too quiet for him to hear.
 
   Mother started stirring then, and behind her Martin still lurked in the shadows. The woman’s body, which looked not that different from Kendra’s, rolled onto its back and then its legs began to open.
 
   The horrible black fog started to migrate out and move toward Kendra’s head.
 
   “Get off of him!” someone shouted, and Brett cranked his head around.
 
   Of course.
 
   Peter’s presence made sense when he saw the director stride forward, a gun held out in front of him.
 
   “No!” he shouted, but Director Ames took no notice. Don’t hurt the girls, he wanted to say, but nothing came out.
 
   “Get off him!” the director yelled again.
 
   Martin came out of the woods then, reaching for Mother’s body. Even in the moonlight, Brett could see the sneer on his face. 
 
   The desperation.
 
   The putrid cloud surrounded Kendra’s head even as she throttled the priest, clearly thinking that she was gripping Mother. Martin hooked his hands beneath Mother’s arms, and started to drag her body backward, toward the woods.
 
   Director Ames didn’t hesitate; he fired three times.
 
   Unlike Agent Brett Cherry, Director Ames’s aim was true.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 73
 
    
 
    
 
   Kendra barely felt the bullet that tore through her throat. She didn’t feel the one that hit her in the chest at all.
 
   Her mind was engulfed in the dark fog. But slowly, as she began to die, it started seeping back out of her. She wanted to scream, to force it back inside her, to demand the demon enter her before she died, but she had nothing left.
 
   As her body collapsed to the ground, she was struck by another vision, only this time it wasn’t a vision of the woman that the angry mob called Anne Laforet, of what they had done to her so long ago, but one of her own.
 
   She was in her car, staring at her father’s face as he looked at her in the backseat. It was Dad.
 
   Only he wasn’t crying now, he was smiling.
 
   “I’ll see you soon, Ken-Ken. Very soon.”
 
   If Kendra had still had lips, they would have curled into a smile. 
 
   It was a man’s world, she knew, she was only living in it. 
 
   And then she was in the secret room, only it wasn’t Stephanie Black writing the words on the walls, but it was her. She was writing the same words over and over and over again until blisters formed on her thumb and forefinger.
 
   Kendra Wilson’s body shuddered in the mud and then went slack. 
 
   Mater est, matrem omnium.
 
   I’ll see you soon, Daddy. Ken-Ken’s finally coming home.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 74
 
    
 
    
 
   “No!” Brett screamed. He scrambled to his feet, but slipped in the mud.
 
   He was too late.
 
   Two bullets hit Kendra, one in the neck and one in the torso, and the black fog left her as she fell.
 
   The third bullet hit Martin directly above his left eye, and a mist of blood sprayed the muddy ground behind him as he first staggered, and then collapsed on top of Mother’s corpse.
 
   “No!” 
 
   Tears streaming down his face, he started to run to Kendra, his feet slipping in the mud with every step. 
 
   He barely realized that the girls were back, all around him again, but they no longer seemed interested in what he was doing.
 
   One of the older girls passed directly in front of him and stopped, turning her gaze to the sky. For reasons he didn’t understand, he knew this girl, even though she wasn’t in any of the files that he had looked at.
 
   It was Charlotte Barker, daughter of the deranged woman that had been water boarded by Father John and Father Callahan.
 
   “Enter me!” Charlotte yelled.
 
   Brett slipped again and smashed back to the ground. Mud dripping from his face, he glanced around. The girls weren’t running anymore; they had all stopped. And like the older one, they too had started yelling.
 
   “Enter me!” they yelled in unison. 
 
   Brett managed to hoist himself again to his feet and he half crawled, half ran to the three bodies.
 
   “Enter me! Enter me!” they chanted as they closed in on him.
 
   Exhaustion hit him like a ton of bricks, as did the weight of not understanding what had happened, what the fuck was going on.
 
   Somewhere far away, he heard Peter McGuire yell again.
 
   “Lacy!”
 
   And then Brett finally made it to Kendra.
 
