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      I don’t know if doppelgängers are real, but I do know there isn’t another you anywhere. You are truly one of a kind.
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      The early winter wind bit into Phil Porter’s face, but he knew the inside of the trailer was much colder. The tree line ringed the clearing, and Porter leaned against a big oak. He didn’t hide; there was no reason to. The windows of the trailer were boarded up and blacked out. If he hadn’t seen someone walk in a few minutes earlier, he’d never have known anyone was home.

      He listened hard, turning his ear toward the structure in the middle of the clearing, catching nothing but the whistle of the frigid air as it blew past his face and through his beard. The sun hanging high in the sky did nothing to help the chill, and Porter gritted his teeth, wishing he had a warmer shirt.

      The densely packed forest behind him muffled the noise from any neighboring trailers, wherever they might have been. Porter wasn’t sure where the closest one was. He’d traipsed nearly a mile over the hard earth and hadn’t seen a soul.

      Now he leaned, waiting and watching, knowing that every second he hesitated was time lost. Knowing that his inaction could be a death sentence. How long could he afford to wait?

      No longer.

      Porter lifted his shirt up and drew the pistol patiently holstered on his hip. The Glock 17 was the full-framed model, which suited Porter, since he was a full-framed man. He pulled the slide back far enough to ensure there was a round in the chamber, then left the tree line, walking straight for the front door of the trailer.

      He didn’t walk slowly, didn’t sneak or look around behind him. Why would he? There was no one around and, because of the shuttered windows, no way to see him coming from the inside of the trailer.

      As he closed in, he looked up and saw a collection of antennas on the roof. These weren’t the rusted television receivers that someone in the middle of nowhere would have, hoping to get better reception on their HBO. These were slick and clean. Big dishes fed by thick cords running from the trailer, through a hole drilled in the siding, up to the roof.

      Porter stood, back against the trailer, listening again. Hearing nothing again. The structure, which he knew for a fact was occupied by at least two people, was silent as the grave. His mind raced, his cool exterior hiding the fact that he was calculating all the facts: the people that he knew were involved, the people he didn’t, the unknown layout of the trailer, the pain-in-the-ass sheriff who’d been in his way all week. All good reasons to stay out of the trailer. To go back to his hotel, pack up, and get the hell out of Indiana.

      One factor weighed heavier than all the others, tilting the balance toward action.

      She’s just a kid, Porter thought to himself. Just a kid.

      He gripped the Glock tighter and pushed himself off the trailer. Stepping softly, he moved his way up the rickety metal stairs, toward the front door with its shoe-polish-covered window.

      Porter tried the handle, prepared to rip the door off its hinges to get inside. Instead, the knob turned quietly. He pulled the door away from the jamb and stepped into the darkened room ahead of him.

      When the door closed, the room was pitch-black. He squatted, keeping himself low, waiting for his night vision to catch up, letting his pupils dilate for a few moments to help him better see.

      Not only was the trailer dark, but it was quiet. There were no sounds—no water running, no television, no one screaming.

      Yet.

      Porter knew that wouldn’t last long.

      His vision wouldn’t fully adjust to the room for at least another twenty minutes, but he could see well enough. He was in the living room, where there was a couch and not much else. To the right was the kitchen. Porter crossed to it and looked over the open-bar counter.

      Fast-food wrappers and wine bottles littered the counter. Next to an empty bottle was a box of condoms, perfect in its unwrapped packaging. Porter thought his teeth would grind to sawdust in his mouth.

      With the living room and kitchen clear, the only place to go was down a hallway that led to the back of the trailer.

      He stepped slowly, heel to toe, trying to be as quiet as possible. The Converse that had been so inadequate in the cold outside were now proving their usefulness. He’d never found a better shoe for his size-thirteen feet than Mr. Taylor’s All-Stars.

      Porter moved over to the mouth of the hallway and stared down it, trying to get any information he could, praying his eyes would find him something.

      Through the gloom, Porter could make out three doors, two on the right and one on the left. They were all unremarkable, save one thing—the small sliver of light leaking out from underneath the furthest door.

      He raised his pistol, stepping into the mouth of danger.

      Porter paused at the first door and put his ear to it. There was a faint noise inside—something familiar that he couldn’t place. A quick dilemma passed through his mind: Go down to the door with the light, or make sure there was no one waiting for him behind the darkened door?

      It wasn’t much of a decision. When he was a Fed—what seemed like a lifetime ago—Porter had been a professional at clearing houses. Granted, he’d usually had a fully armed team of men with him, but the concept was the same. While clearing a house of possible threats, you never left an unknown behind you. Unknown could hurt you.

      Unknown could kill you.

      Porter raised the pistol and tried the doorknob, again finding it open. He lifted slightly up as he pushed it open. Doors had a tendency to sag over time; a little lift while it moved would relieve any tension on the hinges, and help stop a potential squeak.

      It wasn’t necessary. The occupant of the room wouldn’t have noticed if a herd of elephants had entered.

      In a plastic lawn-furniture chair, back toward the door, sat a solitary figure. His nude body was faintly illuminated by the glow of the laptop, and his over-the-ear headphones were closing him off from the world.

      Porter gently closed the door and stepped behind the seated man, looking over his shoulder at the laptop.

      On the screen was the closest thing to a ghost he’d ever seen.

      The feed on the laptop was apparently streaming from the bright, professionally lit room next door; it was the only clean space in the trailer. Porter could hear the muted voice though the wall, could feel the floor shake as the man on the screen—shirtless, with an impressive array of tattoos on his powerful chest—paced around.

      He was familiar with the tattoos: he’d studied them on police reports and seen pictures. He was glad he had, because it was only the differences in the ink that convinced Porter he was looking at a streaming feed of a living person, and not a recording of a dead man.

      In Florida, some weeks ago, he had fought the man—killed him, with the help of a friend—but there he stood, big and lethal as ever. Porter took another breath and slowed his mind, putting the foolish thoughts out of his head, steadying himself.

      The man in Florida had been named Reno. The new evil Porter was hunting was his brother, Keno.

      They were twins. Porter had known they were, but the similarities were uncanny. It was hard to believe that much evil could fit into a single womb at the same time.

      No matter, Porter thought. They’ll end up the same way.

      Porter took another breath and squinted at the screen to see something behind Keno, partially obscured by the big man. Stretched across the bed, tied at the wrists and ankles, was a child, no more than ten years old.

      Keno was keeping the family business alive.

      Reno had made it onto Porter’s radar for stealing a child and auctioning off her death on the Internet. The highest bidder paid to decide, in excruciating detail, how Reno would kill the child. Additionally, the monster had sold a few tickets to people who wanted to witness it firsthand.

      If his brother followed the same business model, that meant the naked man in the chair in front of him was waiting to watch the girl next door be dismembered.

      A hot wave flashed over Porter, creeping up his neck and face, and he quietly holstered his pistol. Without a word, he reached down, wrapped his arms around the nude man’s neck, and lifted him out of the chair, choking him as he did. The man scratched and clawed, trying to pry Porter’s arms off him.

      It was an impossible task.

      Porter stood tall, his forearm wrapped around the man’s neck, the other hand pushing on the back of his sweaty head. The man’s feet dangled at least six inches off the ground. He wasn’t a light man, but Porter had plenty of strength to compensate.

      He passed the point where the man was unconscious. The flailing and scratching had stopped, but Porter held the choke, counting out nearly five minutes until he let the man slide from his arms. Either the man was dead or severely brain-damaged from the lack of oxygen.

      Porter didn’t care which it was.

      He looked at the laptop again, watching as the man on the screen squinted and looked down at his own computer. It was exactly what Reno had done—putting on a show for the people on the Internet, driving the bids up as far as he could.

      Porter closed the laptop. He walked over to the door and opened it, less carefully than before. He stepped out into the hallway, his face now flushed with anger. He opened the door across from the lit room and found a standard bathroom, although with a worse smell than normal. He held his breath and tried not to touch anything as he closed the door.

      Satisfied that the only other threat in the house was in front of him, behind the last door, Porter stood in the dark, staring at it, breathing deep and slow.

      He remembered everything about his fight with Reno: the man’s punches, his strength, even the sneaky knife the scumbag had slid between Porter’s ribs in an effort to slow him down.

      Porter took several more deep breaths and lifted his shirt to pull his pistol out again. As he did, there was a loud boom, and the door in front of him splintered open. The bright light from the room stung his eyes, and a backlit figure stood in front of him.

      A familiar voice spoke up. “You didn’t think I’d see you coming?”
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      Keno bulled into Porter, driving him through the hallway and back into the bathroom, leaving him in a crater in the drywall.

      The surprise now over, Porter had a moment to gather himself. He snaked a jab out, hitting Keno in the throat, forcing him backward. Porter pulled himself out of the drywall. “Reno saw me too, and we both know how that ended up for him.”

      Keno coughed and sputtered. “How… do you… know about him?”

      “I’m the one that killed him.”

      Keno launched at Porter again, but this time he was ready. He side-stepped and used the man’s momentum to send him flying into the same cratered wall Porter had just crawled out of.

      Keno righted himself in an instant. The dark bathroom now had an ancillary light source as the light from the kill room streamed in, leaving the bathroom half lit, half cloaked in darkness.

      “That was you?”

      “He was a piece of shit. He deserved it.” Porter leaned toward Keno, throwing a flurry of punches, hitting the man three times. Keno backed up toward the shower, and Porter followed.

      “I’ll kill you,” Keno screamed.

      “I doubt it.”

      Keno charged Porter, but Porter was ready. He slammed a knee into the man’s gut, stopping him in his tracks. Then Porter smashed two elbows into Keno’s face, splitting the man’s eyebrow open.

      Keno was nearly as tall as Porter. He put his hands up, like a boxer ready for a new round.

      Porter kept his arms by his side. “I’m waiting on you.”

      Keno threw a big overhand right. It was the type of punch that signaled desperation in most men. Porter was ready for it. Instead of blocking it, he stepped forward, nearly nose to nose with his quarry, and the punch sailed over his head. While he was in bad-breath distance, Porter threw two more elbows, connecting solidly with Keno’s jaw.

      Keno was out on his feet for a split second, and Porter pushed him back into the bathtub. Keno’s calves caught on the lip, and he fell on his ass.

      Porter looked down at the man. “Get up.”

      “What?”

      “Ever since I killed Reno, I’ve been chasing the rest of you vermin. I haven’t thought about anything else in weeks. I don’t eat. I don’t sleep. All I want to do is find you and hurt you. Now. Get. Up.”

      Keno cursed, the blood from his face now on his hands, making it difficult to get out of the slick tub.

      Porter stood silently, watching the man flail.

      Eventually, Keno pulled himself from the tub. He knelt, as if to tie his boots, instead pulling a long straight knife from his boot. He sneered at Porter. “You dumb fuck. You shoulda killed me when you had the chance.”

      Keno stood tall, waving the knife back and forth at Porter. Porter stood his ground. When the advancing man was close enough, Porter stepped in again. This time, he caught Keno’s arm mid-backswing. Porter slid his hand out to his opponent’s wrist and, with a burst of strength, turned Keno’s arm inward and plunged the knife into the man’s neck.

      Keno stumbled back, eyes wide. He clawed at the knife, as if pulling it out would save him. It was usually just the opposite. A knife embedded in a body part generally staunched the blood flow; it was good practice to leave it until a doctor could remove it.

      After a few moments, Keno stopped clawing and sat down, back against the tub, legs splayed out underneath him. Porter looked down at the man and shook his head.

      “Where do people like you even come from? How could you do… that?” He gestured to the other room.

      He squatted down in front of Keno, who was staring at him with defiant eyes. “Don’t mean mug me, you piece of shit.” Then he reached out and pulled the knife from Keno’s neck. The flow of blood increased dramatically, and within moments the killer was dead, almost all his remaining red blood cells on the floor of the bathroom.

      Porter dropped the knife in the toilet and stood up. For the first time in weeks, he felt like he could breathe. Like the vise constricting his chest had released and he could get in some good air again.

      He couldn’t wait to go back into the cold.

      Porter stood up and wiped his gloves on the shower curtain, and shut the bathroom door behind him. He peeked his head into the bright room. He had to hold his bile down as he saw the little girl tied up on the bed. She was blindfolded, and was turned away from the door, facing the wall.

      Porter raised his deep voice an octave. “Tanya?”

      “Who’s that? Who’s there?” the child’s voice said.

      “I’m here to help. It’s okay; I know your mommy and daddy.”

      “Don’t touch me! Leave me alone.”

      Porter looked for clothes, but didn’t see any. He pulled a comforter from the floor and put it on the girl. “I’m going to take your blindfold off now. Don’t worry, I won't hurt you.”

      Porter pulled the girl’s blindfold off, and she squinted at the bright lights. “Please… please…”

      “Your mommy said for me to tell you that she’s sorry. Sorry you guys got in the fight that made you run away.”

      Tanya blinked. “Mommy?”

      Porter nodded. “She told me to come help you. Can I untie you now?”

      Tanya didn’t answer, and Porter gently untied her feet, then hands.

      “You’re here to help me?”

      “Yeah, we’re getting out of here. Where are your shoes?”

      The girl shook her head.

      “Doesn’t matter, we don’t need them.”

      “But it’s cold outside,” the girl whimpered.

      “Stick with me, kid, and I’ll take you places.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Just something my dad used to say. Don’t worry, wrap up with that blanket.”

      Porter helped the child put the big blanket around herself. “You ready?”

      Tanya nodded.

      Porter scooped the girl up in his arms, her weight barely registering to him. He walked past the dead men in their respective rooms, down the hallway, and out of the trailer, without a look back.
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      Porter wrapped his hands around the warm cup of coffee in its disposable paper cup. The chair he was sitting on was rock-hard and wasn’t doing his back any favors. His legs were cramped, folded underneath the stainless-steel table bolted to the floor in front of him.

      The overhead lights were harsh, fluorescent things that were made to illuminate everything, with no attempt to mimic natural light. Porter was growing more frustrated by the moment; the vise taken off his chest when he’d found Tanya was slowly finding its way back. Still, he tried to keep some perspective.

      He could be sitting in a cell right now.

      Unable to take the nagging pain in his legs any longer, he unfolded himself, stood, and stretched, his hands reaching the acoustic tile ceiling. He turned and faced the long window behind him, its mirrored glass showing only his reflection.

      “Come on, Grant, get this over with already. Stop watching me like I’m some kind of circus animal.”

      Porter stared at the window a few moments longer, then gathered a huge glob of saliva and spat it at the window, watching as it slowly trickled its way down.

      He turned from the window at the sound of the door unlatching.

      “You know someone has to clean that up now, right?” the man in the doorway said.

      “I hope it’s you.”

      “I have people for that,” Sheriff Tucker Grant said as he closed the door behind him. He had the kind of face that people in Indiana would trust, which was all that mattered when voting for things like sheriff in a small town.

      “Oh yeah? Where are they? I haven’t seen anybody else here. It’s like a ghost town.”

      “I don’t have a big crew. Dolores at the front desk retired, and I haven’t hired a new girl yet. One of my deputies fell coming out of his combine, tore his knee up. Needs surgery. The other is at Disney World.”

      “There are only three of you?”

      “It’s a small town. Not a lot of call to hire more. Besides, the budget won’t allow it.”

      “That’s quaint. What am I still doing here?”

      “We just switched coffee. Is it any good?”

      “Coffee gives me the shits,” Porter said. “That doesn’t seem like a good thing to have in a room with no toilet.”

      “You have to understand, I can’t just let you go. You’re a person of inter—”

      “I’m not a damn person of interest. Save all that for your friends at the newspaper. You know I didn’t do anything.”

      “I don’t know what you did. You’ve been in town all week, and trouble seems to follow you around. More than a couple of our citizens ended up in the ER after a run-in with you. Then you just show up at the hospital with Tanya Franks? What am I supposed to think?”

      “I don’t care what you think,” Porter said. “How’s the kid?”

      “She’s surprisingly good. Doctors took a look at her. Doesn’t look like anybody laid a hand on her, wherever she was. She’s got some bruising from restraints is all. Be home with her family soon enough.”

      Porter exhaled, feeling the vise loosen a little bit again.

      “You know, you’d probably already be out of here if you’d just tell me what happened.”

      “I don’t know. I found her walking down the side of the road.”

      “Well, she says, and I quote,” Grant said as he pulled a notebook from the pocket of his uniform shirt, “‘‘the big black man carried me through the woods.’ A big black man. Then you show up here with her. Coincidence?”

      “She’s obviously not talking about me.”

      “No?”

      “Nah. I’m only half-black. I’d consider myself more of a brown, to be honest. Maybe mocha if push came to shove.”

      Grant frowned. “That’s very clever, Mr. Porter. All I—”

      “It’s just Porter.”

      “If you say so. Porter, all I need are some answers. You know I can keep you here for forty-eight hours, right? Do you want to stay in here that long, just because you don’t want to talk to me?”

      Porter shrugged. “You can do what you want. But at some point, you’re going to remember how the Fourth Amendment works. Once I call my lawyer, he’ll own this hick town. So unless you want to explain to your constituents why your town hall has a banner with my big face on it from now on, you’ll probably think about what you’re doing.”

      The sheriff looked at his notepad, then to Porter. “I have evidence—”

      “No you don’t.”

      Grant closed his notebook, then slipped it back into the shirt pocket. “Maybe I can see my way clear to letting you go, as long as you’re available in the next couple days for some questioning. Will you at least do that?”

      Porter shook his head. “Nope. Once I get out of here, I’m going to my motel room and I’m gonna sleep. When I wake up, I’m gone. If you want to stop me, that’s your prerogative, but you’re gonna have to lock me up to do it.”

      Grant stared at Porter, and Porter stared right back. Eventually the sheriff broke eye contact and moved away from the table. “You know, for someone who I think might be a decent guy, you’re a real asshole.”

      Porter smiled. “You’d be surprised how often I hear that.”

      “No, I wouldn’t.” Grant unlocked the door and pulled it open. “You’re free to go, Porter. But if you don’t want to talk about this investigation, then I guess there’s no reason for you to be here.”

      Porter stood up, leaving his now-lukewarm cup of coffee. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning get out of my town. As soon as possible. Please.”

      “That had a real Rambo sound to it,” Porter said. “Just gonna run me out of town?”

      “We don’t need any more problems.”

      “Fair enough. You’ll never see me again,” Porter said, and he meant it. He walked through the tiny sheriff’s department, past several empty desks. He went through the lobby with its shiny linoleum floor, and pushed the big glass door with the sheriff’s star etched onto the front of it.

      Porter stood on the sidewalk, head moving left and right, as if the ghosts of Reno and Keno would appear. The sheriff’s office was a block off of Main Street, the only major thoroughfare in the town. He walked up the block, past the buildings whose architecture and bricks were from the fifties, and stopped on the corner.

      Main stretched in front of him; to his right was a big, grassy area. Set back from the brown lawn was the town hall building, which also housed City Hall, public records, and the mayor’s office, as well as a few random offices here and there for public works officials and the Parks Department.

      Porter wondered why the hell a city in Indiana would have a Parks Department. The entire state was one big green space. At least, it was during the three seasons other than the one he was in now. The cold weather had turned everything brown and dead, the trees having long since lost their leaves.

      In the middle of the green space, a statue rose dramatically from the flatness. It was a big metal thing—Porter was no metallurgist, but it looked like bronze.

      The statue was of some person or another, nearly twenty feet tall, holding a cornucopia in one hand, tucked under his arm like a football. The other arm pointed straight out, an effigy of a prominent town figure, leading his people toward a bright tomorrow.

      Porter thought the style of the statue would be better suited to the Red Square, ready to look down on the common folk and ensure they weren’t doing anything silly—like thinking for themselves.

      Porter stepped off the sidewalk and across the grass to the monument, which dwarfed him. On the plinth was a plaque, and Porter looked it over. The statue was of a man named Augustus Grant, who had died sometime before the Civil War.

      He wondered if there was any relation to the sheriff, but decided there was no way he was going to go back and ask.

      Porter took a deep breath, the early winter air stinging his lungs, and walked to his F-150, which was parked outside a storefront across the street from Augustus Grant. He opened the car, then reached into the back seat, to the lockbox bolted to the floor. It was a shallow thing, but wide, spanning the floorboards from passenger door to passenger door. Porter adjusted the dial combination in the middle, opened it, and pulled his Glock out. Then he locked the box and slid into the driver’s seat.

      As he started the car, Porter realized he had lied to Grant. He wasn’t going to go right to his hotel. He was going to eat first. He started the engine and put the truck in drive, looking for something before everything in the town closed at sundown.
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      Porter had his feet on the coffee table and was digging food out of a greasy bag when his phone rang. He didn’t answer. He was more interested in the pork tenderloin sandwich he’d bought at Cookie’s Diner in town. The fried meat patty was as big as a dinner plate, and the bun was nowhere near as large. He shook his head as he mixed ketchup and mayo together, slathering it on top.

      The phone rang again, and Porter picked it up without looking at the screen. “Why do people do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “They make the meat in a sandwich enormous, but don’t give you enough bread. Halfway through, the bread runs out, then what am I supposed to do?”

      “Is that all you have to be concerned about? The size of a bun?”

      “It’s my most immediate problem, Ross. What else do you want me to think about?”

      “I don’t know… maybe the crazy killer you’re looking for?”

      Ross Gianullo was Porter’s best friend, a position less than a handful of people on earth could even try to lay claim to. He knew every detail of Porter’s life since the age of eleven, and was the only person who knew where all the skeletons were buried. Literally, in some cases.

      “Me and Keno worked things out.”

      “You found the girl? When were you gonna tell me?”

      “What are you, my mom? Do I have to check in?”

      “Yeah, asshole, it would be nice to know you’re not bleeding out in the middle of a cornfield.”

      Porter sighed and set down his sandwich. He wasn’t sure how to eat the meat Frisbee anyway. “Kid’s fine. Gonna be back with her parents soon.”

      “And Kibo?”

      “It’s Keno.”

      “Whatever. Where’s Kibo?”

      “A timeshare in hell with his brother.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep,” Porter said, eating a fry from his bag.

      “What am I supposed to say, ‘good job’?”

      “Don’t say anything.”

      “Fair enough. When you coming home? Tess wants to have you over for dinner.”

      “What’s she gonna make?”

      “Who cares? Just tell me when.”

      Porter finished chewing another fry. “A couple days, tops. I’m gonna bail tomorrow, probably drive straight through. Tampa’s not too far.”

      “Okay, I’ll let her know. I gotta go; some guy’s getting audited and he brought a bag of receipts into the office today. I got them all spread out on the living room floor.”

      “And you think what I do is dangerous.”

      “Yeah, yeah, stay out of trouble, dummy. See you soon.”

      The phone clicked off.

      Porter eventually cut the patty in half, and ate that part on his bun. He threw the rest away. Too tired to shower, he stripped his clothes off and crawled into bed.

      For the first time in weeks, he slept like a baby.
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      The morning light knifed through the motel’s cheap curtains. Once it reached Porter’s face, he was up. He stood and stretched, and tried to drain every bit of hot water he could from the motel’s ancient bathroom. The room was decent and clean, but hadn’t been new since the Reagan administration.

      Freshly changed, Porter considered his options. He had been telling Sheriff Grant the truth, at least at the time he’d said it. He wanted to wake up and leave. But something was stuck in his head, and he kept thinking about it. Unable to let it go, he resolved to make one stop before he left town.

      His single duffle bag filled with the various items he’d brought to last him a week in town, Porter left the room and went to his truck. He tossed the bag in the back seat, then shifted into gear and headed out to the main road.

      The winter morning was clear and bright, and Porter had to put on his Oakley sunglasses to keep from squinting. In the barren cornfields, waiting to be planted again, there was the faint hint of morning frost.

      Porter felt lucky that he’d be getting out of town before the first big snowfall of the year. While he hated the heat of his home—the relentless sun baking everything in sight, a short walk from the front door to the car rendering a fresh shower worthless—he wasn’t much more enthused about trudging through a foot of powder.

      Eventually, the shiny-sided building seemed to materialize from the nothingness. The sun reflected off the chrome on the trim, and Porter had to squint even through his sunglasses. He pulled his truck into the parking lot and managed to find a spot close to the door.

      The diner’s lot was half-full, which was about normal. In an entire week, Porter had never seen the establishment either empty or completely full.

      Porter got out and walked up the wheelchair ramp, holding the door for an elderly couple leaving their morning date.

      The diner was wider than it was deep. There were several booths against the front wall with its big windows. The only other place to sit was up at the counter, with a clear view of the man mere feet away cooking everything on the flat-top griddle.

      The proprietor and sole employee of the diner was scraping the remnants of the last order off the grill, keeping it clean. Porter appreciated his attention to detail and cleanliness; it was the reason he’d eaten there all week.

      The man turned to look at Porter over his shoulder, alerted by the door chime that signaled arrivals and departures. His dark skin stood in contrast to his spotless white shirt and the white towel folded over his shoulder. “What’s good, Big Man?”

      “Cookie, I have a serious question for you.”

      The chef turned completely from the griddle and fixed Porter with a serious look. “Really?”

      Porter nodded.

      “Ain’t nobody asked me a serious question since the preacher man asked me if I took Sally’s hand.” Cookie wiped his hands on the towel draped over his shoulder, which somehow remained pristine. “Well, ask away. The anticipation is killing me.”

      “You sure? I don’t want to offend your Hoosier sensibilities.”

      “Hoosiers are a resilient bunch. Strong constitutions. Not like those pussies in Ohio.”

      “Okay, here goes. Why the hell do you guys put all that meat on those sandwiches?”

      Cookie laughed, apparently realizing that no serious question was coming his way. “What, you got a complaint?”

      “Yeah, I do. How can you put a Frisbee-size piece of meat on a tiny little bun? It’s not funny. There’s no way to eat the damn thing. You end up eating a big pork nugget. It’s silly.”

      “I never known anyone to complain about too much meat.”

      “It’s balance I’m looking for.”

      “Blame the Germans.”

      “We aren’t talking about World War Two, we're talking about sandwiches.”

      “They immigrated here—oh, I don’t know, long time before I was born. They invented the tenderloins. I guess it’s like a bastardized version of their schnitzel.”

      Porter shook his head. “Well, they’re wrong for that.”

      Cookie rumbled out a laugh. “You want the usual?”

      “Yeah. Last time, too. I’m shipping out.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. You were ’bout the best customer I ever had.”

      “That’s pretty sad, Cookie.”

      “Damn right it is. And to think, when I bought this place after ’Nam, I thought I was gonna get rich.” The cook turned his back to Porter and began composing his culinary symphony.

      Porter swiveled back and forth on the spinning bar stool, eyes closed, trying to remember every detail of the night before, and what he’d done to Keno. It was better than the man deserved, and he hoped that when the child killer woke up in hell, the flames lapping at both his and his brother’s feet were extra hot.

      It was an odd feeling, to have found what he was looking for. To be done with the thing that had consumed his last ninety days. As glad as he was that the entire group of evil bastards was out of commission, there was still a bit of sadness in his heart.

      He usually did the work he did just for payday. When people went missing, there was often a reward for their safe return. When it was lucrative enough, it would entice Porter to join the search. He had an amazing track record for finding the missing people—mostly children.

      But the Keno and Reno chase? That was personal. It was personal and it felt good to be detached from the financial aspect. To do something just because it was the right thing to do.

      It felt good to help.

      As he sat with his eyes closed, a variety of scents attacked his nose: the bacon grease and salt, the butter, and a hint of garlic, Cookie’s not-so-secret to tasty eggs. He also smelled something that took him a moment to place. Lavender.

      Porter opened his eyes and looked right.

      Staring back at him was a near replica of a face he thought about every day.

      “You gotta be kidding me,” Porter muttered.

      “What’s that?” she said.

      “Nothing. I’m just wondering if there’s something in the water out here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve seen a lot of people who look like other people the last couple days.”

      “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” she said.

      “Been bad so far, but things might be looking up.”

      The woman gave a wan smile.

      A closer look revealed that the new face wasn’t so much a copy, but a likeness. A rendering. Same brown hair, same dark eyes, even the same smattering of freckles across the nose, cheeks, and chin. Not an exact replica, but close enough that it took some looking to tell the difference.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      She nodded.

      “Have you ever heard of a doppelganger?”

      “That’s a weird question.”

      “Not from where I’m sitting.”

      The woman fixed her dark eyes on him. “I have, but I don’t really remember the details. It’s like a twin, right?”

      “Yeah, like a twin. There’s this idea that there are people who look just like you running around in the world. It kind of makes sense, I guess. There are only so many rolls of the genetic lottery. That being the case, it’s bound to happen sometime.”

      The woman rotated her stool toward Porter. “And what is a doppelganger supposed to do? Is it like finding a pot of gold? Does everybody get rich?”

      “In the old days, people were superstitious. Evil twins and stuff like that. You know, see your doppelganger and you’d have bad luck.”

      “So doppelgangers are bad luck?”

      Porter shrugged. “That’s what they say.”

      “They who?”

      “You know, ‘them,’” Porter said as he made air quotes with his fingers.

      “Well, ‘they’ always say a lot, don’t ‘they’?”

      “You’re right about that.”

      The woman smiled and turned back toward the counter. She rested the side of her head on her folded arms and looked up at Porter. “So who do I look like?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you took one look at me and asked if I knew what a doppelganger was. I’m assuming whatever sparked that thought has something to do with me, unless you think there’s a whole tribe of Cookies running around.”

      “I’m pretty sure the world couldn’t take that, although the food would be a lot better if there were.”

      “Damn right,” Cookie chimed in, not turning around from the flat-top grill.

      “So?” the woman said.

      “I’m not sure there’s any way to say this without it sounding like a terrible pickup line.”

      “Your girlfriend, right? It’s gotta be your girlfriend.”

      Porter didn’t answer.

      “Wait—it’s your wife, isn’t it? Figures you’d be married...”

      Porter exhaled for a long moment. “Ex-wife.”

      The woman nodded. “You’re right, that is a pretty terrible pickup line. You try that with all the girls you meet?”

      “It’s my go-to move.”

      “Well, it’s working,” she said with a smile. “So what happened?”

      “With…?”

      “You said she’s your ex. People don’t just get divorced.”

      “Sometimes they do.”

      “But you didn’t?” the woman said.

      “No, we didn’t.”

      “Sore subject?”

      “A little. Which shows you how much you look like her, for me to even bring it up.”

      “It’s your dime, Mr. …” The woman let the word trail off, an obvious question, waiting for an answer.

      “Porter,” he said as he stuck his hand out and shook hers.

      “Is that your first or last name?”

      “Yep,” he said.

      “Funny guy,” she said. “I’m Cassidy.”

      “Nice to meet you, Cassidy.”

      “Not as nice as it is to finally meet you.”

      Porter’s smile faltered a bit. Cassidy’s wording was too specific for a mere turn of phrase. “‘Finally’? How long have you been looking for me?”

      “All week. You’re not easy to catch up with.” She rotated her stool toward his again and stared at him. Porter’s chest fluttered a bit, her face the reminder of the best of the old times. “Now I’m just trying to figure out how to start this awkward conversation with you.”

      “Look, if I creeped you out with the ex-wife thing, that’s my bad. Don’t sweat it, I’ll leave you alone.”

      “I don’t want you to leave me alone.”

      Porter watched her lips as they formed the next words.

      “I want you to help me.”
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      As if on cue, Cookie set Porter’s plate down, piled high with the breakfast special. “I added a little extra, for a going-away present.” The cook smiled like he’d done a good deed.

      “Going-away present?” Cassidy said. “I just found you and you’re leaving?”

      Porter pulled his eyes away from Cassidy’s face and looked over the counter at Cookie. “Looks great.”

      Cookie padded back over to the griddle.

      “Are you?”

      Porter looked at her. “What do you mean, you want my help?”

      “Are you leaving town?”

      “Who. Are. You?”

      “My name’s Cassidy Keep—”

      “I got that part. I mean, why do you want my help? You don’t know anything about me.”

      “This is a tiny town. Word gets around.”

      “What word is that?” Porter said, the pile of food in front of him untouched.

      “The good word.”

      Porter stared at her, searching her face for an answer that she seemed reluctant to give. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I mean… you found Tanya Franks, right?”

      Porter didn’t answer.

      “Look, I’m not trying to piss you off. Can we go talk a minute? Please?”

      Porter looked at the woman and didn’t answer. She reached across the counter and picked up his plate of food and the silverware roll next to it, slid off the counter stool, and walked to the furthest booth in the diner.

      He was torn between wondering who she was, where she was going with his food, and admiring the way her faded blue jeans hugged her backside.

      Almost involuntarily, he got off his stool and walked to the booth, sliding in across from Cassidy. She took a piece of toast and slid the plate back over to him.

      “Who are you?”

      “I already told you.”

      “No, who are you? Why are you talking to me right now? A little chat before breakfast is one thing, but you’re asking me serious questions right now.”

      “Weren’t we already having a serious conversation? I think telling me that I look like your ex-wife is kind of serious, don’t you think?”

      “Not as serious as asking me about Tanya Franks.”

      Cassidy slowly chewed the toast, her eyes on the chipped Formica tabletop in front of her. “You should eat.”

      “You should talk.”

      “I’ll start talking if you start eating. That way your food doesn’t get cold. Plus, you seem like you have manners. If your mouth is full, I doubt you’ll tell me to buzz off. At least, not before I can get everything out.”

      Porter took a quick look around the diner. Most of the “rush” had gone. He couldn’t see the harm in letting the woman in front of him talk for a few minutes. He reached out and took the salt and pepper and looked back to Cassidy. “Go.”

      She set her half-eaten toast back on his plate and leaned back against the vinyl seat. “You did find Tanya, right?”

      Porter shook hot sauce onto his eggs. “You’re supposed to be talking, I’m supposed to be listening.”

      Cassidy nodded her head. “Remember when I said divorces don’t just happen? I know from experience. My ex… Well, he’s a dick. Big time.”

      Porter didn’t answer, instead chewing a piece of bacon.

      “Anyway, we wanted different things, so we broke up. It happens, right? Good for me, I’m free now, right? Except I didn’t get free, not really.”

      Porter squinted his eyes and, despite Cassidy’s estimation of his manners, spoke with his mouth full. “How old is your kid?”

      “How did you… never mind. She’s almost thirteen. Growing up. Tall, I mean she’s so tall. Taller than me. Beautiful. Head full of curls down to her ass. Not this pin-straight stuff like I got. She’s just beautiful.” Cassidy pulled out her phone, lit up the lock screen, and turned the picture toward Porter.

      Just as she’d described, a pretty kid with a waterfall of curly hair flashed a lopsided smile. Same dark eyes and freckles as her mother. Judging by the mailbox she was leaning on, she was even taller than Porter had expected. He nodded and looked back to Cassidy. “And how old are you?”

      “Asking about a woman’s age is rude, isn’t it?”

      “Maybe. I’m just trying to do the math on how young you were when you had her.”

      “Seventeen,” Cassidy said as she reached over and took his last piece of bacon.

      Porter shook a bit more hot sauce on his eggs. “Go on.”

      “I miss her every day. I can’t go an hour without thinking about her. It just breaks my heart. I haven’t seen her in almost a month. I can’t get a hold of Lance, and I—”

      “Your husband’s name is Lance?”

      “We’re divorced.”

      “But his name is Lance?”

      “Lance Keep. Why?”

      “I’ve always thought that was a douchey name.”

      Cassidy smiled. “Well, he is a douche, so you got that part right. He won’t let me see my baby girl. I miss her so much.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do I miss my daughter?”

      “No. Why did you guys break up?”

      “We had a pretty big difference of opinion about parenting choices.”

      “Meaning?”

      Cassidy paused and picked up her toast again. “I need to tell you something, but I don’t want you to think I’m a wacko.”

      “I’m not sure this conversation can get much weirder.”

      “Don’t be so sure.”

      “Really? Well, I can’t make any promises.”

      “No?”

      “Nope,” Porter said. “There’s no telling what you might tell me. I might inadvertently think you’re a wacko. I’d hate to lie to you.”

      “That’s fair,” Cassidy said. “Me and Lance kind of had an alternative lifestyle.”

      “What, were you guys swingers?”

      Cassidy smiled. “No, not exactly. We lived in a compound with a bunch of other people. Families and stuff.”

      “Some kind of cult?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t exactly call it a—”

      “Sounds like a cult to me.”

      Cassidy drummed her fingers on the tabletop, her natural nails evenly trimmed. “I mean, it kind of hurts my feelings to call it that. That I would… you know… live in a place like that, but it’s not like you’re wrong.”

      “It’s pretty weird, but I’m a live-and-let-live kind of guy.”

      “Thanks.”

      “For?”

      “Not making me feel like a weirdo. Trust me, I know it’s not a healthy place. That’s why I left. I had to get out of there. I took Teagan with me and we ran. Lance found me and convinced me that he was done with the House too, but he lied. When I was sleeping, he took Teagan and went back.”

      “The House?”

      “The House of the Dying Light.”

      “Sounds like an Animals song.”

      Cassidy looked confused.

      “Never mind. Why’d Lance go back?”

      “He loves it there. I thought I had convinced him to leave, but I guess I was wrong. He never had much going on outside the House, and the Acolyte makes him feel special, I guess.”

      “The Acolyte? These guys always have crazy names now. It makes you miss David Koresh. Jim Jones. Simple names.”

      Cassidy scrunched up her face, confused.

      “Never mind. So Lance is happy there and you aren’t. Why not call the cops? Work something out in the court system? Sheriff Grant’s a tool, but he’d still do his job.”

      “There’s nothing they can do. First, they said she’s with her father, not missing. That if I want to fight about custody, I need to go to court. Second, no one can even find Lance.”

      “He’s not at the compound?”

      “No. I went back and raised hell, and searched everywhere. They were gone.”

      “Well, it might take some time, but they have to surface eventually.”

      “I don’t have time.” Cassidy gripped her hands together, worrying them back and forth. “Teagan’s almost thirteen.”

      “So?”

      “When girls in the House turn thirteen, they’re eligible to be married.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “And I… I can’t let that happen to her. I knew it went on, but when she was young, I just didn’t let it bother me. I mean, it wasn’t my daughter, nothing to worry about, right? But as she got older, I knew it was coming. The Acolyte, he can do whatever he wants. He’s in charge. He can be with any of the women in camp, anytime he wants. It’s his ‘right,’ you know?” She made air quotes saying ‘right.’

      “Were you with him?”

      Cassidy looked down at the table. “Yes,” she forced out. “Lance thought it was okay and we talked about it, and…”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “I can live with myself. I’m an adult. What I or any of the other grown women did with the Acolyte, that’s our decision. It’s a shitty one, but I have to live with it. But Teagan? I’ll never forgive myself if he gets his hands on her.”

      Porter stopped eating, his appetite long gone. There was silence for several minutes between the pair.

      “She deserves better, you know? That’s what I wanted to give her, before Lance took her away.”

      “And that’s where I come in. Help you find Teagan?”

      “She’s turning thirteen soon.”

      “How soon?”

      Cassidy lowered her head. “Two days.”

      “And once she turns thirteen…?”

      “The Acolyte will consider her a woman. It’ll be too late.”
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      Porter turned the hot sauce bottle over in his hands, absorbing what the woman in front of him had just said. Digesting it. Picking through it.

      “And that’s why I came to the diner to find you. I’ve heard you’ve been here every day for a week. I figured if I kept showing up, eventually I’d run into you. If you were the type of person who could make little Tanya appear out of thin air, that maybe you could help my girl.”

      “I’m not sure what you want me to do,” Porter said. “You need to get the cops involved. It usually ends better for everyone. If not Sheriff Grant, have you tried anyone else? FBI? Homeland Security?”

      Cassidy shook her head. “Nobody wants to help. Once I tell them about the House, they all get squirrely and hang up on me. No one wants to deal with a bunch of fanatics living in the middle of nowhere.”

      “You must have gotten the wrong guys on the phone. Let me call and try to help. I still know a couple people in the Chicago DHS field office. I’m sure one of them could—”

      “And how long will that take, huh? I have two days, Porter.” The woman’s lip and chin trembled, a precursor to the tears that Porter could see she was fighting to hold back. “After that, my little girl… she won’t be a girl anymore. And that’ll be my fault.”

      “No, it’ll be Lance’s fault. The Acolyte’s fault. That’s not on you.”

      The dam of tears in her eyes broke and they streamed down her face. “Yes, it is. It was my idea to join the House all those years ago. I was… searching for something. I still don’t know what exactly. I talked Lance into going with me. If I wouldn’t have done that, Teagan…”

      Cassidy hung her head and silently sobbed, her shoulders heaving up and down. Unsure of what to do, Porter reached out and patted the woman’s hands.

      “Take some deep breaths.”

      “I just… I don’t know what to do.”

      Porter looked around the diner. No one was paying attention to him, or to Cassidy sobbing across the table from him. “Just relax.”

      Cassidy sniffed and looked up at him. “You know, they actually say that telling an upset person to relax has the opposite effect on them.”

      “It’s the best I got right now.”

      She nodded, taking the napkin from Porter’s silverware roll and dabbing at her eyes. Porter was impressed that she’d found a brand of mascara that didn’t run, until he looked closer and realized she wasn’t wearing any makeup.

      In his mind, he was already calculating several things: the odds that he’d be able to find Teagan; the chances that the House would be a problem; the likelihood that Sheriff Grant would throw him in jail on some other trumped-up charge. The possibility that he couldn’t find Teagan, but would find more trouble than he was ready to handle. The chances that he’d miss dinner with Ross and Tessa.

      He wanted to tell Cassidy no. To go home and sleep in his own bed. Have a drink in his own backyard. To not have to worry about a maniac with a knife coming after him anymore.

      But Cassidy looked too much like Trish for him to ignore. That wasn’t a thought he could just push away—and if he were honest with himself, he wasn’t sure he wanted to.

      Besides, he was already in town. It wasn’t like he had to travel somewhere to get involved. All he had to do was keep doing what he’d been doing for the past few weeks. Turning over stones. Asking questions.

      Trying to help.

      In the end, his decision was made for him when his eyes fell on the woman’s familiarly freckled nose. Trish’s freckles had always been one of his soft spots. Despite his reservation and concern, he heard himself say, almost involuntarily, “Okay.”

      Cassidy’s eyes held his. “Okay?”

      “I don’t make promises. There’s a chance that I never even sniff Lance and Teagan’s trail. It happens; that’s just part of how things work out sometimes. You need to be ready for disappointment. But I’ll see what I can do.”

      Cassidy’s face lit up. “Really?”

      Porter nodded.

      Cassidy slid out of the booth and stepped around to Porter’s side, embracing him, squeezing him tightly.

      “Cassidy… okay, I need to breathe. It’s just a little tight.” He looked at her, saw the joy painted across her face.

      Then she kissed him.

      It wasn’t sensual or passionate, but it was exuberant and right on the lips. Porter wasn’t sure what to do, and was torn between pushing the stranger away and pulling her closer.

      She let go of him and sat next to him on the booth seat. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “I’m not gonna call the cops,” Porter said.

      She smiled and leaned toward him. “What are you going to do first?”

      Porter looked away from her and out the window. “Not sure. I imagine I’d like to talk with the Acolyte. Hear from his own mouth what kind of setup he thinks he’s running over at the House. Is there something we can call him besides ‘the Acolyte’? That sounds idiotic.”

      Cassidy shook her head. “That’s all I’ve ever known him by.”

      “Fair enough. You got the address to the place? You said it’s a compound, right? How do I get there?”

      “I can tell you, but you don’t even have to bother.”

      “Why?”

      “They’re having a demonstration this morning. Right in the middle of town.”

      “You’re shitting me.”

      Cassidy clacked her nails against the table, keeping a rhythm. “Today’s Monday. In old Germanic, Monday meant ‘Moon’s Day.’ The Acolyte thinks there’s something poetic about the whole moon thing. Every Monday they go to Main Street and have a demonstration. It’s like their Sabbath; they’re trying to convert people.”

      “And Sheriff Grant doesn’t do anything about it?”

      “The Acolyte and his people are smart. They get all the permits and everything. As long as they don’t cause any trouble, there’s nothing the law can do.”

      Porter nodded, processing the thought of a cult with the sense to stay on the right side of public-demonstration permits. “At least we know where they are. Let’s go stir up a little trouble.”

      “Me? I’m not going back there. I don’t think I can even look at them all right now, you know? I’m afraid of what might happen.”

      “To you or them?”

      “Both. The guys can be kinda rough sometimes, especially when they’re pissed. And I definitely pissed them off.” Cassidy got quiet.

      “That’s fine, I can go myself.” Porter motioned for the woman to let him out. He reached into his wallet and dropped the cash for his meal on the table, doubling the bill to leave Cookie a good tip. Then, he pulled out a business card and handed it to Cassidy.

      The card was all black, with his phone number written in white numbers, and nothing else.

      “Weird card,” she said.

      “Says the woman who was in a cult?” he said with a smile.

      “Low blow, man,” Cassidy said.

      They passed Cookie on the way out. “You out, Big Man?”

      “Maybe not quite yet,” Porter said. “I might see you tomorrow.”

      “My best customer, back again. What made you change your mind?”

      Porter looked up at Cassidy, who was walking out the door to the parking lot. “I thought maybe there were a few sights around here I might have missed.”

      Cookie looked out to the parking lot, and then back to Porter. “Uh-huh. Don’t let those sights get you in too much trouble.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “The troublemakers always have a look. You get old enough, you can spot them a mile away. It’s too hard when you’re young; you got other things clouding your mind.”

      “My mind is a little cloudy right now,” Porter confessed.

      Cookie leaned on the counter. “Of course it is. Don’t worry too much, though. First time I ever saw the look was on my Sally.”

      “Aren’t you guys still married?”

      Cookie grinned. “Yep. She’s been trouble my whole life, and I wouldn’t have it any other way, either.”

      Porter shook his head and followed Cassidy out the door and into the middle of the parking lot. The wind whipped past him, and she crossed her arms against it, her thin shirt offering no protection. He pointed to the F-150. “That’s me.”

      “I’m in the Hyundai.”

      “Looks new. Having a little SUV probably helps in the winters here, huh?”

      “I guess we’ll find out soon.”

      Porter looked at her for a moment. “I’m going to head into town and see what I can see.”

      “When will you know something?”

      “It might take some time.”

      “We don’t have time, Porter. Remember we just don’t have time.”

      Porter didn’t answer. Cassidy reached up and hugged him, having to stand on her toes to even get close to his neck. “Just… be careful. Please.”

      “How careful do I need to be with these folks?” Porter said.

      “It depends.”

      “On?”

      “How hard you can fight back,” she said, then turned away from him and walked to her car.

      Porter just watched her go, convinced there was more to the story that he wasn’t getting. Something Cassidy was holding back. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he knew he wouldn’t figure it out standing in the diner’s parking lot.

      He jumped into his truck, fired it up, and pointed it toward town. He had a demonstration to attend.
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      In front of the town hall building, a small crowd had formed. Porter parallel-parked his big truck on the other side of the road and hopped out, chirping the doors locked behind him.

      All the action and commotion was located near the Augustus Grant statue, so Porter headed that way. He walked across the grass, and heard a smooth voice spilling out of a bullhorn long before he saw the speaker. “It is the only way, friends. The only way.”

      As Porter drew closer, he saw a man standing at an old pulpit. It was the type Porter had seen dozens of preachers use, going to church as a kid: wooden, with a step that put the speaker half a head above everyone else.

      Tall and thin, he had an anachronistic hairdo, short on the sides and slicked back with beeswax or pomade or motor oil. Porter made eye contact with the man, who stopped speaking for a moment and stared.

      Gathered around him were his followers. It was easy enough to tell—they were all dressed in black, without coats or sweaters despite the bitter wind.

      Across from the demonstration was a lone woman. She was bundled up tight, thick layers underneath a jean jacket, and her shoes showed she was no stranger to work. She stood alone, but didn’t waver an inch.

      As Porter grew closer, he heard her speak.

      “Go home, you big dummy. Nobody wants what you’re selling.”

      Porter got a look at the woman.

      “Sister Keep, you know as well as I do that your own family has come to accept the ways of the Dark. Why won’t you?”

      “Just because you bamboozled them don’t mean you got me. I’m not as dumb as they are. Go home, moron.”

      Porter smiled and stood a few feet behind the woman, watching the proceedings.

      The woman stood opposite nearly a dozen people, and didn’t give any ground.

      “Don’t you get tired of coming out here?” she said. “Every week it’s the same thing. You waste all your time out here, and nobody but me shows up, and that’s just to tell you what a bunch of assholes you are.”

      “Sister Keep,” the Acolyte said, “please. We’re practically family. Why do you always want to treat me so bad?”

      “Ah, stuff it.”

      “If you don’t learn to embrace the Darkness, you will never be saved.”

      “I got Jesus for my saving, thank you very much. He didn’t say nothing about listening to you in the Book.”

      “I wish you would reconsider. Think of Lance. Think of Teagan. What about saving them?”

      “Don’t talk about my family again, dumbass,” the woman said, fearlessly taking a step closer to the Acolyte, then another. Then she said, “Just go home. Nobody wants you here.”

      From the side of the Acolyte stepped a man with a shaved head. Porter couldn’t tell where the man’s neck stopped and his shoulders began. The man wore a smaller, tighter shirt than the rest, and Porter noticed the telltale signs of steroid use: unnaturally formed muscles, a tightness that regular workouts couldn’t give, and a level of vascularity that was nearly impossible to achieve without pharmaceutical assistance.

      He had armfuls of poorly-inked tattoos; Porter easily recognized some of the symbols of white supremacy prison groups. On his hip was a knife large enough to be better classified as a small sword.

      The testosterone experiment put his hand on the old woman’s shoulder and pushed her, sending her sprawling. “Hands off, you old bag.”

      Porter gritted his teeth and walked over to where the woman had tumbled. He helped her to her feet and gently pulled her several feet back, away from the Acolyte and the rest.

      She shook her arm out of his hands. “I’m fine, don’t need any help.”

      “I’m sure you don’t,” Porter said to her with a smile.

      “Don’t help her,” Baldie said. “She knows she’s not supp—”

      “Shut up. I’m talking,” Porter said, and turned his back on the House and all their people. He looked down at the woman. “You sure you’re all right?”

      “Of course. It’ll take more than that goon to keep me down.”

      “Looks like it. The weirdo mentioned Lance and Teagan Keep. How are you related?”

      She looked at him warily. “What’s it to you?”

      “To be honest, I’m not sure yet.”

      “I said get away from her.” Baldie raised his voice.

      Porter looked over his shoulder. “Don’t interrupt me again.”

      “I don’t know why you’re asking about my boy, but I don’t got nothin’ to say about him.”

      “Fair enough. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      “Where you going?”

      “To talk to the honcho over there.”

      Porter turned and left the old woman behind him as he walked across the grass.

      “You’re some tough guy, huh? All those tattoos, pushing old women around. Big man.”

      “Nobody touches the Acolyte.”

      “She didn’t touch him. I guess your eyes aren’t as strong as your biceps,” Porter said.

      “What?”

      “You heard me. She’s an old lady, asshole. Have a little respect.”

      The bald man’s face flushed red and he stepped toward Porter, but the bullhorn blared. “No, Brother Lighthammer. This is not the time.”

      “Lighthammer? What kind of fucking name is Lighthammer?”

      The bald man somehow grew even redder, and he stepped toward Porter again. Porter kept walking straight toward him.

      “Lighthammer, I said no,” the Acolyte blared through the bullhorn.

      “Yeah, he said no. Be a good dog and move.” By now Porter was less than three feet from Lighthammer, and moving closer. Before Porter could walk through him, Lighthammer stepped to the side and allowed Porter to pass.

      “Good boy,” Porter said.

      The Acolyte hopped off his pulpit and walked toward Porter. “Friend, can I ask your name?”

      “Sure,” Porter said, looking into the man’s dark eyes. They were set a bit too close.

      “And it is…?”

      “Oh, you can ask me, but I’m not gonna tell you. You might start sending me weird letters, or spam or something.”

      “You disrespectful—”

      Porter cut Lighthammer off. “If you keep interrupting me, I’m gonna fold your teeth into your mouth, so you’ll remember to shut up.”

      The Acolyte put his hand up to stop Lighthammer. “Friend, what do you know about the Dark?”

      Porter looked down at the man and his big smile. “We’re old friends. I do my best work in the dark. Maybe we’ll talk about it sometime.”

      The Acolyte smiled even larger, patted Lighthammer on the chest, and then stepped back to his pulpit.

      Porter turned to walk away, leaving the House and all its people behind him.

      The bullhorn blared. “Brother and sisters, we’ve made a new friend today. He isn’t ready to listen to our message yet. But maybe soon enough. It’s been a pleasure to meet you, Brother Porter.”