   She was dead, Director Ames having ended her misery. Her black body was almost indistinguishable from Mother’s, save the glowing red initials on the latter’s back: BH. 
 
   Martin had been shot in the head, and Father John had died from an apparent heart attack.
 
   The girls had been saved, but as they continued to shout, he doubted that they, like he, would come out of this whole.
 
   “I’ll protect you from them, Kendra,” Brett whispered, tears streaming down his face. He collapsed on top of his lover’s body.
 
   Her skin was crispy and hot, but it didn’t bother him. Sobbing, he heard a whoosh of air, and opened his eyes one last time.
 
   The girls had formed a tight circle around him and the other corpses, and a whirlwind of dark air that seemed to originate from Mother swirled about their heads. As he watched, their gazed lifted skyward, their mouths wide, just like Kendra had done when she had thought she was clutching Mother.
 
   He took a deep breath and allowed fatigue to take over.
 
   I’m so sorry, Kendra. I should have told you. I should have told you about the letter.
 
   His eyelids were so heavy that it was all he could do to keep them open.
 
   In an instant, the cloud was gone and the girls had scattered. He caught the last glimpses of their blonde heads receding into the woods behind the still burning pile of wood.
 
   And then he closed his eyes again, but this time when he heard a shout—Director Ames, he thought—he didn’t open them.
 
   For what felt like the first time in an eternity, FBI Agent Brett Cherry slept. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   Seven people; seven people were all that attended Kendra Wilson’s funeral. And this fact, as much as any other, brought tears to Brett’s eyes. As he stared with blurred vision at the people sitting on the white foldable chairs, he surveyed their faces. 
 
   There was Detective Tennison, his black face so heavily etched with lines that he looked more like a piece of pottery than a human being, the thick bags under his eyes acting as swollen lids when he looked down. There was Agent Paul Grover, his young face drawn downward in a perpetual grimace, and there was Director Ames at the back, his face mostly covered by a pair of sunglasses. Seeing him, Brett gripped the podium a little tighter. There were two other agents, Agent Gerald Smythe and Agent Randall Hart, both ex-partners, sitting off to one side, separated from the others.
 
   And there was himself, Agent Brett Cherry, who had loved Kendra more than all of these people combined, maybe, but who’d never really known who Kendra was. But if he knew one thing, he knew she was more than the scars, the kinky sex, the curt, almost non-feeling demeanor that she had projected to the world. She was those things, yes, but she was also more.
 
   Brett cleared his throat and began speaking.
 
   “Kendra was about numbers, I think. Not that she cared particularly about them, but I think they sum up a lot about her.” He paused, licking his lips. “Forty-seven, twelve, twenty-nine, and thirty. Forty-seven: the number of criminals that she was either directly or indirectly responsible for putting behind bars. Twelve: twelve years she was a member of the FBI. But perhaps the most important number is twenty-nine. Throughout her twelve years as an agent, Kendra saved twenty-nine children. Think about that for a moment.” 
 
   Brett paused, as much to allow them to follow his instructions as it was to choke out the next words—mostly because they weren’t true.
 
   “Kendra, as we know, didn’t have any family, and didn’t have any children of her own. But out there—” He paused, pointing into the distance, down the small embankment that led back to the funeral home. “Out there, she—”
 
   Brett hesitated. For a brief second, he thought he saw someone in the window on the second floor of the funeral home. It was as if someone was poking their face out from behind the curtain. Brett squinted and thought he made out a small, blonde head of hair and a round pink face. He blinked rapidly, clearing the tears from his eyes.
 
   There was no one there. 
 
   He shook his head, a subtle gesture, trying to regain his focus.
 
   “But out there,” he continued, “out there are twenty-nine children that we can safely say wouldn’t be alive today if it weren’t for Kendra Wilson. They might be too young to know it, and probably most will never know what she did to save them, but they are alive because of her. But despite this fact, Kendra never wanted any accolades for what she did. She just wanted to be left alone to do her job.”
 