      A chill rolled up Porter’s spine. He stopped, midway between the Acolyte and Old Lady Keep, and turned around. “How the hell do you know my name?”

      “The Dark whispers many things to me. I’d love to teach you the ways—when you’re ready, of course.”

      Porter took a step toward the Acolyte. “I’m ready to know how you know my name right now.”

      Lighthammer put his hand on the knife in the sheath on his hip and took a step to intercept Porter.

      “Brother Lighthammer, now isn’t the time.”

      Lighthammer scowled and stepped back into the crowd of the House. Although there were nearly a dozen of them, they had all been as silent as mice the entire time.

      “Brother Porter, I’d love to speak more with you, but I really must continue my service.” He held his arms wide open. “There are many that must learn the truth.”

      “No, you’re gonna talk to me right now,” Porter said, taking another step toward the pulpit.

      “Another time, perhaps. Ushers, please help Brother Porter back to his car.”

      As if on cue, three men stepped forward from the crowd. They weren’t nearly as big as Lighthammer, but all looked like capable young men. Porter guessed them former athletes and outdoorsmen, their bodies hardened by weights and the elements.

      “You chumps get out of my way, and I won’t break you.”

      The three men stood abreast. They stepped toward Porter, using a technique he recognized from his law enforcement days. It was a riot-control formation: shoulder to shoulder, short, aggressive steps toward the unruly member of the crowd.

      The problem was, the Ushers weren’t doing it right.

      First, that only worked when there were dozens of cops, creating an intimidating wall of uniformed officers. The House had a three-person wall.

      Second, riot police always had batons and riot shields. A weapon to strike, and a way to protect the user. The Ushers had nothing in their hands.

      Third, Porter didn’t scare easily, and three clowns in the middle of the heartland weren’t about to spike his blood pressure.

      The Ushers took another step forward, and so did Porter. A look of confusion passed over their faces, as if they’d expected Porter to be stepping backward. Before they stepped again, Porter had beaten them to the literal punch.

      As the Acolyte and the rest of the House watched, Porter launched his attack.

      Porter looked at the man on his right and kicked with the worst intentions. He put all his weight into it, smashing the lower part of his shin into the side of the Usher’s kneecap. The Usher’s knee buckled and he went down, his silent façade shattered as he screamed and clutched his twisted and mangled leg.

      The man in the middle looked down at his fallen comrade, and Porter slammed a right hand into the man’s stomach. When the Usher doubled over, Porter hit him with an uppercut that knocked him off his feet, leaving him inert and unconscious on the grass next to his screaming friend.

      The last Usher’s eyes opened wide, staring at Porter as he took a step toward him. The man threw a feeble punch, which Porter slipped underneath. He grabbed the man’s collar and launched a volley of knees into the Usher’s stomach, until the man collapsed to the ground. Moments later, the Usher threw up all over himself.

      Lighthammer stepped out of the crowd again, veins in his neck and face bulging.

      “You next? Get your pig-sticker ready,” Porter said, the familiar weight of the Glock in his waistband reassuring him.

      “It’s always ready,” Lighthammer said with a sneer, as the handle started to pull away from the sheath.

      “Brother Lighthammer, there’s no need. Mr. Porter has bigger problems, isn’t that right, Sheriff Grant?”

      Tucker Grant came walking up the lawn and looked at the men on the ground, then over at Porter. “I thought you were getting out of town?”

      “I changed my mind.”

      “Then I’ve changed my mind about letting you go,” Grant said. “You can’t just assault people. Turn around and put your hands behind your back.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. This is my town, and I have to keep the law. Now turn around and put your hands behind your back.”

      Porter looked at the Acolyte, then the rest of the House members. “I’ll chat with you creeps later.”

      “Porter, turn around.”

      “Let’s go, Sheriff. I’ll get in the back of your car, but I’m not letting you cuff me—”

      “That’s not how this works. Now, you turn around or—”

      “Or what?”

      Sheriff Grant looked at the three Ushers on the ground, alternately writhing in pain, unconscious, and throwing up on themselves. “Just go get in my car, all right?”

      Porter took one last look at the Acolyte, and Lighthammer, and turned his back on them. He passed Old Lady Keep, her eyes wide, and then he stood patiently next to the back door of the sheriff’s sedan while Grant fumbled with the keys.

      Porter sat in the back, his six-four frame crammed sideways to get in.

      Grant slammed the door and walked around the front to get into the driver’s seat.

      Porter exhaled, filled with more questions than he’d arrived with. He shook his head, sure he’d get plenty of time in a cell to think things through. “Come on, take me to jail already.”

      “Jail? Who said anything about jail?” Sheriff Grant said as he started the car and drove away from the crowd.
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      Porter pressed his head against the cool window, staring out at the acres of farmland, punctuated every so often by a thick grove of trees. Remnants from a time when clear-cutting made the land farmable and profitable. The groves of trees, like the one he’d waited in while watching Keno’s trailer, were the exception rather than the rule.

      Mostly, Porter mulled everything in his mind. He took everything he’d learned from Cassidy and the incident at the town hall, and tried to stitch it together to get a passable picture of what was happening.

      He still felt like he was driving in the dark with no headlights.

      For his part, Grant hadn’t said anything. Instead, he made turn after turn, dutifully driving somewhere that, true to his word, wasn’t the jail.

      Porter began to wonder if Grant had more balls than he’d given him credit for, and was taking him somewhere deserted to make him disappear.

      Two more turns, off the winding country road, and then onto a gravel road with its white rocks and dust, and Grant pulled up to a guard shack. The vestibule was in disrepair, with broken windows and an accumulation of scummy green mold on every surface. Next to it was a big sign, faded from the sun.

      Grant drove past.

      “Did that say ‘Grant Excavating’?”

      The sheriff didn’t answer.

      Porter sat up, and saw two trailers in the distance, growing closer as the sedan bumped along the road. Once they passed the trailers, Grant stopped. He put the car in park, got out, and pulled the latch on Porter’s door.

      Porter stood and stretched his knees. When he stepped away from the sedan, he saw what it was that the Grants had been excavating.

      Ahead, dug straight into the ground, was the mouth of an enormous hole. Porter crunched along the gravel, feeling every rock through his Chuck Taylors. The opening of the hole was as wide as a football field, and a road corkscrewed along the edge of the pit, allowing for a car to drive down to the bottom.

      Porter put an eye on Grant, who was leaning against the hood of the sedan, before he stepped closer and looked down into the abyss. “That’s deep.”

      “Two hundred and fifty-seven feet,” the sheriff said. “And I’ve been all the way to the bottom.”

      “Walked?”

      “Drove.”

      “How long’s that take?”

      “About a damn hour if you want to take it safe.”

      Porter nodded, and stepped away from the hole. “Family business?”

      “It was,” Grant said. “We dug all the coal out of that hole. My daddy wanted to do more, but his health turned bad. Asked me to take everything over.”

      “That doesn’t seem like the type of thing a good-looking fella like you would be interested in.”

      “Hell, no. I got two uncles died of black lung.”

      “Dad too?”

      “Nah, he had Parkinson’s. But he spent his whole life in the dark in the bottom of holes all over this state. For what? It wasn’t worth it to me.”

      Porter walked closer to the man, and stood with his arms crossed. Partially because he was frustrated about being driven to the middle of nowhere, and partly because the wind was whipping. “So what would Augustus say about you leaving the family high and dry?”

      “You saw the statue, huh?”

      “How could I miss it? It’s so big and out of place, it’s awkward.”

      “Try growing up in a town that your great-great-something founded. That’s awkward.”

      “I bet. Still, I’m sure you had no problem using a little nepotism and name recognition to help get elected.”

      Sheriff Grant frowned.

      “Lot of pressure being the legacy of the town hero,” Porter said. “Some might say it would spur you on to do your job a little better. Take things serious and not be such a pussy.”

      A wave of anger passed over Tucker Grant’s face, and he turned and walked away from Porter. Porter could tell his needle had stung the sheriff, and the man didn’t like having his competency questioned.

      Grant slowly walked in a circle until he was back in front of Porter again. “Mr. Porter—”

      “Just Porter.”

      “—I have a problem.”

      “What’s that got to do with me?”

      “You are my problem.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Look, I know you were involved in the Tanya Franks thing. I did good in college, was top of my class at the Academy. Hell, when I worked in Indy, I solved two murders. I’m not as dumb as you think I am.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “Thing is, I assume that little girl was taken by some bad hombres. If that’s the case, I’m just glad we got her back. I’m guessing I’ll find a couple dead bodies at some point, and there’ll be no evidence, but I’ll know it was you.”

      Porter still didn’t answer.

      “Just my theory. If I could prove it, I’d charge you with something. The thing is, I don’t really want to, and I’m just as glad to see you go. But now, you show up at the town hall, knocking those knuckleheads from the House around. It makes me look like I don’t have control of you.”

      “You don’t. I’m not a dog.”

      “That’s not what I mean. If anyone went walking around town, breaking people’s kneecaps, I’d have to keep them under control. You’re forcing me to do something, so my people don’t lose faith in me.”

      “Then take me to jail. Why am I here?”

      “Because the House is full of weirdos and assholes and I wasn’t too upset at what you did to them. But I can’t say that in front of them, so here we are. We’re gonna sit for a while and let things cool off. Then, I’m gonna take you back to your hotel and pray that when the sun comes up tomorrow, it shines on your backside as you get out of my county.”

      Porter leaned against the passenger-side door. “Tell me about the House.”

      “What’s there to tell?”

      “What are they about?”

      Grant screwed his mouth up. “Just weirdos, really. Living out in the middle of nowhere.”

      “More nowhere than this?”

      Grant laughed. “This isn’t nowhere. There are some places, take you an hour on a dirt road off the highway to get to. That’s nowhere.”

      “I’m sure you’re right, but that still doesn’t tell me anything about the House,” Porter said. “What’s their deal?”

      “They started out as the survivalist types. You know, sovereign citizens?”

      Porter knew them well. When he’d been a Fed, he’d had more than one run-in with the type. They believed they weren’t beholden to any of the laws of the land—that they were the masters of their own land and surroundings, and they didn’t have to listen to any form of government. That way of thinking often put them at odds with the Feds. “I’m familiar.”

      “Well, this batch started like that. Then they sort of evolved. There was a white supremacy phase, when certain people were in charge. Then they switched to this whole cult thing. When the Acolyte showed up—”

      “Come on, you can’t call him that, too. What’s his real name?”

      Grant looked up in the air. “You know… I don’t know. That’s all I’ve ever called him.”

      “Give me a break.”

      “All I know is, when he came to town, the ratty band of people got galvanized. They got organized and trained. They started doing demonstrations and living less in the shadows.”

      “Is it true what they do out there?”

      Grant crossed his arms. “I’m not following.”

      “The kids? Young girls? The Acolyte is a pedophile and you just let him operate in your county.”

      “He does what?”

      “You know what I’m saying. Don’t play dumb.”

      “No, I do not know what you're saying. This is the first I’ve ever heard of that.”

      “You didn’t think anything was funny about them?”

      “Hell yeah, I think there’s plenty off about them, but so what? Plenty of weird shit about a lot of people. I keep my nose out of their business.”

      “Sounds like you’re scared of them,” Porter said.

      “I am not scared of them.”

      “Don’t convince me; convince yourself.”

      Grant pushed himself off the car and walked past Porter. “You might not agree with the things I do, but I’m a good cop, Porter. If anyone would have told me about the Acolyte screwing kids, I would have done something.”

      “What about Cassidy?”

      “Who?”

      Porter shielded his eyes from the sun as he stared at the sheriff. “Cassidy Keep? She came to you with a problem. Her daughter is missing. Said you wouldn’t do anything to help her. How can you turn your back on something like that?”

      Sheriff Grant was quiet for a few moments. “I do know her. Married to Lance, right? I think we went to middle school together. Regardless, I haven't had a conversation with her in years.”

      “What are you telling me? That on top of being a coward, you’re a liar?”

      Grant took a big step toward Porter, nearly in his face. Porter had several inches on the sheriff, but the look in Grant’s eyes said he didn’t care.

      “No, what I’m telling you is that I’m no coward. And that I haven’t heard anything about Cassidy or Lance Keep missing a daughter. I’m not sure where you got your info, but it’s bullshit.”
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      Porter stared out the window as the sheriff drove him back to his motel. The scenery didn’t change; it was all the same: endless flat acres of land, punctuated by the occasional remnants of forest. Neither of the men spoke as the sheriff drove.

      The sheriff pulled up to Porter’s motel. “Just think about what I said. Things would be a lot easier for you if you weren’t here causing problems. Now get out.”

      Porter leaned forward in the police sedan. “You realize my truck is still at town hall, right? How about you take me over there so I can get it?”

      “What am I, a taxi?” Grant said. “Out.”

      Porter unfolded himself from the back seat and watched the marked sedan pull out of the otherwise empty parking lot. He looked left and right, then walked off the asphalt and up to his room. The door was locked and the key was in his truck.

      From previous experience, he knew the manager was rarely on the premises. The six-room travel lodge was expected to run itself.

      Porter debating calling a cab, then decided instead to sit on the curb of the sidewalk, stretching his legs out in front of him.

      He pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed the last number he had called.

      “Hey, man. Where you at? Making good time?”

      “You could say that.”

      Ross was quiet for a few moments. “You haven’t left yet, have you?”

      Porter shook his head as if his best friend could see him through the phone. “Something came up.”

      “How long is this something going to take?”

      Porter told Ross everything: Sheriff Grant, the House, Teagan and Lance Keep. Cassidy.

      “Brother, this is not good.”

      “I’m all right,” Porter said.

      “No, I think this is really bad.”

      “It’s not that bad.”

      “It is and you can't even see it.”

      “I’m not really asking for your opinion,” Porter said.

      “So?”

      Porter didn’t respond.

      “Ever since Trish left you, she’s been a sore spot. Hell, everyone who meets you can tell. I mean, you see other women and date around, but everyone knows you have a big hole inside you.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “Now this girl comes along and she looks a little like Trish and she’s asking you to do shit for her. And you’re just going along with it? Are you kidding? This is in your blind spot, and you can’t even tell.”

      “What do you want me to do, ignore her? Her kid is missing, man.”

      “Why is that your problem?”

      “Did I ask why it was my problem when you asked me to help you?”

      “Yes. You didn’t want to, remember? You put up a fight.”

      “But I did, right? I seem to remember I got shot in the process,” Porter said.

      “You’re going to throw that in my face forever, aren’t you?”

      “Of course. Why would I let you live it down?”

      “I’d like to think I’ve earned the right to ask you for help after all these years. If you don’t see the difference between that and meeting some girl in a bar—”

      “It was a diner.”

      “Whatever. This is stupid and you’re stupid for doing it.”

      “I never said I was a smart guy.”

      “But you are, you asshole. You might be the smartest guy I know, but right now you’re acting like you have brain damage.”

      “I have been hit in the head a lot,” Porter said.

      Ross exhaled, long and slow. “You’re so stubborn.”

      “I have everything under control,” Porter said.

      “Do you? This chick lied to you about talking to the sheriff, didn’t she? That’s a big red flag, man.”

      “Maybe the sheriff lied? You don’t know.”

      “I don’t, but aren’t you supposed to? I mean, you the one with the built-in lie detector, right? ‘I always trust my gut, Ross. It never leads me wrong.’ Isn’t that your famous line? So what gives?”

      “I…” Porter hesitated for a moment. “I don’t know. I can’t get a read on her.”

      “What the hell do you mean?”

      “When she was talking to me earlier, I was staring at her, trying to figure her out, and I couldn’t. I’d start to feel one way and by the next sentence I’d changed my mind. Honestly? The Trish thing is fucking with me a little. Trish never lies, you know?”

      “She’s not Trish, stupid.”

      “I know that.”

      “Then act like you do. Forget this whole mess. Come home. I don’t like the way any of this sounds.”

      “Yeah, but you’re chickenshit. That’s what makes you good at managing my money. You never take any risks, I never take any losses.”

      “You can be funny if you want, but I’m worried.”

      “Don’t be,” Porter said. “I’m good.”

      “That’s what you always say.”

      “I always am, aren’t I?”

      Ross snorted. “You’re so full of shit.”

      “Probably. Hey man, guess what?”

      “Wha—”

      Before Ross could finish the word, Porter hung up on him.

      He slid the phone in his pocket and sat, unmoving, for some time. He was letting his mind wrap around the problem. He always felt like he could come up with the right solution if he just let his computer crunch all the numbers.

      Ross liked to mess with him about it, but he wasn’t too far off the mark. Thousands of people had lied to Porter in his life. That experience, mixed with a fair bit of intuition, always left Porter feeling like he could figure a person out. Whether they were lying or not.

      He always felt that if he paid close enough attention and listened to what people were actually telling him, not just what they wanted him to hear, he’d make the right decisions. Arrive at the right conclusions about people and their intentions. Conclusions that would lead him in the right direction. Conclusions that would keep him safe.

      The problem was that all the gut instinct in the world wouldn’t stop him from making a poor decision, if he wanted. He could be as guilty of making bad decisions as anyone else, especially when he was being bull-headed and refusing to listen to himself.

      Or if Trish was involved.

      His ex had always had him wrapped around her finger—in the best way. He’d have run through a brick wall for her, and in return for that devotion, she’d never done anything to call into question her affection for him. She’d never asked him to run through the brick wall.

      He wondered how much he’d be willing to do for a likeness of her.

      The sun was just starting to dip in the sky, the winter days much shorter than their cousins in the summer. He hadn't noticed the chill in the air until the wind started to blow. That and the sun beginning to disappear snapped him out of his listlessness and spurred him to action.

      He pulled out his phone again, thumbing through the online listings for cabs in the area. There weren't many to choose from.

      The first number he called was out of order. The second said their only cab was out of commission with a flat tire, which the shop couldn’t patch until the following day.

      Porter debated walking to the main road and thumbing a ride. As he was considering whether anyone in the tiny town would pick up a guy who looked like him, his phone rang. It was an Indiana area code, followed by seven numbers he didn’t recognize.

      “Yeah?”

      “Porter?”

      “Yeah?”

      “It’s Cassidy. We met earlier, remember?”

      “Of course. It’s only been a couple hours.”

      “Look, I know you were going to the demonstration, and I heard you went to jail. I was wondering if there was anything I could do to help.”

      “How’d you find out?”

      “Tiny town, remember? Word travels fast.”

      “Yeah, well, the word was wrong. I’m not in jail.”

      “No?”

      “I answered my cell phone, right?”

      “Oh. Right. I, uh, I just wanted to see how everything went. Do you have a few minutes? I don’t want to bother you, but I was really—”

      “Do you know where the Double Deuce Motel is?”

      “I mean, it’s the only one in town,” she said.

      “Right,” Porter said. He had forgotten just how small the place was. “I need a ride. If you come pick me up, I’ll fill you in.”

      “Really?”

      “I’m freezing my ass off out here.”

      “I’ll be there in five minutes,” Cassidy said, hanging up without saying goodbye.

      Porter walked from the sidewalk through the parking lot, and out to the main two-lane road that ran in front of the Double Deuce Motel. In what was well short of five minutes, Cassidy’s shiny new car pulled up, and she came to a stop in front of him.

      “Need a ride, stranger?” she said in an affected sultry voice that didn’t suit her.

      “Thanks.” Porter stuffed himself into the passenger seat and looked at the woman next to him. Tumbling through his mind was everything she’d told him, mixed with the information he’d gotten from the sheriff, and the warning from Ross.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Where can we get a drink?”

      “A drink?”

      “You know, some kind of fermented grain or fruit? Give you a buzz if you drink too fast?”

      “I know what booze is, I just didn’t think you’d want to drink at a time like this.”

      “Why? It’s five o’clock somewhere.”

      She looked over at him, her face lit by the rapidly fading sun. “You know what I mean. Teagan—”

      “Look, I’m trying to piece some things together. I need to sit and think for a while; I figure a bar is as good a place as any.”

      “Your call. There’s really only one bar around here. But it’s not really the type of place… I mean, you probably won't like it.”

      “Really?”

      “Just trust me.”

      Her turn of phrase stuck with Porter longer than it should have, but he didn’t press the issue. “Now I’m intrigued. We gotta go.”

      “Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
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      Porter leaned against the trunk of Cassidy’s car, looking across the gravel parking lot. There were scant few vehicles, save two rows of motorcycles parked side by side and nose to tail. Half the bikes had Confederate flags hanging from their antennas, and the rest looked like they were held together by rust. The sign out front was missing half its neon tubing, but it looked like the bar was simply named “SALOON.”

      “Yeah. I get it now.”

      “Get what?” she said, sitting on the trunk next to him.

      “Why you didn’t think this was my kind of bar.”

      She laughed.

      “Still, we’re already here. I could use a drink.”

      Cassidy stopped laughing. “We can go somewhere else.”

      “Is there anywhere else?”

      “Not for forty or fifty miles.”

      “Then this is my new favorite spot. Come on.”

      Porter started out across the parking lot to the front door. Cassidy soon fell in step beside him. She slipped her hand into his, fingers cupped, not intertwined as she held his hand.

      He got goosebumps, and not just from the night air. Her hand felt familiar and comfortable, and despite the initial thought that he should pull his hand back, Porter decided to wait and see if it would grow on him.

      There were a few rickety stairs that led to the front door. Porter held the battered, wooden thing open and ushered Cassidy in ahead of him.

      The inside was exactly as he’d pictured. Stale warm air hung, but Porter knew it was because of all the bodies, and not a furnace running. From an unseen jukebox, some of the new junk that passed for country blared out. The cigarette smoke was thick enough to lay a playing card on top of, and the options for seating seemed to be the bar, pitted and chipped with age, or one of the booths against the wall.

      The floor space between the two seating choices was dominated by four pool tables and their players.

      Porter looked at the men. “Son of a bitch.”

      “What?”

      He glanced over the men’s “cuts,” the patches on the back of their vests that told everyone what motorcycle group they belonged to.

      In this case, it was one he’d dealt with before, and not too far in the distant past, either.

      “Peaks Motorcycle Club? What are the odds?”

      “You know those guys or something?”

      “I’ve met a few of their friends, but that was somewhere else. We should be good.” He turned to the bar, found two empty stools, and pulled one out for Cassidy.

      Down the bar, the bartender dropped off two beers with entirely too much head, then worked his way over to Porter. The man was heavier than his heart would support for much longer, with a shaggy, white, walrus mustache. “You ain't from around here.”

      Porter shook his head. “No, I am not.”

      “Hmm. Well, what ya drinking?”

      “What do you got for vodka?”

      Walrus scratched his head and turned around. He moved aside bottles of tequila and whiskey. He leaned over and pulled a bottle up by the handle, and blew it off for effect. “Don’t sell much white liquor here.”

      “I’ll take a double,” Porter said. He turned to Cassidy. “You?”

      “I’m driving.”

      “Responsible,” Walrus said. “Bad for my bottom line, but I like your style. Why don’t you go over and teach some of those power drinkers how to have a little moderation?”

      Walrus turned over a rocks glass and poured Porter some approximation of two ounces of the cheap booze, then set the bottle down and waddled off.

      “I guess I started a tab,” Porter said.

      Cassidy looked around at the bar and back to Porter. “Look, can you drink that and we get out of here? Please.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The guys in here are rough. No reason to stay if we don’t need to.”

      Porter tapped his glass. “Well, there’s one reason. Besides, from what I can tell, your friends from the House are plenty rough.”

      Cassidy looked up at him. “I told you they can be.”

      “Yeah you did. What’s the deal with all the Ushers?”

      “The Usher brothers?”

      “They’re brothers? That’s their name, Usher?”

      Cassidy nodded. “I think there are five of them. Maybe six, I’m not sure, they just kept popping up when I lived there. They do what the Acolyte says, don’t ask too many questions. They don’t seem too bright, don’t talk a lot. Weird guys.”

      “I smacked them around a little.”

      “I heard. You shouldn’t have done that.”

      Porter ignored her and tipped back his vodka. “I got a question for you.”

      “We’re just not going to talk about you beating up the Usher brothers?”

      “I’d rather talk about you,” Porter said.

      “Me? Why?”

      “Why did you lie to me about Sheriff Grant?”

      Cassidy scrunched up her eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

      “I didn’t go to jail today. Grant took me out to the middle of nowhere, some old coal mining hole. He told me he’s never heard the first word about Teagan being missing, or any of your drama with Lance. Hell, he barely knows who you are. You told me you went to the police. Why’d you lie?”

      Behind them, someone dropped a quarter into the jukebox, and Willie Nelson’s verse on “Highwayman” blared out.

      She frowned and leaned closer to him, her breath hot on his ear. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth.”

      “Why the lie?”

      She slid her arm around his neck, getting close to his ear, easier than leaning over again. “Because you would have told me to call them. And then they would have told me to buzz off. Instead of wasting all that time, I just wanted to get looking. You’re my best shot at finding Teagan, and I wanted to get started.”

      Porter pulled back and looked at the woman. Emotion rippled through her face.

      She leaned in again. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t know what else to do. You know they would have laughed at me, told me to file a report and wait. I just couldn’t wait, Porter. I can’t wait anymore.”

      She retreated to her own stool, chewing her lip.

      Porter didn’t say anything for a few moments, then tipped the glass back. He leaned in toward Cassidy and stared at her. He’d never tried harder to get into someone’s head. To understand what they were doing, and whether they were telling him the truth. To his frustration, he couldn’t get a bead on the woman in front of him. In the end, all he could say was, “Okay.”

      “Okay what?”

      He poured himself another double, shot it, and placed the glass upside down on the bar. “I get why you did it. I don’t like being lied to, but I understand.”

      Waylon Jennings’s rich baritone blared through the speakers, singing about dying in a dam-building accident.

      “Are you still gonna help me?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. But if you ever lie to me again, about anything, I’m gone. I’m gone and you can handle this on your own. Dig what I’m saying?”

      “Thank you.”

      “Let’s get out of here. I’m pretty sure that glass was dirty enough to grow a lab specimen in. I should probably get back to my hotel before I get dysentery and shit all over myself.”

      He stood and pulled a couple of bills from his pocket, dropped them on the bar, and set the handle of cheap booze on top to hold them down. The rotgut was already roiling around in his stomach, heating him up from the inside. Between that and all the bodies in the bar, he’d forgotten how cold he’d been when he came in.

      Someone dropped another quarter and “Highwayman” started again.

      He moved around a couple deep in conversation, and found himself blocked in between the wall and a man who was leaning over, lining up a shot with his cue.

      Porter waited patiently and let the man take his shot. The man then stood in the middle of the walkway, blocking the path, his back toward Porter.

      “Excuse me, buddy, I need to get by.”

      The man looked back at Porter, then turned around again.

      Porter looked down at Cassidy, then again at the man’s back, the graphic on his T-shirt a Confederate flag wrapped around a skull. At the bottom the words “these colors don’t run” were written in script.

      Porter reached out and tapped the man on the shoulder.

      The man turned as if he’d been electrocuted, eyes big and wide. “Don’t put your hands on me.”

      “I asked you nicely to move.”

      “Well, I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to.”

      “No, I guess you don’t.”

      The man turned his back on Porter again. At this point, Porter would have usually ripped the man’s head off and tossed it into the trashcan. He’d have made the man regret getting out of bed in the morning, let alone trying to play tough-guy games.

      In this instance, however, with a bar full of the man’s friends, and Cassidy looking terrified next to him, he thought better of it. He took her elbow and pulled her behind him.

      Then Porter reached out and tapped the man again.

      This time, the man was apoplectic, turning so fast that his hat fell from his head and onto the pool table. “You put your hands on me again, and I’ll plant you in the lawn out back.”

      Porter nodded and raised his voice, to be heard over the end of Johnny Cash’s verse, about starships and the universe. “I just wanted to tell you I like your shirt.”

      The man looked down, as if to remember which of his body-odor-ridden, dip-stained shirts he’d pulled from the dirty clothes pile. “That’s your problem, huh? You one a-those that thinks it’s racist, huh?”

      “Not really,” Porter said.

      “It’s heritage, not hate, asshole.”

      “If you say so. My question is, how does it feel?”

      “How does what feel?”

      The man’s friends had noticed the commotion, and there were two or three of them behind the man, looking over his shoulder.

      “Way I see it, the flag can mean whatever you want it to mean. Heritage, hate—doesn’t really matter to me. A flag’s just a flag. The thing is, you guys lost. Big time. Got your shit pushed in and embarrassed. You’re walking around sporting a flag of losers. Which makes you a loser. So how does it feel to be a low-life, inbred, piece of shit loser?”
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      The man grabbed a pool cue from the table next to him and swung it at Porter without any apparent thought or game plan. Porter stepped close to the man, into his extreme personal space, and grabbed the cue in the middle of its downswing.

      The man looked confused as to why the weapon had stopped moving, and by the time he looked at his motionless hand, Porter had kicked him in the balls, grabbed his collar, and hurled him across the pool table.

      The man’s friends saw what happened and stepped up to be served next, like candy in a vending machine. One of them, obviously slowed by an excess of beer during the evening, threw a telegraphed slow punch. Porter moved his head and slipped the punch, letting the man’s hand slam off the wall. The man grabbed his injured hand and howled like a hurt animal.

      Porter grabbed him by the back of his greasy head and slammed him face-first into the pool table, until he wasn’t moving.

      Like a good vending machine, the other men were funneling themselves toward Porter in an orderly fashion, unable to mob him because of the tight space between the pool table and wall. With Cassidy safely behind him, a buffet of idiots in front of him, and a warm feeling from the rotgut, Porter thought he might be able to keep going for an hour, and clear the bar out.

      Until he heard the familiar sound of a pump shotgun racking behind him.

      “All right, knock it off.”

      Porter stood stone still. There was the familiar weight of his Glock in his waistband, but trying to draw on an already-drawn weapon was suicide.

      The newest member of the party was still coming at him, and was almost nose to nose with him when the barrel of the shotgun slid past Porter’s head, and came to rest on the man’s forehead.

      “Now what have I told you assholes about drinking in here? Clyde? Aaron?”

      Confederate Shirt had dragged himself off the floor on the opposite side of the pool table. “But he started it, Frank.”

      “No, he damn sure did not,” Frank the Walrus said. “I watched the whole thing. All that boy was trying to do was get by, and you dickheads wouldn’t let him.”

      Porter wasn’t fond of being called “boy,” although in this instance, he couldn’t tell if Frank meant it as a slight, or was simply using the term since Porter was a younger man. Given the circumstances, he was inclined to let it slide.

      The shotgun’s barrel came to rest on Porter’s shoulder, business end of the blaster still pointed at the man in front of Porter. Although he was glad he wasn’t in front of the muzzle, Porter still hoped Frank wouldn’t pull the trigger. If the shotgun went off that close, he wouldn’t be able to hear for a week.

      “What’s it gonna be, Aaron? You move your fool ass out of the damn way, let this boy go on about his business, and I buy you a beer for the trouble? Or I splatter your Kool-Aid all over the floor, which I then have to clean?”

      Aaron took a step back from Porter and the shotgun muzzle. “Well, hell, Frank, we was just messing with the guy. Weren’t we, boys?”

      A half-hearted agreement came up from the men.

      “You won’t mind moving out the way, then, right?”

      “Not at all, Frank.” Aaron moved, followed by the next two men in line.

      Porter turned toward the bartender. “Appreciate the help.”

      “Shit, that’s no trouble. Besides, you tip better than any of these assholes ever do,” Frank said, raising his voice so they all could hear. “Now get on out of here.”

      Porter didn’t need to be told twice. He reached back and took Cassidy by the hand and half-pulled the woman along after him, not looking back, not stopping until they were in her car, driving out of the parking lot.

      “Oh my God, I can’t believe that. I mean, what just happened in there? You almost got killed and then he had a shotgun and then—”

      “I need you to slow down a little bit. I don’t know if it’s that terrible vodka or the loud music, but I can barely hear.”

      “Why’d you do that? You didn’t have to bother those guys; we could have went around.”

      “I didn’t want to.”

      “But that would have been safer.”

      “Maybe. The problem is, if you make it a habit of going around, then that’s all you ever do,” Porter said. “You avoid anything that even smells like it could be hard. I’d rather not do that to myself. Besides, they were douches; they had it coming.”

      “All that aggression and testosterone—it was a little too much like the House for me. A little too much like Lance. I left all that for a reason. I don’t like to be in situations like that. They scare me.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “Sure,” Porter said. “You won't have to see any of that again.”

      “Promise?”

      Porter thought for a second, hating to make a promise he wasn’t sure he could keep. Still, he didn’t see why Cassidy would ever have to be involved in another skirmish. “Sure. I promise.”

      “Thanks.” She took a deep breath and blew it out.

      “Mind taking me to the town hall? I gotta grab my truck.”

      “Sure. I mean, since I didn’t die tonight, the least I can do is put my life to good use and be your chauffeur.”

      Porter smiled.

      They were quiet for a few moments, until Cassidy burst out laughing.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” she said.

      She couldn’t suppress a lingering chuckle, and it grew into laughter again. Although it still wasn’t Trish’s laugh, it was close enough to be familiar and comfortable.

      “Let me in on the joke.”

      “You called that guy inbred,” she said, starting up again.

      “What so funny about that?”

      “I think his parents really are cousins.”

      Porter joined in this time, and the two sputtered off and on, laughing about it until they got to the town hall. Porter’s truck was waiting patiently right where he’d left it.

      “This is me,” Porter said. “Thanks for the ride. My brown ass would have been freezing trying to walk all the way over here.”

      “No problem. Hey, Porter?”

      He looked over at her.

      “I’m really sorry for lying. I just didn’t know what else to say. It will never happen again.”

      “Good. Because I need to trust you.”

      “You can.”

      With that, she leaned over and kissed him again. This time, it wasn’t a kiss born of exuberance or excitement. Porter was sure Cassidy knew exactly what she was doing. After several moments, he pulled away from her. “I better go take a cold shower now.”

      “Plenty of lakes around. Most aren’t all the way frozen yet; I’m sure you can find one.” She smiled at him.

      Porter unfolded himself from the car and leaned down into the doorway before he shut the door. “I’ll get with you tomorrow, once I figure out what I’m going to do next.”

      “I can’t wait,” she said, and hit the gas, barely giving Porter time to shut the door.

      Porter watched her drive away, sure of only one thing:

      He was even more confused than when he’d started the day.
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      Porter woke to the sound of pounding on his front door. His hand instinctively reached under his pillow, where his Glock was stashed. He lay still as a statue, staring at the door, trying to will himself to have x-ray vision so he could see through it.

      The pounding continued.

      Porter looked at the curtains, thin enough to tell him that it was morning, thick enough to keep the rest of the outside world concealed.

      Porter swung his feet off the bed and into his shoes. He’d never walk barefoot on a motel floor, no matter what was going on. Even if the roof caught fire, he’d put something on his feet.

      Without a word, Porter crept over to the front door. There was no peephole. He stood opposite the door handle, leaning against the wall, listening.

      Unexpected visitors weren’t a welcome thing to him. Anyone who had any business being where he slept would have let him know they were coming first. The smart ones would, at least.

      The pounding started again, so Porter raised his pistol with his right hand, and reached out with his left and slung the door open.

      He was face to face with a box of donuts. Holding the donuts was Sheriff Grant, eyes wide at the pistol aimed at him, half-eaten donut hanging from his mouth.

      “Shit,” Porter said.

      “You can say that again. I think I got some running down my leg,” Grant said through a mouthful of food.

      “The hell do you want?”

      “Can I come in for a minute? I brought breakfast,” Grant said, lifting and lowering the box enticingly.

      Porter waved the sheriff in and sat on one of the chairs at the small table near the window.

      Grant shut the door behind him and dropped the box on the table in front of Porter.

      “You’re too fit to eat many of these,” Porter said.

      “I have my share. I just flog myself when I work out in the evenings. You look like you don’t miss the weights yourself.”

      Porter reached over and grabbed a T-shirt, slipping it on. “It’s been a while.”

      “Just a naturally big guy, huh? Lucky for you.”

      “Donuts? Compliments? You come over here to hit on me, Sheriff?”

      Grant snorted. “Not my type. I prefer my brunettes to have vaginas.”

      “Thank God.” Porter opened the box and picked through the selection. Grant was one of those guys who actually got twelve assorted donuts, no two in the box alike. Porter wasn’t sure what half of them were, but felt comfortable that the thing he picked up was an apple fritter.

      “May I?” Grant said, pointing at the empty seat across from Porter.

      Porter shrugged. “While you’re at it, why not tell me what the hell you’re doing here? Besides almost getting shot.”

      “You a drinking man, Porter?”

      “Time to time.”

      “And would one of those times have been last night? Over at Frankie’s?”

      “If that’s what that shithole is called, then yeah.”

      “And you were stirring up the shit. Everywhere you go. You been in town for a week, and every time I turn around, all the shit is stirred up. Think maybe you’re moving on soon?”

      Porter chewed and didn’t say anything.

      “I mean, there is only so much I can do. You keep it up and at some point, I’m coming to talk to you, and it isn’t gonna be a nice conversation.”

      “When does it snow around here?”

      “What?”

      “Snow. When do you guys usually start getting snow?”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “I’m a curious guy.”

      Grant pulled out his smartphone. “It’s damn sure cold enough right now. Looks like in the next couple days we're gonna get our first big fall.”

      Porter took another bite. “I ever told you I’m from Florida?”

      “No, but I figured it out when I ran your record the other day.”

      Despite what Cassidy thought, Porter was happy to speak with his mouth full. “Before that, we moved around a bunch. My dad was military. Mom was a Fed. Between the two of them, I never really stayed in one place for long. But believe it or not, I was born here.”

      “Here where?”

      “Indiana. I’m a Hoosier.”

      “The hell you are.”

      “St. Vincent’s over in Marion County,” Porter said. “I’m an Indianapolis kid. I’ve been thinking, I need to revisit a little of my childhood.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I want to see snow before I leave.”

      Grant let out an exasperated sigh. “That could be a few days from now.”

      “Probably. Until then, I’m just gonna take in the sights. Get to know your town.”

      “You planning on bothering the House some more, aren’t you?”

      Porter didn’t answer.

      “Look, it’s a free country, you can do what you want. But if I were you, I’d leave those nut jobs alone.”

      “That’s because you’re scared of them,” Porter said. “And I’m not.”

      “I am not scared of them. I’ve just never had a reason to do anything about them. They get their permits, like law-abiding folks. It doesn’t much matter what dumb shit they say. It’s their right. Until they break a law, they aren’t my problem.”

      “And if you knew they were breaking the law?”

      “Then I’d do my damn job.”

      “Fair enough. Listen, I’ve been thinking.”

      “I’m almost scared to ask.”

      “You think you could tell me where their compound is?”

      “Why the hell would I do that?”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re going to go over there and bother those people. If I can’t get you out of town, at least I want you out of trouble. Telling you where they live will get me the opposite.”

      “Call it a gesture of goodwill.”

      Grant set down the fresh donut he’d just picked up. “What?”

      “You said if they’re doing illegal things, you’d do your job. Let me go poke around. If they are doing something wrong, I’ll let you know.”

      “Why would I want that?”

      “First of all, because you’re the fucking police. You took an oath. Second, if these people are up to some bad things and you bust them, it will make you look good during the next election cycle. Think of what you can tell your constituents—how you took care of the weird cult. Cleaned up the town.”

      Grant furrowed his brow.

      “Besides, I can find out with or without you. If you tell me, I’ll feel like we have a bit of an understanding going.”

      “What are you gonna do? Ask Cassidy Keep to tell you?”

      Porter didn’t answer.

      “Your new friend, huh?” Grant pulled out a folded piece of paper, tucked away in his front pocket. “After you mentioned her yesterday, I wanted to jog my memory, so I ran her criminal history. She isn’t as squeaky clean as you think she is.” He handed the piece of paper across the table to Porter.

      Porter unfolded it, and the eight-and-a-half-by-eleven sheet showed several minor offenses over the previous decade. An arrest two counties over for theft and breaking and entering. A conviction for drug possession. Probation time. “So?”

      “This is the person you’re hitching your wagon to? She’s a crook.”

      “Maybe so, but I still think crooks deserve help sometimes. Did you leave them out when you got sworn in?”

      Grand closed his eyes and shook his head. “I really can’t talk you out of it, can I?”

      “Nah. I’d like to see the Acolyte again. Maybe he can tell me what he uses in his hair to make it so shiny.”

      “You’re bald, Porter.”

      “No, I shave my head. There’s a difference. Maybe I’ll grow it out again.”

      Grant got up without a word and walked out of the room. Porter didn’t move, instead chewing the remainder of his fritter.

      Moments later, Grant was back, carrying a map of the county. He unfolded it, laid it on Porter’s bed, and pulled a pen from his pocket. “This is where you are,” he said, circling the motel. “This is where the House is.”

      Porter got up and looked down at his bed with its bleached-out floral sheet. “See? Was that so hard?”

      “Just remember, if you go out there and bother them, you’re on private property. I can’t do much to help you.”

      “I doubt you’d do much, anyway.”

      Grant frowned and turned to leave the room. He stopped at the table first, and picked up the box of remaining donuts. “These are mine, damn it.”
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      Porter set his plate of bacon and eggs on top of the map Sheriff Grant had given him. Cookie had made the meal as good as ever, and Porter figured it might be a long, cold afternoon, so he’d much prefer romping through the woods with a full stomach.

      The area Grant had circled on the map was remote. Hell, everything seemed remote to Porter. It looked as if there was only one road that passed the location; after that, it would be all unpaved driveways and pot-holed streets.

      Porter put the location into his smartphone, trying to get an overview of it, but his reception at Cookie's diner was spotty. The task circle in the top left of the screen spun and spun.

      As he chewed a piece of bacon, he saw a familiar car pull up out front, and watched its driver come into the diner. Moments later, Cassidy was sitting across from him. “You know, it’s nice that you’re so predictable.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, I really wanted to talk to you, but figured if I keep calling you, you’ll think I’m some kind of weirdo. So I just come here. I can grab a bite, and pretend like I’m not stalking you.”

      “Works for me,” Porter said.

      “What you looking at?”

      Porter put his big hand on the map, pointing to the circled area. “You know what this is?”

      “I mean, I can't read a map upside down, but it looks like the House’s compound.”

      “Bingo,” Porter said.

      “Why are you looking at a map of that?”

      “Is that a serious question?”

      “Wait—you aren’t going there, are you?”

      Instead of answering, Porter forked another lump of eggs into his mouth.

      “Why? I told you I already checked: Teagan isn’t there. Neither is Lance. If you go there, you’re just wasting your time.”

      “Maybe. But I want to have another talk with the Acolyte.”

      The table shook from Cassidy’s leg bouncing. “I don’t get it. That seems like chasing your tail. You’re just wasting time.”

      Porter looked at the woman for a moment. “Well, you get what you pay for.”

      She stared at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing. Look, we don’t have any other leads. I should start from the beginning. There’s always a chance to figure things out if you start over.”

      “I know you’re right, but I don’t want to hear that. I just want… you know, want you to wave some kind of wand and make everything better.”

      “Not how it works,” Porter said.

      They were silent for a few moments, until Cookie brought a plate of food over and slid it in front of Cassidy.

      “But I didn’t order anything.”

      “I know, but I can tell someone’s hungry when I see them. Besides, I put it on his bill,” he said, pointing to Porter.

      “It’s coming out of your tip,” Porter said with a smile as the man padded away back behind the counter. He looked back to Cassidy. “So, you want to be my chaperone when I go talk to the House?”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah. You know the place. You know the players and the layout. It would be helpful if you could show me around. I could use a good tour guide.”

      Cassidy picked at her food. “You know, there’s something I haven’t told you.”

      “Yes, I do know.”

      “How?”

      “I spent most of my adult life with people trying to lie to me. I’ve gotten pretty good at picking it up,” Porter said, leaving out the fact that he still couldn’t read her at all.

      “I wasn’t always the best person.” Cassidy let the statement hang in the air.

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “Teagan isn’t really Lance’s daughter—not biologically, anyway. She was five when we got together. Before that, I was just young and scared. A baby with a baby. I did things to get by. Stole and lied. Took things that didn’t belong to me. Sometimes sold things I maybe shouldn’t have. I’m not proud of how I was.

      “People always say, ‘Oh, having a baby saved my life.’ Well, it was almost the opposite with me. Having Teagan made me desperate. Made me want to do anything. Made me want to do everything I could to make sure the two of us made it. Can you understand how that feels?”

      “No,” Porter said honestly.

      “It’s terrible. But then, I met Lance. From the beginning, all he wanted to do was take care of me… us. He wasn’t always what he’s turned into. He used to be very good. Very decent. It was the same with the House. The stuff I learned there made me want to be a better person. To try to live with a better light in the darkness. I know, that sounds ignorant as hell now, but that’s how it was for me. And that’s the real reason I don’t want to go with you to the compound, or to see any of those people.”

      Porter nodded. “You’re afraid you’ll want to go back.”

      “I’m terrified of it. Being at that compound, it’s like being brainwashed. Everything makes sense, you know? Give the Acolyte your money? Sure. Live in a house with other families? Why not? Sleep with… you know, sleep with him? Okay, great. Who cares if you’re married, right?”

      Porter didn’t answer. He didn’t know what to say.

      “So that’s why I can’t go with you. When I went back last time, I barely got away again. It was worth it, to look for Teagan, but I just can’t go again, not when I don’t even think she’s there. I just don’t trust myself.”

      Porter looked at the woman, the morning light shining off her face. He’d found a new way she wasn’t like his ex. Trish had tremendous self-control. She could walk in a cupcake shop on a diet and leave with a bottle of water. There was no chance she could be swayed back to her old life.

      Still, he couldn’t fault Cassidy for her honesty. It was better to know your limitations than to risk falling into the abyss.

      “Have you ever heard of Stockholm Syndrome?”

      She shook her head.

      “When this is all done, you should look into it.”

      She shrugged.

      “I respect you not wanting to go, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going. I need to. I need to see for myself that your girl isn’t there. Because if she is, that’s the easiest ending for this. I get her and bring her back, no more looking.”

      “You say that like it’s easy.”

      “It’s not easy, but it is simple.”

      They were quiet as they ate, then Porter spoke up. “Hey, something’s been bothering me.”

      “What?”

      “The other day? When I saw the Acolyte at the town hall? He knew my name.”

      “What?”

      “He called me Brother Porter. Any idea how he figured that out?”

      Cassidy furrowed her brow in thought and shook her head. “No clue. I mean, a few people in town know your name, I guess. Maybe someone at the hospital when you brought Tanya in? Or someone from the sheriff’s office heard and told him.”

      “Maybe you let it slip?”

      “Wait—you think I’d do that?”

      “I don’t know what to think.”

      “Porter, please. I haven’t spoken to that creep in weeks. I need your help to find Teagan; why would I tell anyone you’re involved?”

      “It was weird, you know? Unnerving.”

      “Well, listening to him order pizza would be unnerving.”

      “Touché.”

      She reached across the table and put her hand on his. “You believe me, right?”

      Porter didn’t answer, instead searching the woman’s face for any tell-tale signs of deception.

      Her face dropped a bit. “Right? Come on, Porter, I need someone to believe me. I can’t do this by myself.”

      And in that moment, Porter decided that he did. He hoped his decision was more influenced by his mind working in the background, feeding him good information, and less by the freckles on her nose that he liked so much—and the fact that the original bearer of the freckles would never lie to him. “I do.”

      The relief on her face was visible.

      Porter pulled his hand away from hers and reached into his pocket, pulling out enough for both meals and Cookie’s tip. He slid out of the booth. “I have to go. I want to go check things out while there’s plenty of light.”

      She started to slide out of the booth as well, but he put his hand up and stopped her.

      “Just finish eating. I’ll call you when I get back.”

      “If you get back,” she muttered.

      “Oh ye of little faith.”

      “It’s just…please remember they’re dangerous people.”

      “So am I. Worry about them.”

      Cassidy forced her way past Porter’s hand and stood up. “I don’t care what happens to them. I care what happens to you.”

      She reached up and kissed him again. Porter thought he tasted the faint hint of bubblegum.

      Porter pulled away and turned to leave the diner. On his way out, Cookie called to him. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Big Man?”

      “Bet on it,” he said, sure that the power of positive thinking couldn’t hurt.
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      Porter followed the map as best he could. The piece of paper, flat and two-dimensional, didn’t adequately address the real-time conditions of the road. Between the potholes, dirt, and gravel, Porter was happy he was in a truck. Any other vehicle would have been hard-pressed to make the trip.

      As it was, it took him almost ninety minutes of careful driving to get close to his destination.

      Far ahead, the flat land gave way to a large grove of trees. With no real other place to turn, Porter made his way toward it. It wasn’t necessary to go out of his way to get there; the gravel road he was on led right to it.

      The trees were big and old, oak and pine, and Porter turned his truck into a small space, pulling behind a cluster of large evergreens. He killed the engine and looked at the map again.

      The compound couldn’t have been more than a quarter mile up. Still, driving up to the front door was the worst of the ideas he could have, so he hopped out of the car, dropped his keys on the seat, and stretched for a moment.

      Then, he got into his lockbox.

      The AR-15 he owned was one of several. Indiana’s laws regarding the rifles were similarly friendly to Florida’s, and that suited Porter just fine.

      The rifle was basic, with no frills: a good red-dot optic on top, a flashlight on the side, and a sling to attach the whole thing to his body. Porter wasn’t sure he’d need the rifle—in fact, he hoped not. But the idea of going to a compound with former sovereign-citizen types made his skin crawl. He’d rather be safe than sorry.

      Then he thought about the hassle of bringing it with him. All he wanted to do was check out the setup. Hang around in the woods for a while, see what the Acolyte did when he wasn’t standing on pulpits in front of town hall. Besides, if anyone even knew he was there, that would mean he’d done a piss-poor job of surveillance.

      He put the rifle back and decided he’d be fine with his pistol. He pulled out an extra flashlight and locked the box.

      From his back seat, Porter grabbed a jacket and slipped it on, insurance against the bitter wind. He shut the truck door, zipped his jacket as high as it could go, and started out.

      Rather than take the gravel road, which would put him in full view of the House, he continued through the woods. The ground was hard as a rock, and the moisture in the fallen leaves made them almost silent. It was an easy walk to the edge of the compound, and after carrying Tanya Franks through the woods for more than a mile a few days before, Porter was glad for the break.

      His relief was short-lived. It faded quickly when he got to the edge of the tree line, took a knee, and stared at the compound in front of him.

      The first thing he noticed was a ten-foot-tall chain link fence, topped with concertina wire. It went as far as he could see in both directions. Beyond that was an assortment of structures: a cluster of homes that looked like modulars, a handful of double-wide trailers, a row of shipping containers.

      Porter had no guess what any of the buildings housed, and there seemed to be no identifiable plan to the layout.

      He moved left, trying to get a better angle on the place. The wind whipped as he did, breezing past his ears, leaving a dull ringing during the brief moments when it was calm.

      As he moved further, Porter began to get a better idea of the compound. All the buildings and storage units he’d seen first were merely the outer layer. They were lined up straight across, like a secondary line of defense. By the time he moved a hundred yards down the fence line, he could see a courtyard behind the modulars. In the courtyard, there were a handful of people. Porter squinted to see better.

      It didn’t help much.

      It looked like everyone in the courtyard was a woman or a child. They were running and playing in the cold afternoon.

      Porter looked a bit longer, and something caught his eye. Long, curly hair. The girl was tall, wore the same dark jumper as the rest of the inhabitants, and she walked around rather than running with the younger children, as if she was pretending preteen disdain for an activity she secretly enjoyed.

      After a few moments, an older person called the group in. Porter watched as the entire group disappeared into a large metal building. The building had three roll-up garage doors, and was large enough to house a dozen trucks.

      Porter strained his eyes as the girl’s bouncing, curly hair disappeared with the rest of her playmates.

      “Is that Teagan?” he muttered to himself, his memory trying to focus in on the picture Cassidy had shown him.

      Tall. Impossibly long, curly hair. It could be her.

      He knew Cassidy had told him the truth: her daughter was gone, and she couldn’t find her. She had no reason to lie about checking the compound, so that left one option: Lance Keep had doubled back. Once Cassidy had left the compound, he came back to hide in plain sight.

      Porter knelt by the fence line and stared at the building. After nearly thirty minutes, no one else had gone in or out. He looked at the sun, hanging in the sky, but knew that at that time of year, he wasn’t more than a few good hours from sunset. In the middle of nowhere, without the light pollution from the city lights, it would be pitch-black.

      The cover of night would be Porter’s friend. If Teagan didn’t move, if she stayed in that building, Porter knew where she was. He could grab her. If he did that, his search would be over almost before it had started. Cassidy would be happy she had her girl back. Sheriff Grant would—

      He frowned when he thought about Grant. He should have left and called the man, giving him the new development and asking him to do something about it. Everything legal and above-board. No real chance of anybody getting hurt—or worse.