   More tears came as Brett reached into his pocket and pulled out a worn envelope. As he teased the letter out, his eyes flicked back up to the window of the large gray funeral home. 
 
   He could have sworn that the curtain was still settling.
 
   “I think,” he said as he unfolded the letter, “that there is one thing we can all agree with here today: we all wish that we had gotten to know Kendra better. Even me, her partner for nearly seven years, standing up here today talking about her—I’m guilty of not getting to know the real Kendra.”
 
   A cool breeze suddenly flapped the paper in his hand, and he almost dropped it.
 
   “So I have here in my hand something that Kendra never had the chance to read, but it was written by someone that maybe knew her best. It was written by her father.” Brett started to read, once again wiping the tears from his eyes. “My daughter is only four years old, but she is a beautiful soul. I know that, as I know that there is air around me and a sun in the sky. She is kind, caring, and wise beyond her years. Everyone who meets her has the same opinion, they say that she will one day do good in this world, that she is a natural protector of others. She is only four, but she is already a very special person.”
 
   Brett exhaled as he finished, skipping over the paragraphs that put a shiver up his spine even to this day.
 
   We have not spoken, but I have heard about you. I have heard that you are particularly kind to children of broken homes. While our home is still intact, I fear that a break is imminent. I fear that there is something coming for our daughter, something evil. Something that we cannot protect her from.
 
   And it will keep coming. I have tried to keep her safe, as this is my duty, but I fear that I am not capable.
 
   If it were a man after her, I would physically stand in his way. If it were a woman, I would restrain her. But it is neither. It is something truly evil.
 
   Please, Father Callahan. I don’t know what else to do. Please, keep my Ken-Ken safe.
 
   Brett wiped his nose with the back of his sleeve and stared up into the bright sun, trying to compose himself. 
 
   His thoughts immediately turned to what Agent Grover had told him after Brett had spent nearly a week on leave trying to make some sense of what had happened.
 
   It had been Martin’s DNA on the glass, of course, which didn’t really surprise him. But what had been a revelation was the fact that Kendra’s DNA was a match to both Martin’s and the samples of the missing girls that they had on file.
 
   All of them.
 
   Martin was her birth father, and the missing girls were her sisters. 
 
   Director Ames had left this out of the report, chalking it up to sample contamination. But Brett knew the truth.
 
   The field had become eerily quiet, he realized as he continued to stare at the sun; the birds had stopped chirping, the tree frogs had stopped their songs, the crickets were silent.
 
   It was only Brett and his words.
 
   “Twenty-nine,” he continued with a sob. “Kendra will live on in the twenty-nine girls that she saved, and she will live on in any of those girls who go on to have children of their own.”
 
   His body was racked with sobs now, but he continued anyway, forcing the words out.
 
   “Thirty,” he croaked. “Kendra will live on in thirty people, because Kendra will live on in me.”
 
   Brett Cherry wiped the tears from his eyes and folded the envelope before putting it back in his pocket.
 
   We are going to miss you, Ken-Ken.
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   Author’s Note
 
    
 
   …and breathe. It’s over, at least until Book 3 in the Family Values Trilogy, Daughter, comes out in Fall 2016. Lots more of this tale, about mater est, matrum omnium and the swamp that needs a-tellin’.
 
   Father was one of my favorite books to write, partly because some of the material struck home to me as a father of three. No, I won’t be dropping any of my children off at a church anytime soon (I’m partial to all of them), but there is no denying the impact that I have on them. My impact is reflected in the things they say and do, how they act, and how they treat others. And if there is anything that this world needs today, I would argue that treating others just a little bit better is near the top of that list. 
 
   So smile at someone, hug someone, say something nice. And maybe leave a review, because those are nice, too.
 
   In all honesty, I’m forever grateful for you, loyal reader, for supporting what I do. I hope that despite the dark material in my books, I put a smile on your face by taking you to a different world, if only for a few hours.
 
    
 
   Take care,
 
   Patrick
 
   Montreal, 2016
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