      It was the smart thing to do.

      Porter shook his head. By the time he went through all that hassle, who knew what could happen? He didn’t have signal on his phone, so he’d have to go back to town. With no one to keep an eye on the compound, Lance and Teagan could be long gone by then.

      No, he’d wait. Wait till dark. Then, he’d move in and get a closer look. If things got too weird, he could always leave and go to town. Make the smart play.

      He tried to pull his jacket up higher, hoping for a bit more protection from the bitter cold. Finding none, he stuffed his hands in his pocket and waited.

      The sun would run off soon enough, and the moon would be his best friend.
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      Nightfall took longer than Porter had anticipated. There was no reason why, save that Mother Nature had decided to take her time going to sleep. Porter shivered, waiting for a chance to move. It was the hardest thing he’d ever done, to voluntarily sit and freeze, instead of moving. He had to convince himself several times not to do anything.

      Patience—waiting—wasn’t his strong suit.

      It had taken almost four hours, but it was dark enough that he’d felt safe standing and stretching, trying to shake the cold from his bones.

      Once he got his body moving again, he went over to the chain link fence and checked a hunch. The fence looked like an amateur installation job—the kind of thing a few buddies could do in a weekend or two, depending on how many acres they had to fence.

      Porter knew fencing. During his time as a Fed, he’d become an expert on physical security. Alarms, gates, fences, and cameras were all things he’d made it a point to get familiar with. It was always better to know the latest technology and tactics for securing a location, as well as all the tried-and-true tips.

      It made it easier for him to get into places that wanted to keep him out.

      As he sat and waited, Porter wondered how far apart the poles for the fence were. The big posts on a chain link fence were called terminal posts, for obvious reasons: they were where the fence began and ended. In between the terminal posts were line posts, smaller in height and diameter. They were the posts that helped keep the fence up as it made its journey across a span. Ten feet between line posts was standard. Even if the terminal posts were hundreds of feet apart, line posts every ten feet would keep the fence rock-solid.

      To Porter’s eye, the line posts looked closer to fifteen feet apart from each other. This was bad for a myriad of reasons, but only one interested Porter: fence sag. The chain link would be too heavy for improperly spaced line posts to support. Over time, the chain link would drag the line posts toward each other, sagging a bit in the middle, causing the fence to look pregnant.

      With one last look at the moon and the nearly pitch-black compound in front of him, Porter walked over to the fence. He reached down to the bottom and gave a tug. The fence lifted off the ground several inches. A start, but not nearly enough for Porter to crawl under.

      He went over to the line post and shined his light at the bottom. Fortunately, people not knowledgeable enough to space the line posts properly also didn’t usually think to anchor them with concrete. Porter took a deep breath and pushed the line post toward its twin to his right.

      The post was stubborn, but after a grunt, Porter had worked it loose. The extra slack had a compounded effect in the middle, and Porter now had plenty of space to work with.

      He lay on his back and, holding the bottom of the fence up, he wiggled back and forth as the fence passed over his head and neck, getting stuck momentarily on his chest. Porter pushed again, and the fence passed over his chest. He had more clearance over his belly and the rest of his body.

      On the other side of the fence, he stood and dusted himself off. He was angry that he’d have to do a load of laundry now, and wondered if Cassidy had a washer at her place to save him from having to use the pay washing machine at the Double Deuce Motel.

      Porter listened hard for any weird noises or sounds. Hearing nothing, he moved deeper into the compound, his feet crunching through the nearly frozen grass as he did.
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      The first column of shipping containers, stacked three high, was nearly forty feet away. Porter grudgingly jogged over to them and put his back flat, concealing himself. A man he admired had once said, “Running leads to cowardice.”

      Porter didn’t take that literally, but it was enough of an incentive for him to have not jogged a mile since he’d put organized sports and the Homeland Security Academy in his rearview mirror.

      Besides, Porter was built for power, not speed.

      He stood dead still, eyes closed, ears straining to get any sound, hoping for any information that would help him orient himself.

      There was nothing. The compound was completely dark and silent. Porter walked down the front side of the shipping container, hidden from the rest of the compound. Across a small gap was the first of the modular homes. He sneaked over to it and peered into the window, his height letting him look directly inside.

      There was nothing inside: no people, no light, no noise.

      He walked over to the front door and tried the handle, and found it unlocked. Porter peeked his head in, but decided not to waste time confirming what his eyes had told him through the window.

      He hurried over to the next modular, peeked in and tried the handle. It, too, was empty and unlocked.

      Porter tried the next and the next. They were all empty, front doors unlocked.

      Porter walked down the side of the last home, and now had a better view of the courtyard and the big metal building he’d seen Teagan and the rest of the children disappear into. There was nothing between him and the building but fifty yards of open space.

      Porter didn’t move.

      Running was enough to put him in a sour mood, but this was different. This was the middle of the House’s compound, with no cover or concealment. Open to anyone in the big metal building who would want to do him harm. Not what he had signed up for when he’d decided to come and check things out.

      Not to mention the fact that he didn’t see anyone. No lights. No noises. It wasn’t quite late enough for a couple dozen people to all be asleep and quiet. He’d expected a guard or two, at least someone to keep an eye on things in the early night. Instead, there had been nothing.

      He leaned against the modular home for nearly ten minutes in the cold, deciding his next move. In the end, the frigid temperature forced a decision. Porter decided he’d rather be in the metal building, surrounded by the House members, than get frostbite.

      Moving out of the concealment of the modular home, he sprinted toward the side of the metal building. Despite his aversion, he covered the fifty yards in blazing time, then stopped to catch his breath against the cool metal exterior wall.

      Porter was on the far right of the structure. Between him and the three large roll-up doors on the left of the building was a normal-sized wall-through door.

      Porter looked to his left, not sure how far back into the darkness the building continued. It put him in mind of some of the big volunteer fire department stations he’d seen before—plenty of room for who knew how many people.

      He opened and closed his hands several times, trying to force the feeling back into them. Tired of the chill in his spine, Porter crept down the front of the warehouse, and tried the handle of the entry door.

      It was unlocked, and the door pushed inward. Porter slid through the opening and closed the door behind him.

      He stood just inside the door, hoping his eyes would adjust enough to show him something about the room he was in. After several moments, it wasn’t happening, and he had a choice.

      He could go slow, tiptoe his way around the massive structure, and try to orient himself—or he could turn on his flashlight to help. He’d been holding back from using it for two reasons: First, it would tell anyone who was around exactly where he was. Second, the blast of white light would destroy his night vision, making it harder to see in the dark.

      Grudgingly admitting it would be better to see, he flipped the switch, momentarily bathing the room in light.

      It was an empty rectangle. Carpet on the floor and paint on the walls, but nothing else. There were two interior doors, one at the midpoint of the wall ahead of him, and the other at the far end.

      Porter turned the light off and walked to the middle door and tried the handle, which was locked. The first locked door in the compound. He twisted hard, to see if it would pop open, but had no luck. He thought about kicking it open, but decided the noise involved wasn’t worth it. On to the next door.

      At the far door, Porter tried the handle and found it open, just like the front door. That bothered him.

      If every door he tried was unlocked, then that was a part of the culture of the House. Normal to leave doors open.

      But the middle door had been locked. Why that one and not the far one? Usually the best things were located behind locked doors.

      Porter was starting to feel less like a stealthy intruder, and more like a rat in a maze. Like he was being funneled to a specific direction.

      He moved deeper into the structure, letting the door close behind him. The click of the door shutting was different, giving a hint of an echo. No more carpet—the floor was hard and smooth, like tile or concrete. He could feel the roof high above him, as if he’d stepped into a larger room.

      Porter stood still for several moments and listened, but heard nothing.

      Wasting no time with the debate about light, he flashed it and looked around. It was like the inside of a garage. Big and open, with grates on the floor for drainage and a set of metal stairs against the wall, leading to a second-floor catwalk and what Porter assumed were more rooms upstairs.

      He turned the light off, waiting a moment for at least some of his night vision to come back.

      Now the question was which way to go. Deeper into the building was an option. He could go through the door he had spotted at the base of the staircase and see what was beyond the garage, or up the metal stairs and look around the second level.

      Porter stood in the dark, trying to decide which way gave him the best chance of finding Teagan. Instead, the House made the decision for him.

      The first-floor door next to the stairs creaked open. Light still off, Porter couldn’t see anything, but now there was plenty to hear. Footsteps—boot heels clicking off the hard floor.

      Porter stepped backward, until his back touched a wall.

      The clack of the heels spread out, one to his left and one somewhere to the right. The loudest of the footsteps were somewhere out in front of him.

      He had a light and a pistol, and it would be easy enough to turn them on the sneaks that were moving around him. But then he’d have lost the element of surprise, if it still existed. He was sure that three people moving around in the dark and spreading out to surround him wasn’t a coincidence.

      Porter stepped left, toward the roll-up door and the footsteps that had walked that way. The soles of his Chuck Taylors allowed him to move almost silently, which, aside from their comfort on his size-thirteen feet, was his favorite feature about them. He made barely as much as a squeak on the smooth concrete.

      Porter’s hands touched the corrugated metal of the garage door, and he paused. The other footsteps were lost to him, but the ones to his left were drawing closer. He paused a moment, wondering why they didn’t just turn on the lights and expose him, but he put it from his mind. He was dealing with fanatics. There was no telling their motivations.

      The footfalls were mere feet away, and Porter stood still as a stone. He debated drawing his pistol, but decided it was too risky. He couldn’t turn on the light or he’d give himself away, but without the light, he couldn’t see. Without seeing, he wouldn’t know where or what he was shooting at, and he didn’t want to take that chance.

      Instead, he reached both hands out in front of him, like the blind man he was. He stood there, heart pounding in his ears, nearly drumming out the boot heels.

      The scent of sweat and Copenhagen snuff wafted into his nose, and he knew his pursuer was close.

      Porter took a deep breath, and the Copenhagen was replaced by something else. The sweaty musk still featured prominently, but underneath that, there was an echo of a smell he knew he should have recognized.

      While he was trying to place the smell, something meaty bumped into his hands. One of the people looking for him had found him, and Porter vowed to make them regret they’d ever come looking.
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      Porter grabbed the person with his left hand, and swung blindly into the dark with his right. It wasn’t a knockout blow—more of a probing slap. The last thing he wanted was to slam his fist into the back of one of the House member’s skulls.

      His palm struck what felt like a chin, so Porter repeated the effort, this time with his fist closed. He dropped the swing a couple inches, and the punch hit pay dirt and crashed into a throat. Porter could feel the cartilage give way, and his left hand let go as the figure dropped to the floor.

      The choice about where to go next was made for Porter. While he’d been swinging at the anonymous person in front of him, the middle searcher had doubled back, likely drawn by the commotion. The footsteps were fast, and the clicking of the boots drew closer. Porter squinted, trying to see something, anything in the darkness.

      Instead, something slammed into his arm.

      Baseball bat? No, smaller. A pipe, he thought in an instant.

      Instead of stepping backward away from his assailant and toward the safety of the wall, Porter rushed forward. The pipe slammed into his other arm. Porter was actually grateful for it—it gave him an idea of where the attacker was. Depending on how long the pipe was, the person on the other end trying to brain him with it wasn’t too far away.

      Porter took another step forward and bumped into the pipe swinger. He reached out and bear-hugged the person—obviously a man, by the size and muscle. Not to mention the fact that Porter wasn’t sure he’d ever met a woman who smelled that bad. He slammed his head forward, into the vicinity of the man’s face, and was rewarded with a satisfying crunch.

      Head-butts were hard to pull off effectively. The trick was to put the hard part of the skull—high forehead and above—directly into the soft bits of the other person’s face: nose, eyes, and the like. Pulling it off well left the assaulter with a bit of a headache, and the assaulted incapacitated.  Porter had plenty of experience with both head-butts, and the headaches they left in their wake.

      He launched three more head-butts into the man’s face. When Porter released the bearhug, the man slid through his arms and down to the floor.

      The last sneak was the easiest to find: he made the mistake of grabbing Porter by the back of his shirt.

      Knowing exactly where the man was gave Porter a boost of confidence that the stealthy, dark game was almost finished. He stepped away from the hand grabbing him, then turned, doing a one-eighty and facing the person. His shirt was ripped free, and Porter reached out and around the still-outstretched arm.

      With his left forearm wrapped tightly around the elbow, he grabbed the man by his collar to hold him still, then pulled sharply up on the elbow. The entire joint popped out of socket, and a scream pierced the darkness.

      Porter didn’t let go of the arm; he held it tight. He used his other fist to slam a half-dozen punches into the screaming man’s face, until he was silent again.

      Porter let the man go and stepped back until he bumped into the wall again. All three of his attackers were silent, and he waited to hear anything else. Every muscle in his body was screaming at him to run. Go the way he’d come; get out and regroup.

      He agreed with his instincts: it was time to go.

      The House knew he was there, and the next welcoming committee might not be so easy to deal with.

      In the end, it had been a foolish idea to sneak into the compound. It was uncharacteristically reckless, and while people might have always thought him so, Porter knew different.

      He took chances when necessary, and usually when he’d decided the odds were in his favor. A new place he knew nothing about—full of members of the House, no less—wasn’t the best move for him to make.

      What worried him were his reasons. He was sure he’d seen Teagan, but she didn’t look like she was in any immediate danger. Was he pressing the issue for Cassidy? To make himself look good?

      Porter shook his head and cursed to himself. He unholstered his pistol and raised it slightly. It was time to leave. He could tell Sheriff Grant he thought the kid was inside, let the man marshal his forces to raid the place.

      He stepped to the right, unsure of where he was in the garage. He reached to his flashlight to click it on. One small burst of light, and he’d reorient and find his way out of the labyrinth.

      It was unnecessary. As if the sun had suddenly risen, the garage was lit up with harsh overhead lights. Porter shielded his eyes with his left hand, and kept a firm grip of his pistol with his right.

      The boot steps were different now—no longer the click of concrete, but the high-pitched clang of metal. Porter looked up and, as his vision came into focus, he saw a dozen more bodies on the catwalk above him, still and silent, staring at him. His eyes came to rest on Lighthammer, leaning on the railing.

      “There you are. I was wondering why you were hiding. You let these guys come out and play, but not you? Chickenshit.” He glanced at the floor for the first time, seeing two of the Usher brothers from the town hall the day before, and a new one he hadn’t seen before.

      “I can assure you, Brother Lighthammer is no chicken,” a familiar voice rang out. Porter turned his head to see the Acolyte coming out of the metal door off the catwalk. “I just wanted to let the others say hello first.”

      Porter laughed. “Yeah, well, you keep doing that and you’re gonna give that man a complex. Look at him. See how pissed he is? He knows that three of his little friends got their shit pushed in, and he thinks he could have done better.”

      Lighthammer gripped the railing, veins bulging in his neck and face. “I’ll show you better.”

      “See?”

      The Acolyte walked across the catwalk, then started down the metal stairwell. “Brother Porter, I must say, I am a bit disappointed.”

      “You aren’t the first. You should talk to my girlfriends.”

      The Acolyte smiled. “I can appreciate your bravado. You feel like you’re invincible. And why shouldn’t you? It’s obvious you can handle yourself well.”

      “Next time, let the grown-ups play. The JV team is only getting in the way.”

      Lighthammer pulled his knife and held it by his side.

      “I thought it best to let the Ushers try to greet you.”

      “Greet me? One hit me with a pipe.”

      “Yes, well, I didn’t tell him to do that. He was thinking outside the box. Can you blame him? You are an intruder, after all. A man has a right to defend his home, doesn’t he?”

      Porter didn’t answer. He watched the Acolyte step off the landing and onto the concrete floor. Above, Lighthammer and the other men stood unmoving.

      “I probably should have knocked first. But I’m looking for Teagan Keep, and I saw her, so I figured why give you a chance to lie to me? I’d just come take a look for myself.”

      A genuine look of confusion passed over the Acolyte’s face. “Teagan hasn’t been here in weeks.”

      “Bullshit. I saw her.”

      “Watch your mouth,” Lighthammer said from the catwalk, “before I—”

      “I already told you to stop interrupting me once. Don’t make me tell you again,” Porter said, and looked back toward the Acolyte. “I’m calling bullshit because I saw her, clear as day.”

      The Acolyte exhaled slowly. “Brother Porter, if I were to give you a personal tour of the House of the Dying Light, would that satisfy you?”

      Porter didn’t say anything, instead gripping his Glock tighter as the man stepped toward him.

      “I mean it. I’m not sure what you’ve heard about us, but since you’re searching for Teagan, you must have had some contact with Cassidy. If that’s the case, then I think you might have been fed a distorted truth.”

      “Distorted truth? Is that like fake news?”

      The Acolyte smiled. “Some might call it that. Rest assured, though, I am telling you the truth. If you’d like to leave with a clear conscience that Teagan isn’t here, I welcome the intrusion.”

      “And if I say no?”

      The Acolyte shrugged. “You are free to leave. We won’t pursue you.”

      Porter took a moment to think, and realized it wasn’t much of a choice. “Fine, I’ll take your tour on three conditions.”

      “What would those be?”

      “Number one is you let me look anywhere I want. What good is it for you to tell me Teagan isn’t here, but you have locked doors I can’t look behind?”

      The Acolyte narrowed his eyes. “I’m amenable.”

      “Second, I keep my gun. No questions asked.”

      “I figured you would say that. As long as you handle it safely, there is no issue.”

      “Good.”

      “And what’s your third condition?” the Acolyte said.

      Porter pointed up at Lighthammer. “Keep that asshole away from me. If he keeps looking at me like that, we’re gonna have a misunderstanding.”
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      The Acolyte turned toward the metal stairs. He looked up at the men. “Everyone, please go back to your duties. Assure the women and children that everything is safe again.” The leader of the House pulled a small hand-held radio from his pocket. “I will be with Brother Porter for the foreseeable future. Radio if you need me.”

      Lighthammer started to speak. “But I should—”

      “You should do what he says,” Porter said. “Before your big mouth gets you in trouble.”

      Rage flashed over the man’s face. He stepped toward the stairwell.

      “Brother Lighthammer, I have a specific task for you. Our fallen brothers,” the Acolyte said as he pointed to the men on the floor. Two had begun to wake up; the man with the dislocated elbow still lay in a heap. “Ensure they wake safely. See that Brother Richard goes to the nurse. I don’t think his arm should be turned in that direction.”

      Lighthammer clenched his jaw and ground his teeth.

      Porter followed the Acolyte up the stairs, where Lighthammer barred the way. The Acolyte patted him on the shoulder and Lighthammer moved to the side. As Porter crested the stairs, Lighthammer slid over, partially blocking Porter’s way.

      Porter bumped against the big man, shouldering into his chest. It was as rock-solid as it looked, and Porter was impressed, although he’d never tell Lighthammer that. “Move, bitch.”

      Lighthammer’s eyes went wide, but he didn’t respond. Porter stood and stared at the man as the moments crawled by, until the Acolyte turned back toward the pair. “Brother Lighthammer, please let our guest by.”

      Lighthammer finally moved and Porter walked past, muttering “Pussy” loud enough to be heard.

      The Acolyte moved across the catwalk, and into the door. “So? Where would you like to go first?”

      Porter took one last glance over his shoulder, ensuring the Acolyte’s pet was following orders. When he turned back, he found the Acolyte’s face calm and unblinking. “Where did all the kids go?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “The kids. The ones that were playing outside earlier. I saw them run into this building; where are you keeping them?”

      “I see. Come, I’ll show you.”

      The Acolyte led Porter through a small hallway, and then into a room with four blank walls. In the corner was a pole that disappeared into the floor.

      “This doesn’t look like a group of kids.”

      The Acolyte pointed down. “They are down there.”

      Porter looked at the man, then the hole. “Down where?”

      “Follow me and you’ll see.” The Acolyte slid the radio in his back pocket, wrapped his arms around the pole, then his legs, and stepped off the floor, disappearing below.

      Porter watched him go, then leaned over and looked into the opening, unable to see the bottom. He looked around the room and saw no one else. No one waiting to jump him when he grabbed the pole, no crew with a camera on standby, waiting to tell him he was having a joke played on him.

      He looked at the hole and paused. It was the wrong idea to go down there. He knew it, as sure as he knew that he hated coffee. Dark places were where the danger was. His mind told him to leave. But he thought about Teagan… and Cassidy. He pushed the rational side down and buried it, deciding instead to take a chance.

      So Porter slid down the pole.

      The trip wasn’t too long, but much farther than a fireman at the station trying to get to the bottom floor and collect his gear. Porter’s knees buckled a bit when he landed on the cushion that encircled the bottom of the pole.

      When he stepped off, he was underground. Not just below the earth, but in it. A large tunnel was carved out of the ground, with an unfinished floor and walls; bare bulbs were strung out every so often to light it. It was sufficiently wide that Porter couldn’t touch the sides, tall enough that even he couldn’t reach the roof.

      He looked back and forth; the tunnel went on as far as he could see in either direction. On the ground, a thick bundle of cords and cables ran along the pressed earth, out of sight down the hallway.

      The Acolyte was standing several feet in front of him, arms clasped behind his back. “I trust you enjoyed the ride?”

      Porter walked over to the man, grabbed him by the throat, and slammed him against the earthen wall. He pushed his Glock directly underneath the Acolyte’s chin. Bad choices or not, Porter had no plans to die in a cult compound in the middle of Indiana.  “Do you think I’m an idiot?”

      The Acolyte sputtered. “W-What?”

      “You think I’m just going to follow you down here somewhere so you can have one of your brainwashed assholes shoot me? Who do you think you’re dealing with?”

      Porter squeezed so hard, the Acolyte couldn’t speak. After a few moments, he loosened his grip.

      “Brother Porter, please. I invited you down here in good faith. If I wanted you dead, I could have had you killed at any of a dozen points. You have to trust me.”

      “I’m not doing so good with the trust thing right now.”

      “Just look at what I have to show you. If you don’t like it, shoot me then.”

      Porter gave the Acolyte an extra squeeze, then let the man go. “You walk. I’ll follow. And if I get even a tingle in my balls that you’re up to something, I’ll put a round through your skull before you know it. Then you can see how much you really like the Darkness.”

      The Acolyte nodded, then stumbled away down the tunnel.

      Porter followed. “What’s with the tunnel?”

      “Before I came into ownership of this place, it was run by a group of…unsavory types. In their minds, there was a coming war with the government, and when it happened, they’d need to be able to move around. I assume they were planning on using guerilla war tactics. We use it to move around and keep our people safe when there is a threat.”

      “What threat?”

      “You, of course,” the Acolyte said without turning around. “We have game cameras set up in the woods. We saw you when you came off the road. See? I could have had someone shoot while you were sitting in the woods. Now do you believe I don’t want to hurt you?”

      If the Acolyte had turned, he would have seen Porter’s face set in anger at himself. He couldn’t believe he’d been so careless as to be caught on game cameras set up by a cult of fanatics in the woods.

      “In any event, that’s why you saw the sisters bring the children inside. The Sanctuary was the closest building. Once safely inside, it is a small matter to move around the rest of the compound.

      “We waited to see what you were going to do. Personally, I hoped you’d leave us alone. Brother Lighthammer and a couple of the Usher brothers hoped differently. When they wanted to come to meet with you in the Sanctuary, I agreed, but only to subdue you. As you’re well aware, that was an error on our part.”

      Porter shrugged. “Play stupid games, win stupid prizes.”

      “How colorful.”

      The Acolyte stopped at a doorway. The tunnel extended far beyond, and Porter squinted to try to see the end of it. “This way.”

      “What’s down there?”

      “More tunnel.”

      “What if I want to see the rest?”

      “As I said earlier, you are welcome. However, I’m not sure either of us is in sufficient shape to make a trip to the end.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “I think I know why you believe you saw Teagan. I’d like to show you.”

      Porter didn’t say anything, and followed the Acolyte into a small earthen room. Barely larger than a closet, there was a wooden ladder leaning against the packed-dirt wall. The Acolyte made his way up, then pushed against a wooden slab, which swung open on silent hinges to reveal a room above it.

      “This way, please.”

      Porter was sure following the Acolyte was a bad idea. There could be anyone in the room above, just waiting. He’d be vulnerable as he climbed, a target for anyone.

      Still, all he could think about was getting his eyes on Teagan, and whether or not Cassidy would let him use her washer to clean his dirty clothes if he brought the girl home.

      He pulled out his pistol and climbed.

      Porter made his way up the ladder, feet moving first, then the hand unoccupied by his Glock. It was the only way to ensure he had some sort of protection when he reached the surface. Once he got to the top, he popped his head up, pistol not far behind. If anyone was waiting, Porter wanted to get his licks in first.

      The caution wasn’t necessary.

      When Porter made his way out, he realized he’d come up through the bottom of one of the modular homes, and was now in the structure. The room he’d entered was filled with furniture and random odds and ends, but no other people save the Acolyte, who was standing by a window.

      “Isn’t it beautiful?”

      “Isn’t what beautiful? There’s nothing out there.”

      “Incorrect, Brother Porter. The night is out there. The Darkness.”

      “Sure,” Porter said, holstering his pistol. “The night’s always out there, once the sun goes down. That’s no life-shattering event.”

      “But maybe, if you saw it through my eyes, it would be. The Darkness surrounds us. It is in us. We come from the Darkness, and all the time we spend in the light is a distraction. A temporary aberration. We must grow close with the Darkness, because in the end, we are the Darkness.”

      Porter didn’t say anything. He just stared at the back of the man’s head.

      The Acolyte turned and faced Porter, eyes as wide as saucers. “Will you let me introduce you to the Darkness?”
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      “That’s a hard pass from me. I’m here about a girl, think we can stay on topic?”

      “Well, you can’t blame me for trying,” the Acolyte said as he stepped away from the window. “When you’re burdened with great purpose, sometimes it becomes all you can think about.”

      “Funny, I was thinking the same thing. Teagan?”

      “Follow me.”

      The Acolyte took a wide berth around Porter and stepped out into the hallway. At the very end was a door, which was closed. He walked up to it and rapped gently on it. “Sister? Sister, would you please open the door?”

      The hallway was a tactical nightmare for Porter—two closed doors and an open one between where he stood, unmoving, and the door the Acolyte was knocking on.

      “Sister? Please, everything is all right now.”

      Porter could only crunch the numbers and odds so much, and then he felt compelled to move. He followed down the hallway, the modular home’s floor a crawlspace, hollow and creaking beneath him.

      The Acolyte turned toward Porter. “Brother Porter, please, no need for the theatrics. You are perfectly safe here.”

      Porter didn’t speed up at all. He checked the doors as he went down the hallway, and found the closed ones locked as well. He saw no one in the bathroom as he walked by. He was several feet behind the Acolyte when the door opened and a plain but attractive woman peeked her head through the door.

      “Is it safe to come out?”

      “Yes, dear sister, everything is safe now.”

      The woman opened the door, and Porter recognized her outfit as one he’d seen in the courtyard earlier. “Richard told me to stay in here and lock the door. He said to only open it when he came for me.”

      The Acolyte gave the woman a well-practiced look of concern. “Brother Richard had an unfortunate accident earlier. Lighthammer has taken him to the nurse. Why don’t you go see after him, make sure he’s comfortable?”

      The woman’s face dropped. “An accident? Is he okay? What happened? Where is he?” She clutched at the Acolyte’s shirt. The man gently pulled her hands off him.

      “Go see the nurse. Your husband will be waiting.”

      The woman looked at the Acolyte, then toward Porter, and back to the darkened room behind her. “Will you keep her safe?”

      “Of course, sister.”

      With that, the wife of Richard Usher strode down the hallway, staying as far away from Porter as she could. She turned left at the far end, and Porter heard the front door open and shut.

      “That wasn’t Teagan.”

      “Of course it wasn’t,” the Acolyte said, a bit of an edge in his voice for the first time. “I already told you she wasn’t here.”

      “Then what are we doing?”

      The Acolyte turned back to the room. “Sera, would you please come here, sweet girl?”

      The first thing Porter saw was a head full of curly hair, thick and tangled. Then, a child’s face followed. She was ten or eleven years old, but Porter could instantly see why he’d mistaken her for Teagan.

      “Come, come,” the Acolyte said, kneeling and waving the girl into the hallway.

      The girl came slowly out, still wearing the outfit Porter had seen her in.

      The Acolyte wrapped his arms around her and looked up at Porter from his knee. “This is Sera Usher. She could easily be mistaken for Teagan, without a doubt. Do you have an idea why this man would mistake you for Teagan, Sera?”

      “Our hair is the same?”

      “That’s right, sweet girl.”

      The inflection in the man’s voice made Porter’s skin crawl, and sent hot pricks up his neck. “You can go back in the room, Sera.”

      She looked to the Acolyte, who nodded. The girl disappeared into the room and shut the door.

      “Such a sweet girl.”

      “Sure is. How long until you try to put your dick in her?”

      The Acolyte’s eyes opened wide. “Excuse me?”

      “I know about the whole child-bride thing you have going on here. Don’t you think thirteen is a little young to have a creep like you on top of them?”

      Red appeared in the Acolyte’s cheeks as he slowly stood to his feet. “Why are you saying that? Just because you don’t believe in the Darkness doesn’t mean you should say such nonsense.”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to admit it.”

      “Brother Porter—”

      “I’m not your brother.”

      “I see that now. I think, given that we found you trespassing, the House has been more than accommodating. I won’t be insulted on my own land. I think you need to leave now.”

      Porter smiled. “So soon? I haven’t even got to check everything out. You said I could look where I want. How do I know you aren’t trying to pull a fast one on me? How do I know you didn’t sneak Teagan off to hide somewhere?”

      He walked away from the Acolyte, further down the hallway. He jiggled one of the door handles. “This door’s locked. Maybe she’s in here. You think?”

      “Brother Porter, I alread—”

      Without another word, Porter raised his foot and kicked the door open, shattering the knob, leaving it hanging on its hinges. There was nothing in the room but bulk food: oatmeal, rice, and the like.

      “That’s not necessary. If you give me a moment, I can find the key—”

      Porter had already moved to the next locked door, and kicked it open as well. “Maybe you’re hiding her in here?”

      The Acolyte didn’t answer. He crossed his arms, staring at Porter.

      “Nope. Nothing in here but cleaning supplies. Where else could I check?”

      “Where else would you like to check?”

      Porter looked at the man and was sure he wouldn’t find Teagan anywhere on the grounds of the House of the Dying Light. It wasn’t that he was positive she wasn’t there—it was more that there were a million ways he could get played. They could run a Teagan shell game all night if they wanted, using the tunnels and houses and rooms.

      Porter was wasting his time.

      Instead of kicking any more doors open, Porter turned his back on the Acolyte and walked down the hallway, the same direction the Usher wife had gone moments earlier. As he’d heard, there was an exterior door. He slung it open.

      Looking around, Porter saw that the house he was in was one of the row of homes in front of the compound. It was the last house, closest to the stacked shipping containers, about twenty yards away. Porter stopped for a moment, the familiar smell he’d caught a whiff of in the garage was coming back to him, this time much stronger.

      Porter headed toward the shipping containers, and the fence.

      “No need to leave how you came,” the Acolyte called after him. “I am more than happy to open the front gate so you can be gone from this place.”

      “I bet you are,” Porter said. “Anything to get me out of here, huh?”

      Porter walked closer to the shipping container, the smell getting stronger. He wondered how he’d missed it the first time. How he had managed to not notice it. He wanted to blame it on adrenaline. When he’d slid underneath the fence, his body was primed to fight. Sometimes, this priming—an adrenaline dump—would involve the deadening of other senses: auditory exclusion, tunnel vision, and the like. He was sure that reduced sense of smell was one of the symptoms as well.

      But he knew that wasn’t the case. He’d been in a rush. Frozen to the bone and in a rush. And it had made him less aware than normal. He wasn’t happy with this growing trend of carelessness.

      Careless men got dead.

      “Seriously, Porter, the exit is out the front.”

      “I really want to take a look in these shipping containers. Just think of all the oatmeal you loonies might have stockpiled in there.”

      “I’d just as soon you left,” the Acolyte said, the hard bite back in his voice.

      The lights in the compound had been turned on, and the area was no longer blanketed in darkness. Porter turned to see the half-lit face of the Acolyte. “Yeah, just this one last place, then I’ll leave you alone.”

      “What do you think is inside?”

      “We both know what’s inside. Now, are you going to open it, or am I?” Porter said. He reached out and rattled the thick padlock around, a metallic clanging echoing off the container.

      “I think you should consider what you’re doing. Actions have consequences.”

      “Never mind, I have the key right here.”

      Porter pointed his gun down toward the nearly frozen ground, so any ricochet off the front of the big metal box would be safely trapped by dirt.

      Then he fired three rounds.

      The blasts were deafening, and Porter gritted his teeth at the report.

      “What is wrong with you? You can’t just start shooting at things. What kind of maniac are you—”

      With the lock blasted away, Porter turned the handle with a thunk, and swung the big door open. He flicked his flashlight on. The artificial white beam cast across hundreds of marijuana plants, hanging upside down as they dried. The odor he’d first smelled in the garage now completely engulfed him.

      “I’m the kind of maniac who knows what a metric ton of weed smells like.”

      The Acolyte’s voice changed, going from its usual syrupy tenor to sandpaper. “That was a very, very bad idea.”
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      The Acolyte pulled out his radio and thumbed the transmit button. “Everyone, listen up. Porter is not allowed—”

      Before the Acolyte could finish his sentence, Porter threw a massive right hand at the man. The punch hit the Acolyte in the temple, turning him off like a light switch and leaving him in a heap on the floor.

      Porter looked down at the unconscious man, then toward the front gate, nearly a hundred yards away. In a split second, he realized that the hospitality of the House was going to be short-lived, and he decided he didn’t want to see what the Darkness could do when it wasn’t happy.

      He took off at a dead sprint toward the front gate, more concerned about getting as far from the House as he could than griping to himself about the run.

      Pistol in his right hand, and vaguely aware of an increasing cacophony of noise behind him, Porter pumped his arms to get as much speed as he could. From somewhere, a siren started to wail. It reminded him of being in school as a child, and having to get underneath the desk for a tornado drill.

      “Are you kidding me?” he managed to spit out.

      The frigid air stung his lungs, and he kept his breaths shallow to compensate.

      Ahead was a small gate, and in front of it, a man with a hunting rifle. The man was fairly well lit by an overhead flood light on a telephone pole.

      Porter was sure the man was aiming the rifle at him. With no time to stop and try to get his own shot off, Porter charged right at the man. Feeling a nervous tingle in his chest, as if he were standing on the side of a cliff and looking over, Porter pressed on. Running at the man head-on was suicide, but still Porter kept going, ignoring the growing feeling in his chest. The one telling him he was a dead man if he didn’t do something.

      At last the feeling was too powerful to ignore, and he darted to his right. Moments later, the hunting rifle sounded, and a round hurtled harmlessly past him.

      Porter had counted on it. Hunting rifles were very accurate weapons, but not the easiest to use on a moving target. They were big and bulky to move around, and had a slow rate of fire, which was why a good hunter never took a shot at moving game. You weren’t likely to get another chance before your quarry ran off.

      In this case, Porter was the game.

      It didn’t help the man at the gate that Porter could see him as he worked the bolt on top of the gun, and then raised it to aim again.

      Porter darted left. Another shot missed.

      The second missed shot had given him enough time to close the distance on the gatekeeper. Porter charged right at the man. He looked up, frozen between chambering a new round in the rifle and staring at the giant man running straight at him. In the end, his indecision cost him his life.

      Porter raised his own pistol, and slowed down just enough to increase his chance at accuracy. He fired three rounds in quick succession. Despite his movement jostling the gun’s sights, he was close enough that all three rounds were hits: in the stomach, then the sternum, and finally the collarbone.

      The sentry collapsed on himself and Porter sped past him. With no time to look for the key to unlock the gate, Porter shoved his Glock in its holster and leaped up on the fence. His vertical leap put him well past halfway, and he scrambled up and over, dropping from the top, hitting the ground, and rolling up to his feet.

      He didn’t look back as he sprinted down the gravel road that led away from the House’s compound. While he still firmly believed that running bred cowardice, he also heard another platitude ringing in his head: discretion is the better part of valor.

      Other than making sure Keno was never going to see another sunrise, nothing had given Porter as much satisfaction recently as slamming his fist into the slimy cult leader.

      The Acolyte had played a dangerous game. The man had been content to be calm and cool, to pretend to be helpful since he knew Porter would never actually find Teagan at the compound. He’d gambled that he could pull back the curtain just enough that Porter could be shown enough to be happy, and leave the House alone for good.

      Instead, Porter had stumbled on the House’s weed-growing racket. In reality, Porter didn’t care one bit who grew pot, who sold it, and who smoked it. Even as a federal agent, he’d figured that—with the influx of harder drugs, and kids dying every day from insane levels of fentanyl in their cocaine—there were bigger fish to fry.

      Sometimes, however, people were mighty protective of their illegal enterprises.

      As he sprinted, Chuck Taylors digging for purchase in the loose gravel, he expected to hear gunshots. He expected the Acolyte to rally his men, to have Lighthammer leading a group of cultists after him, to make sure he never told anyone about what he’d seen.

      A quarter mile later, Porter darted off the gravel road and to the cutout where he’d parked his truck. He couldn’t have been any happier to see the Ford. He threw open the back door and popped his lock box and pulled out his rifle.

      If he was going to be chased down by a group of fanatics, he didn’t want them coming at his back. He’d rather make a stand and ambush them as they turned the corner, chasing him and unprepared. He liked his chances if he saw them before they saw him.

      Porter stood for a moment, trying to listen for any sounds of a chase. But he couldn’t be sure, over his own heaving breath and the pounding of his heart in his ears.

      Finally convinced no one was coming after him, Porter jumped into the driver’s seat and started the truck. He pulled out of the hiding place, his tires catching on the gravel, spinning as they went.

      He checked the rearview a couple times, and then stopped looking. If someone was coming, they were late to the game. At this point, they’d have a tough time getting the drop on him.

      After a time, Porter pulled out onto the main road and turned toward town, in the direction of his motel. For the first time, removed from the situation with the Acolyte, Porter was feeling the ache in his arms where the Usher brother had hit him with the pipe. He was sure nothing was broken, so the arms were just another in a long line of injuries he’d been forced to deal with.

      If he were being honest with himself, he was disappointed. Disappointed that he hadn’t found Teagan. Disappointed that he’d wasted his time at the House’s compound. Disappointed that Lighthammer hadn’t been the sentry at the House’s front gate. He would have loved to put the rounds into that man.

      But if this evening was any indication of how things were ramping up, there was always tomorrow. Porter needed to get ready.
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      Porter pulled his phone from his pocket and pushed a couple of buttons. First, he connected to his Bluetooth, then he dialed a number and tossed the phone on his front seat while he let the truck’s speakers handle the call.

      “Hello?”

      “What’s up, sugar tits?”

      “Sugar tits? What are you, a movie exec from the fifties? Who even says that anymore?”

      “Not sure. I’m just trying it on for size.”

      “Well, take it off and put it back,” Ross said. “It doesn’t fit.”

      Porter laughed. He gave Ross the Cliff Notes version of the last several hours.

      “And you just snuck into their place? What’s wrong with you?”

      “I needed to see what was inside.”

      “And that was the best you could come up with? Kill one of their guys and run away?”

      “I didn’t run away. It was more of a tactical retreat.”

      “If you say so. You think that guy expected to die tonight?”

      “The guy shot at me first, what was I supposed to do? Let him hit me?”

      “Of course not, but—”

      “Then what’s the problem? The guy got what he deserved. Don’t start no shit, won’t be no shit.”

      “Technically you started it.”

      “Have I ever told you that you’re the worst?” Porter said as he glanced into his rearview mirror.

      “You just hate to hear things that shatter your little bubble. You were trespassing, man. What if they call the sheriff? Did you ever think about that? You want to go to jail?”

      “They aren’t the type.”

      “No? How can you be so sure?”

      “Because they were willing to kill me to stop me. They’ll keep it quiet. Until they don’t.”

      “You mean until they come after you.”

      Porter didn’t answer.

      “So the girl wasn’t there?” Ross said, changing the subject.

      “I already told you she wasn’t,” Porter said, turning onto Main Street, and driving past the town hall and sheriff’s office.

      “So then what was the point? Now these guys know you have a hard-on for them.”

      “I’m pretty sure they knew already. It doesn’t matter.”

      “How can you say that? This is a problem, Porter. Don’t you get it? What do you think would have happened if the guy swinging the pipe had connected with your head, huh?”

      “Those guys were awful. If one of them killed me, I’d have deserved it.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “What is the point? I didn’t call for a lecture.”

      Ross let out an exasperated sigh. “The point is, you took a big risk. You’re my best friend and I know you. That’s not how you do things. ‘Always stack the odds in your favor,’ isn’t that what you always tell me? And now you’re running around acting like you’re Rambo. This isn’t you. And for what?”

      Porter didn’t say anything, half-listening as he tried to remember which turn would take him back to the Double Deuce Motel.

      “All because some girl walks up to you and looks like Trish? Come on, man, you aren’t thinking with the right head.”

      “It’s not just because she looks like Trish,” Porter muttered.

      “Oh yeah? Then what’s it about? Is there some big payday I don’t know about?”

      Porter cleared his throat, thankful that the heater in the new truck was blowing strong. “Cassidy said—”

      “You don’t know anything about that girl.”

      “You gonna let me finish or just keep interrupting me?”

      “Fine, say whatever dumb shit you’re gonna say.”

      “Like I was trying to say, before you interrupted me, Cassidy said the Acolyte takes these kids as child brides.”

      “You think it’s true?”

      “Maybe. And what if what she’s saying is true? That cute-ass kid I saw tonight is going to be molested in a couple years. Hell, all the kids I saw are in trouble. That’s unacceptable, man. I can’t let that go.”

      “So tell the cops. You know, the people who get paid to do the job. Let them go mess with those weirdos.”

      “The sheriff’s checked out. I can’t get him to move on anything. I’m not even sure he’ll go for the shipping container of dope if I tell him about it.”

      “So then it’s just you, huh? Like it always is. Like you want it, I think.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “I wish I could help.”

      “Actually, you can.” The lights from the motel were in the not-far distance. Porter could already feel the warmth of the shower he was going to take.

      “Want me to drive out? I can be there in a couple days. You know I’ll be there.”

      Porter laughed. “Let’s not unleash you on these people just yet. Call Rivera for me. Tell her what’s going on. I’ll text you a couple names and the GPS coordinates of the place I was just at. Maybe she can dig up the dirt on these guys.”

      “Why don’t you call her?”

      “I’m busy right now.”

      “Right. You know what she’s gonna say, don’t you?” Ross said.

      “Shut up.”

      The parking lot of the motel was empty, except for a familiar car. As Porter drew closer to the parking place in front of his room, he saw the windows were fogged up, the sign of hot breath over a prolonged period of time. He pulled into his spot and turned the truck off.

      “I’ll give her a shout, since you’re too scared to,” Ross said. “Look, one thing really bothers me the most about all this.”

      “Just one thing?” Porter said. “You could throw a stick and hit everything that’s wrong right now.”

      “The Acolyte. How the hell did he know your name?”

      “I figured that out already,” Porter said.

      “And?”

      “The Darkness told him,” Porter said, and hung up the phone.

      He sent the text he’d promised, giving Ross what details he could about the House and their compound. He slid out of the car, and by the time he locked up, a familiar shape was waiting for him in the dark near his hotel door.

      “Did you find her?” Cassidy said.

      Porter shook his head.

      “So there was nothing at the House? Nothing that helped?”

      “I wouldn’t say that, just no Teagan. Not yet,” Porter said. “How long you been waiting?”

      “A couple hours. I didn’t want to call in case you were busy. I figured you’d have to come back here at some point. So I waited.”

      “You cold?”

      She nodded.

      “Wanna come inside?”

      She nodded again.

      Porter opened the door and let Cassidy Keep into his room. He took one last look around and shut the door, locking it behind him.
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      Porter went to the window air conditioning unit and raised the heat a bit to drive the cold out of the room. Cassidy looked around and rubbed her hands together. “Nice place.”

      “Home sweet home.”

      “Smells clean in here.”

      Porter went to the dresser and pulled out a mostly used can of Lysol and shook it. “Never leave home without it.”

      “You have your own can of Lysol?”

      “Several. The carpet looks like babies would crawl out if you dropped water on the floor. I’m not taking any chances.”

      “That’s a heck of a visual.”

      “It’s been in my head all week. I’d offer you something,” Porter said, waving his hand around the room, “but the pantry’s pretty empty.”

      “It’s okay. I’m not here to eat.”

      Porter shrugged and pulled his shirt up, slipping the Glock off his hip and putting it in the top drawer of the dresser. He went to the table where he’d eaten Sheriff Grant’s apple fritter earlier that day and pulled a chair out for Cassidy.

      Wordlessly, the woman sat down.

      “I told you it wouldn’t do any good to go to the House, didn’t I?”

      “I’m a bad listener.”

      “She’s gone. Lance has her, and I just can’t figure out where they could be.”

      Porter rotated his arms, trying to stretch them out. “We’ll come up with something.”

      “We?”

      “I said I’d help.”

      “I just figured…” Cassidy let out a sigh. “You know, after this, I wasn’t sure you’d want to stay.”

      “Why not?”

      “Why would you?”

      Porter was quiet for a few moments, trying to think of an answer that didn’t involve freckles and a familiar smile. “It’s the right thing to do. Besides, if the sheriff won’t help you, someone should.”

      Cassidy reached out and put both of her hands around his. “That…means a lot. I’m not used to people who stick to their word.”

      Porter didn’t pull away.

      “So you have to tell me, how did you even get started doing this kind of stuff?”

      “I’ve been holding hands with girls for a long time. I guess it starts with my mom, when I was just a baby. My techniques have changed since then, but I’d like to think I’m getting better.”

      She laughed. “You know what I mean. Are you a cop or something? Private eye? Something else?”

      “Something else, I guess. It’s hard to explain, so I usually don’t bother.”

      Cassidy smiled, her hands still on his. “I understand. Everyone has their own past and secrets. If you don’t want to explain, I respect that. It’s just…would you try? Please? I want to know a little more about you. I mean, you are helping me find my girl. The least I can do is get to know you.”

      Porter slid his hand from hers. “I used to be a cop.”

      “A cop? You?”

      “What, I can’t be a cop?”

      “It’s just…you don’t look like any cop I’ve ever seen.”

      “Seen a lot of ’em?”

      “More than I’d care to admit.”

      Porter nodded. “I was a Fed. Department of Homeland Security. I usually just say cop because it’s easier for most people to understand.”

      “A Fed?” Cassidy let out a whistle. “Never ran into one of them before.”

      “It’s not that special,” Porter said. “People see how it is on TV and think that’s the life, but it’s pretty boring.”

      “Somehow I don’t believe that.”

      Porter shrugged. “That’s what I did, and then I quit. The rest happened naturally.”

      “Why did you quit?”

      “Anyone ever told you that you ask a lot of questions?”

      “No.”

      “Well, you ask a lot of questions.”

      “Does that mean you won’t answer? Do you want me to stop?”

      Porter folded his hands in his lap. He rarely told people about his past. In fact, he could count on two hands the number of people that knew why he had left the government. It wasn’t that he minded telling people; it was just that he believed some things were personal—better kept under wraps. He looked across the table at Cassidy, and decided he didn’t mind if she knew.

      Even after telling her, the number would still be under two hands.

      “So, when I started out, I was really lucky. They usually have you work in a group. One group for money laundering, one for kiddie porn, one for gangs, one for drugs, that sort of thing.”

      “You can’t leave that group?”

      “You can, but sometimes it takes a while. Maybe they don’t have space in another group, or maybe you don’t like the person running that group. It’s not really a big deal, but they like to leave you in place for a while, to get your feet underneath you.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Kinda. The problem is, then people only learn one thing, and when it’s time to rotate through the groups, they don’t have a great knowledge base. But I got out of that. I spent the first couple years working for a task force that included a bunch of other agencies and was run by a really smart guy named Pete. On the task force, we did a little bit of everything, all the time. It was the best way to get my feet underneath me. Pete showed me everything about everything. I wouldn’t have gotten very far without him.”

      “Sounds like a nice guy.”

      “The best,” Porter said. “I’d do anything for him. Hell, I pretty much have.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      Porter looked at her for a second and decided that even freckles weren’t a good enough reason to get to hear about everything. “Nothing. Just thinking out loud.”

      “That doesn’t sound like the beginning of a ‘I quit my job’ story.”

      “Maybe not, but it was. I spent those years with Pete, and I loved everything about the job. Thing is, you usually can’t stay forever. So, the agency told me that I needed to move. They let me pick from a couple of places I wanted to go. I went home.”

      “Where’s home?”

      “Florida. Tampa.”

      “Never been. How is it?”

      “Hot. Humid. It’s like being in a sweat farm.”

      “Yuck.”

      “Tell me about it. But the agency told me to move, so we went.”

      “We?”

      Porter adjusted in his chair. “My ex.”

      “The one that looks like me?”

      “She’s older than you, so I guess technically you look like her.”

      “We’ll agree to disagree,” Cassidy said with a smile.

      “And then we were home. It was okay for a couple years, but then I rotated into the kiddie porn group…”

      “You didn’t like it?”

      Porter shook his head. “Look, it takes a special kind of person to watch that filth and not let it affect them. I know my limitations, and I’m definitely not that guy.”

      “You have to watch it?”

      “Sure. You have to see what’s on the tapes so you can tell the prosecutors and the judges what’s on it. And you see…hell, you see everything.”

      “Gross.”

      Porter didn’t answer.

      “So you quit?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Come on, it’s like pulling teeth with you. Is it something like that, or is it that?”

      Porter leaned back against the chair and watched as Cassidy got out of her chair and stepped to her right, sitting on the edge of the bed, crossing her legs underneath her. He turned his chair slightly to look at her without having to turn his head. “I…hated it.”

      Cassidy nodded.

      “There was one case, this guy had sixteen terabytes of child porn on an external hard drive at his house. Can you imagine?”

      “I don’t know what a terabyte is.”

      Porter pointed to his laptop on the end table. “That thing is old, but still in decent shape. It has eight gigabytes of memory. I will never in my natural life save enough things on my computer to fill it up. It would take one hundred and twenty-five of my laptops to fill up one terabyte.”

      “That’s a lot.”

      “Yeah, you get it now. That guy had sixteen terabytes. I can’t do the math on how many laptops that is. Needless to say, it was a bunch.”

      “Did you arrest him?”

      “Sure. That’s where I saw the porn. When we kicked his door in, he tried to run and we grabbed him. Thing is, he didn’t try to turn off his computer. It was playing the entire time I was putting the cuffs on him.”

      “You saw it?”

      “I saw enough. It was him. And it was a couple little kids. And the things they were doing…”

      There was silence for a few moments.

      “Anyway. We took him to jail.”

      “Case closed?”

      “Nope. When our computer nerds took the hard drive in, they tripped a failsafe the guy had set up. It activated a bleaching program.”

      The look of confusion on Cassidy’s face let Porter know he needed to explain.

      “Think of it like an eraser for an old-school chalkboard. Run the program once, and most of your data is erased, and people can’t see it unless they’re a tech wizard and know how to recover it. My bad guy had his set up to run a hundred times. By the time my experts noticed, it was too late. All the evidence was gone.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that. You wanna know the thing that got me? What pissed me off the most? He was so smug about it. He knew he was gonna get away with it. The entire time he was in the back of my car, he was saying how dumb we were, how he enjoyed what he did with the kids and wouldn’t stop. How when he got out, he was gonna make a new video in my honor.”

      “Ouch.”

      Porter nodded. “After a couple hours locked up, when the computer guys confirmed they didn’t have anything, we were supposed to let him go. But I couldn’t. So I went down to our evidence locker and grabbed another hard drive. One from a case years ago. I told the computer nerds that I found a different hard drive at the house, that this was new evidence.”

      “You…you planted the evidence?”

      “You’re damn right I did. I’m not ashamed of it, either,” Porter said, raising his voice a little.

      “I never said you should be ashamed.”

      “Well, I’m not.”

      “So what happened?”

      “Eventually, a different analyst noticed the files looked familiar. He’d seen them before. They were the same ones from an old case he worked. When he was in court, he testified that he remembered the old pictures and videos, that they didn’t belong to my guy. Poor guy thought his fellow nerds made some kind of error.”

      “Did anyone know it was you?”

      “Some suspected. My boss called OPR and—”

      “He called who?”

      “It’s like internal affairs for feds. Anyway, they came in and checked everything out. I played dumb, like I made a mistake. Eventually, it all went away.”

      “But you still quit?”

      “Yeah. It was time. People were whispering about me; most knew I’d done it. I’m not sure anyone blamed me. Still, the federal prosecutors wouldn’t take any more of my cases. They were all scared I was lying. I thought it was just time to go.”

      “What about the guy? The pervert?”

      “The case was thrown out. He got to walk. We let him go.”

      “That’s awful. I can’t imagine...that guy, out there, walking the streets.”

      Porter glanced at the woman for a moment, then looked away. All the memories and warm feelings in the world wouldn’t be enough to tell her the truth about the man…and how he was no longer a danger to anyone. “Yeah. It’s hard to live with.”

      She scooted out farther on the edge of the bed and reached out, putting her hand on his arm. “It’s okay. You did your best.”

      Porter winced when she touched him.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Porter stood and went over to the mirror. He pulled his sleeve up and looked at his arm for the first time. The line from where the pipe had hit him was already turning black and blue, a muddled color against his brown skin.

      “What is that? What happened?”

      “Just a little trouble at the House.”

      Cassidy was on her feet and had her hands on his arm, examining it. “It looks like it hurts.”

      “It does, but not as bad as the other arm.” Porter rolled up his other sleeve.

      Cassidy’s mouth dropped open. “What did they do to you? Are you okay? Did they hit you anywhere else?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You are not fine. Here, let me see.” Cassidy struggled with the sleeve, trying to pull it up higher. “You know what, just pull your shirt off.”

      “Nah. I’m all right.”

      “Do it,” she said in a stern voice.

      Porter obliged, pulling his shirt and T-shirt off. The coloring he’d seen was just a preview. The bruising went all the way up his shoulder and was creeping toward his back.

      Cassidy’s eyes were wide. “This is my fault.”

      “I’m pretty sure you weren’t swinging the pipe.”

      “You did this for me. You got hurt and it’s all my fault.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      She reached up and took his face. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine, reall—”

      Cassidy kissed him. She didn’t stop kissing him, until they ended up on the bed together.

      Pretty soon, Porter forgot all about the pain in his arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The phone rang and woke Porter with a start. He looked at the front door, then the window. The sun was peeking through the thin curtains. It wasn’t too early, but it was much earlier than Porter had wanted to be awake. He hadn’t exactly had a restful night of sleep.

      Next to him, Cassidy was sleeping in after their late night.

      Porter stood, stark naked, and padded across the room to get his phone from the table. It stopped ringing before he picked it up, and he set it back down, less concerned about the strange Indiana-area-code number that had called him than he was about the naked woman in his bed. The covers were askew, and Porter found himself staring at her, which was almost enough to make him forget he was standing barefoot.

      Almost.

      Porter winced and went back to the bed, grabbing a pair of socks and pulling them on, then slipping his Chuck Taylors on for added protection against the carpet semen monsters that had no doubt been lying dormant there for years.

      He sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed his face, not sure what to think about what he’d done the night before. There was no doubt he’d enjoyed himself—that wasn’t up for debate. The problem was, he felt strange. Like he’d done something wrong. As he was generally unaffected by these bouts of conscience, he frowned and tried to figure out what his problem was.

      His phone rang again, and this time he had time to answer. “Yeah?”

      “Porter. It’s so good to hear your voice. I was afraid that after last night you wouldn’t take my calls anymore.”

      Porter narrowed his eyes. “Anymore? This is the first time you’ve ever called me. Which makes me wonder how the hell you got my number.”

      “Much the same way I knew your name: the Darkness told me,” the Acolyte said, his voice thin in the phone’s speaker, but back to syrupy smooth.

      “Yeah, the Darkness. What did the Darkness say about your face? I’m sure it’s a few interesting shades right now.”

      “Oh, that was nothing. I needed a good nap. Thank you for providing me with the opportunity.”

      “That’s a weird thing to say to someone who cleaned your clock.”

      “The Darkness has warned me not to be angry with you. Being a good student, I will listen.”

      “What does the Darkness say about your buddy at the front gate?” Porter said.

      “That is quite a bit different. It is a very unfortunate situation that came to be. I am sorry for my part in it, and I hope you are as well.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Regardless, it was a powerful moment for us all. We buried Brother Jericho this morning. As terrible as it is to lose a loved one, I feel it has brought us all closer. So thank you for giving us that opportunity.”

      Porter shook his head. “Right. Look, as great as it is to hear from you, what the hell do you want?”

      “Can’t I call just to check on you? You left in such a hurry yesterday, I wanted to make sure you made it through the night all right. I mean, we have video of you on the game cameras, sprinting rather quickly for a man of your size.”

      “I just wanted a little cardio, that’s all. Besides, I had things to do,” Porter said.

      “Given that Cassidy Keep’s car is outside your hotel room, it would appear that is an accurate statement.”

      Porter went back to the bed and reached underneath his pillow. Glock in hand, he opened the front door and swept his eyes left and right across the motel parking lot. Other than his and Cassidy’s cars, the parking lot was empty.

      A cold wind blew across his manhood, and he remembered he was still bottomless. He closed the door. “You watching me? I don’t like being spied on.”

      “No one is there, Porter. If we were, you’d know by now.”

      “I bet I would.”

      “The town is so small—we received several calls about Cassidy at your motel. You are both consenting adults, I’m sure; not much for anyone to say about that.”

      “Then why are you calling me? I have better things to do than talk to you.”

      “Like find Teagan?”

      “Exactly like that.”

      “Then I’ve called at the right time. I might have some idea of where she is.”

      Porter set his Glock on the table. “You don’t say. That wouldn’t be because you’ve had her this whole time, would it? It’s easy to find something you took.”

      “I’m disappointed you would even say such a thing. Believe what you like, but I didn’t take Teagan, and I genuinely don’t know where she is. But one of my sources has told me she might be at the old feed store on the far side of town.”

      “Uh-huh,” Porter said, peeking out of the curtain. “Tell me more.”

      “Someone said they saw her father’s truck there not an hour ago. I figured you’d want to know.”

      “Why tell me? Are we friends now?”

      “Hardly. I figure, if you find what you’re looking for, you’ll leave town. Get out of here. I’d rather not see you at our compound again. If I do, I can’t promise I can hold back Brother Lighthammer. He is particularly upset about Brother Jericho’s passing.”

      “Maybe you should let him do what he wants. I think that would work out better for everyone.”

      The Acolyte laughed into the phone. “Everyone except for you, I imagine.”

      “I guess we’ll have to see. So does this feed store have an address?”

      “You have a local there in bed with you. Just ask her, she’ll know where it is. She was always so cute when she rested, especially after a long night. Tell me, does she still sleep nude?”

      Porter hung up the phone, convinced there was nothing left to talk about. Or at least nothing else he wanted to hear. He sat next to Cassidy on the bed and gently shook her awake.

      She sat up, sleep in her eyes, and smiled when she saw him. A split second later, her smile disappeared, as if the wave of her problems had come crashing down on top of her again. “What time is it?”

      “Eight.”

      “I overslept.”

      “How can eight be oversleeping? You got somewhere to be?”

      “Yeah, I do. I figure, if nothing else, I can be out there driving around, hoping I see Lance or Teagan. It beats doing nothing.”

      “Oh, I’m nothing now?”

      She smiled again. “No, you were definitely something.” She leaned in and kissed him. The pair dressed in relative silence, cleaning and prepping for the day.

      “I got a call this morning.”

      Cassidy called out from the bathroom. “Yeah?”

      “It was your creepy friend from the House.”

      “You’re kidding?”

      “’Fraid not.”

      “What did he want?”

      Porter stood up and rifled through his duffle bag and his clean clothes. Doing laundry would have to wait, so he put on a clean T-shirt and dark hoodie. “Rile me up a little bit. Some passive-aggressive double talk. But he did tell me I needed to go and check out some feed store. That ring a bell for you?”

      Cassidy came out of the bathroom, wearing only a bra and jeans. “The old Walden place? It’s straight out, past the town hall for about twenty minutes or so. It’s impossible to miss.”

      “Well, at least he was right about that,” Porter said.

      “Who, the Acolyte?”

      “Yeah. He said you could tell me where the place was.”

      “Wait, he knew I was here? How?”

      “Small town,” Porter said, sitting on the edge of the bed. “Word travels fast.”

      “I guess so.”

      “That bother you?”

      “What?”

      “That he knows you were here last night.”

      She shook her head. “Yeah. It does. The Acolyte knew everything about my life for so many years, him knowing anything about me right now bothers me. I hate it. I wish he’d disappear and leave me and my family alone.”

      “Family?”

      “Teagan. She’s all I care about.”

      “I get it. That’s why he said what he said.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He claims someone saw Teagan at the feed store.”

      “Are you kidding?” Cassidy said, shock washing over her face.

      “Nope.”

      “Are you going to go see if she’s there?” Cassidy said.

      “It’s some kind of trap. It has to be, why else would the Acolyte tell me? He said he wants me out of his hair, but I’m not so sure.”

      “But maybe it’s not, right?”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “I mean, maybe he heard Teagan was there. I believe he would turn her over so you leave him alone. He’s like that, always scheming.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “You…you’re going to go check, right?”

      “I wasn’t planning on it,” Porter said. “It was dumb enough for me to go into the compound last night. I had surprise on my side, or at least I thought I did. This feed store is a different situation.”

      “You think it’s that bad?”

      “I don’t think it’s bad, I know it is. The Acolyte would never give me something for free. There’s no reason for him to try to help me out. Whatever he called me for, it’s to serve his purposes.”

      “But if you don’t go, how will we know? What if Teagan is really out there, just waiting to be found?”

      “What if an elephant had a jukebox on his ass? There’d be sweet music in the jungle.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Nothing, just something my dad used to say.”

      She folded her arms. “I don’t get it. We finally get a lead on my girl, and you’re making jokes. It’s not funny, Porter.”

      “I never said it was.”

      “Look, if you won’t go check it out, I will.” Cassidy pulled her shirt on and grabbed her shoes to put them on.

      “Slow down, turbo. If it’s a bad idea for me to go, it’s a bad idea for you to go. You think they’re going to be happy with you, after all the problems you’re causing, sending me over there? You can’t go.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do. If Teagan’s there, I have to see for myself.”

      Porter put his hand on her shoulder. “Just relax. I’ll tell you what, let me go talk to the sheriff about it. I’ll figure something out. Until then, it’s probably better if you stay away. I’m not telling you, I’m asking.”

      “You’re not just trying to shut me up, are you?”

      “No, although that would be a nice benefit right now.”

      She frowned at him. “Real funny.”

      Porter retrieved his Glock from the dresser drawer. He clipped the holster on his belt and covered it with his shirt. “What’s the weather like the rest of the day?”

      She looked at Porter and started to speak again, but instead retrieved her phone from the end table. “It’s twenty-five right now. Looks like we might get some snow tonight.”

      “Finally.”

      “You want it to snow?”

      “Sure, I haven’t seen it in a few years. It’s always nice to see it for a while. Think the lakes are frozen yet? I need to get my ice fishing on.”

      She gave him a strange smile. “You ever been ice fishing?”

      “Nah, but I figure I could always learn.”

      “It’s not very fun, it’s just cold. You’ll regret even going out there, trust me. Besides, it hasn’t been cold enough long enough. There’s ice, but it isn’t thick. You’d probably just fall in.”

      Porter frowned. “I’m not into hypothermia. I guess no fishing for me.”

      “That’s probably the smartest thing you’ve said since we woke up.”

      Porter walked her to the door and opened it. “Smarter than hoping it snows?”

      She laughed. “Snow’s always fun for a while. Then it gets dirty. Ugly. All piled up on the sides of the road. Nobody likes snow then. Most people move somewhere warmer, if they can.”

      “And if they can’t?”

      “Then they’re stuck with it.”

      “You can move somewhere else after we find Teagan.”

      Cassidy shrugged. “But where would I go?”

      Porter put his arm around her. “Plenty of places to start over. How about when I call you later, you have a couple options picked out? Give yourself something to look forward to.”

      She gave a small nod, and kissed him. “Please call me as soon as you can. I need to know what happens.” Then she left the hotel room. Porter watched every step, letting his memory of the night before matter more than the nagging feeling that something was wrong. That he was missing something he couldn’t put his finger on.

      In the end, Porter grabbed his keys and hustled out into the cold air. He cranked the engine on his truck, and didn’t wait for it to warm up before he put the Ford into drive. Then he pointed it toward town hall, and the sheriff’s office.
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      “I don’t have time for this.”

      Porter leaned on the counter, watching Sheriff Grant walk back and forth, carrying a stack of papers. “Sure you do. Tiny town like this, I’ll bet you can make time for anything.”

      “No, I really don’t. I got a call about a domestic thing happening at the Fisk place, Jenny Rogers can’t get her car started, and Old Man Schoolfield is convinced someone stole his walk-behind tiller. With all that happening, you think I have time to take a ride with you?”

      “You should make time.”

      “Why?” Sheriff Grant asked. “Because you think some nefarious person is setting a trap for you?”

      Porter crossed his arms. “I don’t think, I know. I’ve been doing this for a while. And I don’t mind handling it—truth be told, I’ll do a better job than you will. It’s just that you’ve been straight with me so far, and I figure I’ll do the same for you. I owe you for not locking me up: most of your small-town brothers would have. I’m trying to pay it forward.”

      “Oh yeah? Driving out to the abandoned feed store is paying it forward?”

      Porter looked around and motioned Sheriff Grant closer. “What if I told you the House was trafficking dope in your county? Huh? Would that get me a little more courtesy?”

      Grant set his stack of papers on the chipped Formica countertop. “Trafficking… How on earth do you know that?”

      “Would you believe the Darkness told me?”

      Grant crossed his arms. “You went out there, didn’t you?”

      “That’s a stupid question. Why else do you think I asked for directions?”

      “And you’re telling me they’re moving drugs out there?”

      Porter chose his words carefully. “All I’m saying is, if you knew for sure they were, you’d have to go arrest somebody, wouldn’t you? I mean, think of the boost in your popularity for the next election.”

      The sheriff was quiet for a long moment. “You have some kind of proof?”

      Porter shook his head. “Nope. Just my word.”

      “That’s not going to get me a search warrant. I can’t just go to their place and poke around.”

      “No, but you can go and ask some questions. Use your brain. Honor the oath of office you took.”

      Grant frowned, his handsome face dour. “I don’t have time for this.” He picked up the stack from the counter and turned to walk away.

      “Okay. Just remember I warned you.”

      “Warned me what?”

      “Just wait. You’ll see.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      Porter smiled. “Threat? No. I’m just telling you that if I go to that store alone, your day is gonna get a lot busier. Which I’m sure you don’t have time for.”

      “Still leaving when it snows?” Grant said, changing the subject.

      “Hopefully.”

      “Good. It’s supposed to start tonight. I’ll expect you to be out of town—and my hair—first thing tomorrow.”

      Porter slowly nodded as the sheriff turned away from the counter, walking deeper into his offices. He remembered why he usually avoided law enforcement when he was working. Fact was, half the time, they thought he was the bad guy. The other half, the men in blue were unmotivated and couldn’t catch so much as a cold.

      He’d thought Grant would be different. He was young and still seemed fairly motivated. Porter wanted to give the man a chance to do the right thing, to be the cop the town deserved. Instead, Porter was as disappointed with him as he was in all his brethren.

      Porter left the station, headed down the side street next to Main, cut through the big lawn past the monument to Grant’s great-whatever, and hopped in his truck and headed south.

      He hadn’t gone that direction yet, not since he’d been in town. The Double Deuce Motel was north of town. The big coal-mining pit that Grant had taken him to was east. He’d come into town from the west, taking a left off of I-65 as he’d come up through Louisville. What lay to the south was still a mystery.

      The road was small, not as developed as the others. The scenery changed a bit, too. Ten miles out of the town there were more pockets of trees, if only by a slight margin. There were a few more hills, a bit fewer houses. The thermometer on Porter’s dash display read below the freezing mark.

      He turned the heat up a bit.

      Porter saw the grain silos first, a set of twins rising from the landscape. The road led right to them, with one on the left side, and the other on the right. Porter slowed down to get a look at the buildings from a distance. He pulled off the road and grabbed a pair of binoculars from his glove compartment.

      Nestled behind the silo on the left was a building, the brick façade crumbling with age. The windows were intact, mostly, although there was graffiti on the side.

      The parking lot in front of the structure was empty.

      Porter looked up and down the grain silos, with their small metal ladders to climb and the long, slick metal chutes to slide the stored grain out of. The silos’ paint was faded, and the reservoir tanks were pitted with rust.

      Out front was a large propane tank reservoir, white and oval-shaped, big enough to hold an amount that would last months.

      He glanced over at the feed store. It didn’t look like anyone was there. Which concerned Porter.

      He wasn’t sure why the Acolyte would send him to the building, but he felt confident that it wasn’t because he’d heard that Lance and Teagan Keep were hiding there. No, the Acolyte had something else in mind.

      If there were cars out front, that would have made Porter more comfortable. People not afraid to be seen there. No one waiting in ambush.

      The fact that there was no sign of life sent a cold chill up his spine.

      Porter sat. Looking. Waiting.
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      After nearly two hours, Porter’s bladder felt like it was going to burst. There had been no sign of movement, save for a deer that sauntered out of a field and to the edge of the road, before looking strangely at Porter in his truck and bolting.

      His phone vibrated in his lap, interrupting Johnny Cash singing about the day he shot his bad bitch down. Seeing a familiar name, he answered it. “Yeah?”

      “I haven’t talked to you in almost three weeks, and ‘yeah’ is the best you can do?”

      “I’m sorry. Hello, Your Majesty. How art thou this fine day?”

      “That sounds creepy. You don’t knock it off, I’m hanging up,” Christina Rivera said.

      “I’ll cool it. How’s the new job?”

      “Busy. There are a surprising number of shitty people in the world.”

      “You just now noticing that?”

      “No, but the number I encountered seemed to pick up after I met you. I think it’s all your fault.”

      “I got big shoulders, I can take it.”

      “Good,” she said. “Why is Ross calling me and telling me you need help?”

      “He’s delusional.”

      “He might be a lot of things, but that’s not one of them. I know you told him to call. My issue is, why didn’t you call me yourself?”

      “Busy?” Porter said, an upturn in his deep voice.

      “Don’t give me that shit. We’re all busy.”

      “It’s true. I’ve got my hands full.”

      “What else is new? You having problems in the middle of nowhere?”

      “The usual.”

      “Your usual is pretty bad.”

      “Nothing I’m not used to—but it’s amazing what you can get used to.”

      “You’re right about that.”

      “How are you? All healed up?”

      “I get shot one time and you won’t stop mentioning it. I’m not fragile, Porter, I’m fine.”

      “You can’t blame me for asking.”

      “Yeah, well, stop already.”

      There was an easy silence between the pair, and Porter heard papers rustling through the receiver.

      Rivera spoke first. “I looked into the info Ross sent me. Some GPS coordinates. A couple names. Sound right?”

      Porter leaned forward. “Find anything?”

      “Not much. That land is owned by a real estate trust. The trustee is somebody named Vincent David Shaw. Has a record for racketeering, theft, some petty drug things.”

      “You got a picture?”

      Rivera described the Acolyte to a T.

      “Yeah, that’s the guy. Really creepy bastard. Running some kind of cult out here, the House of the Dying Light.”

      “A cult? Well, five years ago he was in Sing Sing. He had a stretch for embezzlement. Looks like he was running a mid-sized Ponzi scheme and got caught holding the bag. I guess when he got out, he took his show on the road.”

      “Guess so. Find out anything about a guy named Lighthammer?”

      “Yeah, one second,” Rivera said. “First name Eric. Guy looks like he has a needle in his ass.”

      “He’s even bigger in person.”

      “Is that… is that concern I hear in your voice?”

      “Please,” Porter snorted.

      “Maybe I’m wrong. Sounded like you were worried.”

      “Hell yeah, I’m worried,” Porter said. “There’s a whole cult of weirdos out here, molesting kids and shit. It’s a problem.”

      “Sounds like it to me. But Lighthammer doesn’t have too bad of a record. Only a few assault convictions. Some domestics, a simple affray, that kind of thing. Oh, and he did six years for manslaughter, if you’re concerned about that sort of thing. Apparently he stabbed a waiter at a restaurant a dozen times. The note I read said the guy messed up his order twice, and wouldn’t fix it. I guess that’s a rational response to poor service.”

      “Way to bury the lede,” Porter said. “Manslaughter seems about right for him.”

      “Sounds like you stepped in a hornet’s nest out there. You need some help?”

      Porter scanned the feed store with his binoculars again. The pressure in his bladder was getting stronger, and he was sure it wouldn’t wait until he got back to town. “I’ll be all right.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. I want to see if I can get some more info about a missing kid. If I run into trouble, I’ll let you know.”

      “You sure it’s about a kid, or is it about the woman that looks like your ex?”

      Porter exhaled. “Ross told you?”

      “Of course.”

      “He’s got a big mouth.”

      “Maybe, but at least he’s honest. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Truthfully? I didn’t want you to lecture me.”

      “Someone needs to try to talk some sense into you.”

      “I have everything under control.”

      “Do you?”

      Porter let out a long breath. “Mostly.”

      “She’s messing with your head, isn’t she?”

      “How did you know?”

      “Because I’m a woman. I know what we can do to you idiots, especially a good guy like you. I’ve seen it too many times.”

      “I’m not a good guy.”

      “Sell that shit to someone else. I know you. Try again.”

      Porter thought for a moment, and then it tumbled out. “I… I don’t know. Meeting Cassidy hit me right in the… it really hit me. I wasn’t really ready, you know? Things are kind of cloudy when I’m with her. Like sometimes I know what I’m doing is wrong, but it still makes sense to me at the moment.”

      “Damn.”

      “I know.”

      “What ever happened to ‘never trust a big butt and a smile’?”

      “How do you know she has a big butt?” Porter said.

      “Please.”

      “You have a big butt and a smile, am I not supposed to trust you?”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. All I’m saying is, try to think with your big head and not your little one, okay? Cults and murderers and sovereign citizens are all dangerous enough, without you having your attention divided. If you can’t trust your own judgment, you can’t be you.”

      “I’m dancing as fast as I can out here. I think I’ll be all right.”

      “Of course you do. If you’re running around trying to help a kid, that’s nothing new for you. I’ve come to accept that’s how you operate. You pretend like you’re in it for the money, but your big dumb heart of gold gets in the way.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “But if this is about that woman, you need to check yourself. No man’s ever made good decisions when pussy’s involved.”

      “Who said anything about that?”

      “Wait, did you already sleep with her?”

      “That’s none of y—”

      “Oh my God, you did sleep with her, didn’t you?”

      Porter was quiet, sure there was no right way to answer.

      “I can’t believe you. Did you at least use protection?”

      “That’s what you’re worried about?”

      “Yeah, because I’ll never let you ride in my car again if you didn’t. You might leave something on the seat.”

      “Yes, Christina, I used protection. Happy?”

      “Marginally. You big idiot, what were you thinking?”

      Porter didn’t answer.

      “Never mind. I get why you’re struggling, but you need to get your shit together. Look, if you need something, just call. Don’t be a hero. The FBI has a resident office in Indianapolis. Maybe I can get you some help. We look for missing kids too, you know.”

      “I’ll let you know if I get jammed up.”

      “No you won’t, but I’m here if you get your head out of your ass and decide you need help. One more thing?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Be careful. I mean it. Don’t make me come all the way out there and ID your body. I love you. Don’t die.” Christina Rivera hung up the phone.

      Porter exhaled, not sure who he was madder at: Ross for telling Rivera about Cassidy, Rivera for dressing him down about it, or himself for getting involved in the entire situation.

      Rivera was rarely wrong, and he knew she always had his best interests at heart. It probably didn’t help matters that Porter thought the two of them were a good match, and they had, for the briefest of moments, given a relationship some thought. Now she felt more like a sister to him.

      An annoying, know-it-all sister.

      The pressure in his bladder didn’t care about any of that. When it came to using the bathroom, he had the good fortune of being a man, and the option of using the entire world as his urinal. He could have gotten out of the truck and let loose on the side of the road.

      Still, he figured there was a bathroom in the old store. Finding it was as good a reason as any to drive over there and push his way inside.

      So he did.
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      The drive off the main road to the parking lot was gravelly and bumpy, and Porter took a revolution around the building, making sure that he hadn’t missed anything—or anyone—hiding in the blind spot he couldn’t see from the road. There was nothing, and he parked behind the feed store, the better to hide his truck from anyone who might happen to be passing by on the nearly deserted road.

      From behind the big brick building, he couldn’t see either of the grain silos, or the main road. The shadow cast by the building was cold, and Porter dug through the back seat of his truck, trying to find something warmer than a hoodie to wear. In the end, there was nothing. His Florida wardrobe wasn’t suited for the cold in the Midwest, but he wasn’t about to find a store and spend money.

      They probably didn’t even have his size, anyway.

      The back entrance was a plain exterior door, not particularly thick or reinforced in any way. Porter pulled his pistol, and then kicked directly behind the door handle, sending the door flying open. He stood outside, shoulder against the brick wall, and listened for sounds of life on the inside. Despite the fact that there were no cars outside, someone could have been dropped off, or walked.

      Porter didn’t want to take any chances.

      He stood still for several minutes, and ultimately was convinced he didn’t hear anything. Hopeful to find something, anything, inside that would help him, Porter stepped smoothly through the doorway, pistol raised in front of him.

      The feed store’s interior was open in front of him, a big empty space, so he turned right, toward the only door in the place. He kicked through that and found the room behind it empty. Fortunately, it was the bathroom, so he took a minute and relieved himself, neglecting to flush the toilet.

      Porter walked around the inside of the building, looking behind the counter and in the cabinets. There was nothing. Not only was there no one in the place, but there were no signs that anyone had been there for a long time, either.

      The air was thick with dust, and it had settled on the floor in a uniform coating. There was no evidence that anyone had walked the space before him, no footprints in the dust. No smear marks from a bedroll or imprints from a body sleeping on the floor.

      In the end, Porter realized that one of two things had happened. Either the Acolyte—Vincent David Shaw—had received bad info, and no one had been seen in the feed store any time recently. Or he’d lied to Porter. Bamboozled him. Porter couldn’t figure why Shaw would want him out of town, but regardless, it had worked, and Porter was nearly twenty miles from civilization.

      He holstered his pistol and took one last look around the place.

      “Dumbass,” Porter muttered to himself.

      He walked to the front door and, as if suddenly respectful of property rights, unlatched it and stepped out front.

      The early afternoon sun was high in the sky and knocked a bit of the chill out of the air.

      Porter shielded his eyes and looked around the parking lot. Other than his own tire marks, there were no others that looked fresh. The rest were worn down by weathering and erosion. He looked at the silo near him, and the one across the street. He wondered how busy the store had been at its height, conceding that it must have been vital for the area. A place to buy the necessary accouterments to make farms run must have been valuable.

      He looked down as he turned his back on the road and moved back to the store. He passed the propane tank, and as he did, he noticed something for the first time.

      Footprints.

      He been so concerned with the tire tracks that he hadn’t narrowed his focus and looked for the smaller, more difficult tracks to spot. The footprints were fresher, made sometime in the last four or five hours, and they weren’t from his Chuck Taylors.

      They were made by some type of boot with a thick sole. He squatted down to get a closer look.

      A gunshot rang out, killing the silence. The window in front of Porter shattered. He was caught out in the open. Without hesitation, he dove to the right, taking cover behind the big metal propane reservoir.

      Two more rounds impacted the tank, and Porter knelt down, keeping his head low. Despite what the movies liked to show, he wasn’t concerned about the tank exploding. He was sure it was more empty than not, and even if it was full, bullets weren’t likely to ignite the flammable fumes.

      He thought about which way the rounds were coming from. It couldn’t be from the building or anywhere behind it. The rounds were hitting the opposite side of the tank. The only thing on the other side of the road was an empty field, and—

      Another round hit the tank.

      —the grain silo. The reservoir was plenty big for someone to hide in it, waiting for him to stick his neck out.

      Two more rounds hit the tank.

      Porter pulled out his pistol. Leaving the tank and the cover it provided was a non-starter. Someone was trying to kill him with a weapon that had much better range than his Glock, from a better vantage point than his metal tank. Still, Porter knew he couldn’t just sit there.

      At some point, the shooter might get lucky, put a couple rounds through the same hole and have a chance to hit him. If it were Porter, he’d shoot under the tank, between the gap in the gravel ground and the bottom of the tank.

      It was possible to make bullets skip along the ground, breaking apart and becoming shrapnel as they did.

      Which gave Porter an idea.

      He flattened out on the ground and looked under the tank. Aside from damp mold and algae, there was nothing. The space between the tank and ground was almost a foot. Porter crawled on his belly, straining to get as far underneath as he could.

      When he stopped, he was still underneath the tank, but could see the rest of the parking lot, the road in the middle, and the silo in the field beyond that. Anyone looking from the silo would likely fail to see him, as he was cloaked in the shadow of the tank.

      Another round impacted somewhere above him, and Porter gritted his teeth. The positive spin was that the shooter was no longer hiding in the grain reservoir. Porter could see him standing with his rifle balanced on a railing.

      It was too far for Porter to make out the figure, but that didn’t matter: the black silhouette was still trying to kill him.

      Porter slid his pistol in front of him and balanced it on its bottom, using the ground to level and stabilize it. He sank his head as low as he could, to line up his sights.

      The silo was probably seventy yards away. With a pistol, it wasn’t a guaranteed shot, but bracing the Glock on the ground gave Porter a much better chance. When Porter was a Fed, he’d been a firearms instructor, and had shot tens of thousands of pistol rounds. He knew he could make the shot, if he took his time.

      Another round impacted the tank. Then two more.

      Porter centered the front sight on the silhouetted figure. The person wasn’t moving, and Porter was glad. While he trusted himself to hit a shot at that distance, against a moving target it would have been nearly impossible. He pressed the trigger smoothly to the rear, and the Glock barked in his hands.

      The figure staggered, then began a terminal lean against the railing, which ended in the body falling head over heels off the grain silo.

      Porter took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. Hitting the figure had caused two things to happen that he hadn’t expected.

      The first was that he had immobilized the man, and sent him plummeting off the grain silo. If the round hadn’t killed the shooter, the fall certainly had.

      The second thing he hadn’t expected was to see a second figure crawl out of the silo, and half-climb, half-fall down the metal ladder that granted access back to terra firma.

      Porter watched from underneath the tank as a man dropped the last ten feet to the ground and, with a noticeable limp, headed off across the barren field. Running. Trying to escape.

      Porter pushed himself from underneath the tank and sprinted after the man, disappointed to realize he was running for the second time in as many days.
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      The gravel tore into his shoes, and Porter cursed under his breath. Moments later, he was on the pavement of the road, and then, blessedly, in the hard-packed earth of the field. Without stopping to look at the man on the ground near the silo, Porter gave chase to his fleeing comrade.

      The figure was no more than fifty yards from him, the limp visibly slowing him down.

      Porter kept running, and a thought flashed in his mind: he could have gotten into his truck and driven after the man. Now even more frustrated that he was running, Porter pumped his arms, bringing his six-foot-four-inch frame to top speed, closing the gap on the runner.

      The frigid wind whipped past Porter’s face; the sun was overhead, and thankfully out of his eyes. He took short breaths, feeding the engine room in his lungs as he drew closer.

      Porter caught the man, barreling into him as he crested a small hill. A perfect form tackle, just like when he’d been a linebacker in football. He drove his shoulder into the man’s spine and sent him flying. As the slope of the hill gave way, the man hit the ground and tumbled, wrapped up in his own arms and legs.

      Dusting his pants off, Porter walked down the hill toward the man. “And I thought I was slow.”

      The man rolled over. The face looking back at him was the guy from the pool table at the bar two nights ago. The man who wouldn’t move out of the way.

      “Clyde? Is that what they call you?”

      “I ain’t got nothin’ to say.” The man sat up and reached toward his knee, the source of his limp.

      Porter stepped on Clyde’s hand, pressing it into the injured leg. Clyde flopped back to the ground and writhed in agony.

      “Oh, you better come up with something to say. You’d be in enough trouble just for shooting at me, but you made me chase you, too? Start moving your lips before I rip them off.”

      “I never shot at you, that was Aaron. I was just watchin’, that’s all.”

      “Bullshit. You were spotting for him. Like two buddies in a deer stand, trying to get some meat for the freezer. Well, you shot at the wrong big brown animal this time.” Porter leaned more of his weight on the man’s knee.

      His lower torso immobilized, Clyde’s upper body rolled back and forth.

      “Why did you try to kill me?”

      “I didn’t shoot at you—”

      Porter stepped hard on the man’s leg, as if he were trying to push it through the earth.

      Clyde stopped groaning for a moment. “I don’t… know—could you give the leg a break?”

      “Oh, it’s gonna break all right, if you don’t start talking.”

      “Please—just let up and I’ll talk.”

      Porter took his foot off the man, to remind him what a world without excruciating pain felt like.

      Through deep breaths, Clyde sputtered, “I don’t know nothin’.”

      “I don’t doubt you’re dumb as a stump, but you at least know who told you I was gonna be out here.”

      Clyde shook his head. “No, I don’t, I swear.”

      Porter squatted next to the man. “You know I killed your friend, right? He’s dead. I got no problem doing the same to you. You don’t start talking, you’ll never see the inside of that shitty bar again.”

      “I know people. You mess with me, the entire Peaks club will be after you. You’ll never get away.”

      Porter smiled. “I’ve had my run-in with you bozos before. I’d be more scared if you told me a troop of Girl Scouts was gonna be after me.” He reached over and squeezed Clyde’s knee, then added a little twist to ramp up the man’s agony.

      Clyde grimaced and looked left and right, for some sort of cavalry to come and help him. There was nothing in either direction, just a near-empty cornfield, already harvested for the year. “But if I tell you, they gonna kill me.”

      “Why do you guys always say that? I’m standing right here with enough rounds to start a revolution. Be worried about me.”

      “You just gonna kill me, too.”

      “Maybe.”

      “That’s all you can say, is maybe? You supposed to make me feel like talking is the best option I got.”

      “You can’t figure that out on your own?”

      Clyde rubbed his face. “I’m dead.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Man, this is his fault. Should have never told us to come out here and mess with you. After what you did at the bar, what did he expect? Huh?”

      “He who?”

      Clyde eyed Porter for a few moments. “That wacko.”

      Porter didn’t say anything. Instead, he stood and put his foot on Clyde’s knee again. Before he could put pressure on it, the biker was already spitting out more information. “The House, man. Those psychos in the woods.”

      “Their boss told you to do it? The Acolyte?”

      “That the one with the shiny hair?”

      Porter nodded.

      “Naw, wasn’t him. It was the other guy. Big guy, built like a brick shithouse.”

      “Lighthammer,” Porter said.

      “Yeah, that’s the one. Came to the bar. Said if we still wanted to work with them, he needed a favor.”

      Porter turned his head. “What do you mean, ‘still’ work with them? What kind of work?”

      Clyde clamped his mouth shut.

      Porter stepped down, and Clyde yelped in pain.

      “Okay, okay. Just get off me.”

      Porter lifted his foot.

      “Their weed, man. Their weed.”

      “You sell their dope?”

      “I mean, it’s our weed once we buy it. They give us a good price, so we pay it. Then we flip it around, make a few bucks.”

      Porter stepped away from the man, the new information he’d just heard speeding through his head. It made sense that the House would try to find an easy, local place to offload all the dope he’d found. The bikers were as good a buyer as any. Which meant it didn’t take much for Lighthammer to ask them for a favor. Take out the guy who’d been causing both of them problems.

      He looked down at Clyde, who’d pushed himself up into a seated position again. “Does your whole club know you came after me?”

      “Hell, no. Pres never would have gone for it. Me and Aaron thought we’d do a little side action, put in a little work on our own.”

      “Good. Now I don’t have to go back to the bar with a grenade tonight.”

      Clyde chuckled nervously. “You just kiddin’, right?”

      Porter looked at the man, stone-faced. “Let’s take a walk.” He grabbed Clyde by the collar and pulled him to his feet. As he did, he swept his hands around the man’s waist and down each leg.

      “I ain’t got a piece, if that’s what you’re looking for.”

      “Just walk.”

      Porter stayed several feet behind the man as he limped and hobbled his way up the hill and back toward the road. For his part, Clyde wouldn’t stop talking, babbling about all sorts of things.

      “Just keep going.” Porter pointed at the grain silo. “That’s good, stop there.”

      Clyde stopped, standing gingerly, his body crooked to alleviate the pain in his knee.

      Porter walked over to the man on the ground, his neck twisted at a grotesque angle, and looked at the rifle lying near him. It was an AR-10. Like its little brother, the AR-15, it was semi-automatic, and would shoot a round every time the trigger was pulled. The AR-10 fired larger rounds, but had fewer of them in the magazine stuffed into the bottom of the gun. “Nice piece.”

      “It’s Aaron’s. He uses it when he goes hog hunting down in Texas.”

      “And I look like a pig to you guys?”

      Clyde stammered. “No…nothin’ like that.”

      “Tell you what—you’ve helped me, so I’m not gonna kill you.”

      “You serious?”

      “I rarely lie. But you still need to learn a lesson.”

      Clyde nodded his head back and forth. “I learned a real good lesson. Yep, learned all I need to know, I promise you that.”

      “Not yet, you haven’t. I want you to climb up there.” He gestured with his head to the grain silo.

      “What? Why?”

      “Just do what I say.”

      Clyde hobbled to the metal ladder. “But my leg…”

      “It’s gonna be the least of your problems if you don’t start climbing.”

      “What am I supposed to do once I get up there?”

      “Jump.”

      “Jump where?”

      “Off. Take the express elevator back down to the ground.”

      “But the fall will kill me. I mean, look at Aaron.”

      “Maybe. Maybe you break your other leg. Maybe you end up in a chair the rest of your life. At least you have a chance. You don’t get your ass up that ladder, I’ll shoot you right here.”

      “You're serious?”

      Porter looked at the man and unholstered his pistol. “What do you think?”

      Clyde’s eyes went wide. He started to speak, then clamped his mouth shut. His shoulders sagged and he started up the ladder. Because of his leg, it took the man nearly five minutes to get to the top of the fifty-foot structure. He looked down at Porter.

      Porter waved his pistol up at the man, gesturing for him to jump.

      Clyde stood behind the railing, frozen, unmoving. Nearly three minutes later he was still standing there.

      Porter picked up the AR-10, put the crosshair of the scope on the silo directly behind the man, and pulled the trigger.

      The round crashed into the metal behind Clyde, spurring him to action.

      Porter watched as the man put one leg, then the other, over the rail and stood on the outside, gripping tight to the metal railing behind him. Then he stepped off.
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      Clyde hit the ground with a thud.

      Porter used his shirt to wipe off the grip and trigger of the rifle he’d just used, and set it down on the ground. Then he walked over to Clyde, who was lying still in a heap. He’d over-rotated a bit, and the angle of his broken neck nearly matched his already-dead biker brother’s.

      Neither would ever move again.

      Porter left both men and the rifle where they were. He took his time walking across the field to his truck. His mind was churning through the information he’d received, more frustrated about what he’d learned than about actually being shot at.

      The House weren’t just weird cultists; they were full-on drug traffickers. It explained the security of the compound a bit more, and also why Shaw had been so angry when Porter had opened the shipping container.

      Porter crossed the road, and was back in the gravel parking lot. His thoughts were torn between devoting brainpower to thinking about Teagan, and trying to decide what he was going to do about the House.

      He kept coming back to Tucker Grant.

      The sheriff would have to do something about the House. Porter wasn’t in the business of arresting people anymore. He wasn’t interested in making sure hundreds of pounds of weed were properly weighed, inventoried, and analyzed by a forensics lab.

      He didn’t want anything to do with the drugs. He’d give it to Sheriff Grant. Drop it in his lap, goad him into finally doing his job. Then, Porter could refocus on finding Teagan and Lance Keep.

      He walked over to the propane tank. There were half a dozen holes in the side, but no smell of the gas. Porter guessed the tank had been long empty. He knelt down and reached under the tank, feeling around until he found the brass casing that had been ejected from his pistol when he’d shot Aaron as the man had tried to kill him from the grain silo.

      Any medical investigation that took place would likely find his round in Aaron’s body. But with the modern bullet technology, how they were designed to deform upon entry to a body and cause maximum damage, Porter wasn’t worried that an investigator would have much to see.

      He walked behind the building, fired up his truck, and started the long drive back to town. Lost in thought, he arrived much more quickly than he’d anticipated, and looked down at the clock. It was barely one o’clock.

      His stomach growled, and he wanted nothing more than to stop at the diner and see Cookie, let the old man whip up something that would hold him over. But there was no time. His conversation with Sheriff Grant took priority.

      Porter pulled down to Main Street and parked. The area was as busy as could be expected, and there was a smattering of people going in and out of the shops.

      He walked by the statue in front of City Hall, and took the turn around the building to get to the sheriff's office.

      When he walked in, the place was deserted. He went up to the counter and leaned over, looking left and right, until he caught a glimpse of the sheriff in the back of the building. Porter reached over and pushed a big red button, listened for the click of the magnetic door next to the receptionist’s desk, and let himself in. He walked past the bullpen of empty desks and right into Sheriff Grant’s office.

      “What the hell?” the sheriff said with a start. “Who let you in here?”

      “Not happy to see me?” Porter said.

      “No, actually, I’m not. I have too much on my plate to listen to you.” There were several papers on the man’s desk, and he was shuffling through them.

      “I think what I have to say is more important than someone’s tractor getting stolen.”

      “It was a walk-behind tiller,” the young sheriff said as he rubbed his face. “I got Kris Jennings in the drunk tank in the back. He smacked Rachel around again, so I’m gonna have to tell the prosecutor about it. And I got three more calls today, including one from Old Lady Keep saying people are threatening her. See? Despite what you may think, there’s plenty to keep me busy.”

      “Old Lady Keep? You mean from the House’s demonstration?”

      The sheriff nodded. “One and the same. Good old Gladys.”

      “So they put their hands on her in front of you, and you do nothing. Then they call her and threaten her, and you still haven’t helped the old broad out? You’re really good at your job.”

      Sheriff Grant exhaled. “How do you know the House is threatening her? Huh? She causes plenty of problems around here; it could be anybody. I don’t have time to shake down leads. Which is why I want to know what the hell you’re doing here. Why are you bothering me right now?”

      “I figured you’d want to know the House has teamed up with the Peaks bike club and they’re trafficking dope. Right here, under your nose.”

      Grant’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know that?”

      “I have my ways.”

      “Did you find that out when you went to the feed store?”

      “Maybe. I had a pretty good time. You should have told me how exciting it was out there.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means I got the info from a good source.”

      “I’d like to talk to your source.”

      Porter crossed his arms. “No can do.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I killed them.”

      Grant’s mouth dropped. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “Where? Why?”

      “The feed store. What, you thought I was kidding? It’s balls to the wall out there.”

      “Why would you tell me that? Now I have to arrest you.”

      “What for?”

      “Murder is still illegal,” Sheriff Grant said.

      “It wasn’t murder, it was self-defense.”

      “Says you.”

      “What, you think I went down there just to kill a couple guys? Use your head.”

      Grant didn’t say anything.

      “Besides, there’s no evidence I was even there. The only reason you know is because I told you. You aren’t recording this conversation, so no one will ever know what I said. You arrest me and put me on the stand, I’ll clam up. You’re just wasting your time.”

      “I… I need to do something.”

      “Yeah, you do. Take your scared ass out to the House’s compound and arrest the Acolyte. His name’s Vincent David Shaw. Has a rap sheet a mile long; all you have to do is look it up.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I have my ways.”

      Grant rubbed his head. “And what would I be arresting him for, smart guy? I don’t have any probable cause showing a crime was committed.”

      “Sometimes you gotta bend the rules a little,” Porter said. “Go open one of their shipping containers. You’ll see all you need to see.”

      “Why do you want me to do that?”

      “Because I’m not gonna stop looking for Teagan Keep.”

      “So?”

      “So apparently, I’m going to keep butting heads with these assholes. Unless you want bodies to keep dropping in your town, you’ll do your job and get them out of the way. If you don’t, I can’t promise what will happen.”

      Grant pushed himself to his feet. “I’m the sheriff. You can’t talk to me like this. You can’t just tell me what to do.”

      “I’d rather not have to, but you’re a pussy who doesn’t know his job.”

      Face red, the sheriff slammed his palm against the table. “I’m not a pussy. I’m not scared of anyone. Not the House, not the Peaks, and especially not you.”

      “Oh yeah? Prove it. Go out to the compound and do your job. Or would you want Great-Uncle Augustus to see what a little bitch his family has become? What would he say if he saw how impotent you are?”

      Grant placed his other palm flat on the table and stared at Porter, breathing heavily. “Get the hell out of my office.”

      “Look—”

      “I said get out!”

      Porter slowly nodded, and turned his back on the sheriff. He opened the door and paused on the threshold. “Things in this town are out of control, and you’ve let them get that way. Have a little pride in the job. Have a little pride in yourself.”

      With that, Porter slammed the door and walked out of the sheriff’s office.
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      Porter sat in his truck and waited while the Ford warmed up and pumped hot air into the cabin. Moments later, Sheriff Grant came barreling out of the sheriff’s office, shotgun in hand. He got into his truck, emblazoned with the Sheriff’s Department badge, and drove away, headed in the opposite direction from the feed store where Porter had just come from. Grant was going the other way, the way Porter had driven two nights earlier.

      Toward the House’s compound.

      “About time he grew a pair,” Porter muttered to himself.

      Lost in thought for a moment, he was jarred back to reality by his phone. He smiled at the caller ID and answered. “Yeah?”

      “Is that how you always answer the phone?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Very funny,” Cassidy said. “I wanted to check on you. Make sure you were okay.”

      “Worried about me?”

      “Well…yeah. I didn’t feel good about you going out to the silos.”

      “Why?”

      “No reason, it’s just…you seem to get into trouble everywhere you go. You’re like a magnet.”

      “I attracted you, didn’t I?”

      “Yeah, and I’m probably the worst kind of trouble, don’t you think?”

      “You aren’t that bad. I’m starving. Can you eat?”

      “I mean... I can. I just think I’d rather be out looking for Teagan, is all. We aren’t any closer to finding her than when we started.”

      “I have a couple thoughts about that, but if I don’t eat something soon, I’m gonna start losing weight. I worked too hard to achieve this mountain of manliness to start giving it away.”

      She laughed into the phone. “Okay. Where?”

      “How about Cookie’s diner? That work for you?”

      “See you soon.” The phone clicked off.

      Porter scrolled through his phone and found his favorite playlist, which heavily featured the Notorious B.I.G., and pulled out of the spot.

      The calculus problem that was his last few days sat heavy in his mind. No amount of Biggie rapping about guns and drugs could make him forget his very real problems with the same things, and the back of his mind burned in frustration.

      All the things he’d discovered so far felt ancillary. Extra. Off-topic. He was trying to figure out where Teagan Keep was, where her daddy had taken her. Instead, he’d found a cult, their drug-trafficking operation, and two very stupid one-percenters who thought they were hit men.

      None of those things felt related to a missing girl.

      He had Cassidy in his ear, wondering where her daughter was, and Porter couldn’t blame her. He wouldn’t tell her so, but he usually had a faster rate of return when he was looking for someone. Pound the pavement, rattle a few cages, shake the bushes, and things were bound to pop out.

      It was often easier than he cared to admit to get the information. All it took was an iron will, strong constitution, and the type of moral flexibility that allowed for breaking an arm or shooting someone in the kneecap.

      But right now, he couldn’t even begin to think of a kneecap worth shooting.

      Around the time Biggie started asking who was paging him so early in the morning, Porter pulled into the diner’s parking lot. Cassidy’s car was parked there and she was sitting on the trunk.

      He pulled up next to her, and motioned for her to hop in. She did, and immediately lowered the music to a more reasonable level.

      “Sorry. I can’t even think with it that loud.”

      “You know, in some places they lock you up for turning down a classic,” Porter said with a smirk.

      “That’s not funny. Anything new about Teagan?”

      He shook his head. “No. But I wanted to ask you something.”

      “Anything.”

      “How much do you know about the House’s drug-trafficking setup?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Porter turned the car off. He looked around, but there was no one. “They’re trafficking dope.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      Porter watched her out of the corner of his eye. “I found a metric shit-ton of the stuff when I was there the other night. Apparently, they sell it to the Peaks motorcycle club.”

      “I had no clue.”

      “You sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure. There were parts of the compound that I never got to see. Places only the Acolyte, Lighthammer, and the Usher brothers were allowed to go.”

      “His name is Vincent.”

      “Who?”

      “The Acolyte. I’m not gonna call him that anymore. It’s stupid. I’m gonna call him Vincent.”

      “His real name is Vincent?”

      “Yep.”

      “I wonder why he wouldn’t tell us.”

      “Because the Darkness wouldn’t teach all its secrets to a guy named Vincent, would it?”

      “I guess not. Listen, I didn’t know about any drugs. You have to believe me.”

      “Do I?”

      Cassidy looked at him, frustration on her face. “Yes, you do. Listen, I know I kept some things from you earlier, maybe wasn’t so honest about calling the sheriff. But this drug stuff? You gotta know, I had nothing to do with it. Why would I? What’s the point?”

      “I’m not saying you knew or you didn’t. I just wish I’d had more info about these weirdos when I set out. You’re the only inside info I can get, and the more info I have, the better. Feel me?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I just… I don’t want you to be mad at me.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “Things are so bad right now, and you are the only good thing I’ve found in a long time. Without you helping me, I don’t know what I’d do.” Cassidy looked down at her lap.

      After a few moments, Porter reached over and patted her on the leg. “Come on. Let’s go eat.”

      He unlocked the door and slid out of the car. When his feet hit the ground, the impact jarred his arms, reminding him of the beating he’d taken with the pipe. He almost didn’t want to see what the damage looked like.

      He closed his door and met Cassidy by the diner entrance, holding the door open for her.

      When he entered, he was greeted by the smell of Cookie’s food alchemy—all the ordinary ingredients he used to make something amazing.

      “Big man! Missed you this morning,” the old cook said.

      “I was a little busy.”

      Cookie looked at Porter, then Cassidy hugging his arm. “Uh-huh. I’ll bet you were. Y'all just go sit anywhere.”

      Porter went to the booth where he’d eaten with Cassidy when she’d first asked for his help. It had been less than forty-eight hours earlier, but for some reason it felt like a lifetime.

      He slid into the bench across from her.

      “How did things go at the feed store this morning?”

      Porter shrugged. “Fine.” Despite her smile, her freckles, and the way they’d fit together the night before, he figured she was still on a need-to-know basis. Telling everyone everything he’d done was a sure way to get in trouble one day. It was bad enough he’d told Sheriff Grant, but he’d done that for a specific reason.

      To push the sheriff. Jar him from his inaction. Try to see if the man had any law-enforcement backbone in him. If Grant would do his job, Porter would have things a lot easier while he looked for Teagan.

      Telling Grant had been a risk, but a calculated one.

      Besides, Porter felt like he’d had a good read on the man since day one. Evidence against him or not, he certainly wouldn’t have told just any cop that he’d killed two people. It was a good way to end up in prison.

      “Just fine,” Porter muttered. “I think I convinced the sheriff to help us out.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I told him about the House and the drugs. Told him he needed to go over there and do something. I think he finally took me seriously.”

      “Serious how?”

      “He’s heading over there, I think. Had a shotgun and his big-boy panties on. Maybe he’ll finally arrest someone.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s fine, I guess, but it doesn’t help us get to Teagan any sooner.”

      “Maybe not, but we’ll put out one fire at a time.”

      Cookie came over with two menus. “You guys need to look at this? Ain’t a thing changed since yesterday.”

      “I have to use the girls’ room. Order me anything,” Cassidy said. She slid out and headed for the bathroom at the end of the diner.

      Porter and Cookie both watched her go.

      “Surprised to see you with her again,” the cook said.

      “Why’s that?”

      “No reason. Just weird to take up with someone when you were planning on gettin’ out of town.”

      Porter laughed. “You might be right about that. Cookie, can I ask you a question?”

      “Is it serious? Or you just gonna bust my balls about the tenderloin again?”

      “Serious.”

      Cookie’s smile faded. “Hit me with it.”

      “You know anything about her?”

      “Your young friend? Can’t say I do. Town this small, I’ve seen her around, but that’s about it.”

      “What about that cult that’s around here?”

      “Not much to know, I guess. They mostly keep to themselves, except when they’re preaching by the town hall. But I work too much to ever have time to go over there and listen to their bullshit.”

      “Smart man. One more question?”

      “You’re my best customer. You can ask anything you want.”

      “You know an old woman, last name Keep?”

      “Gladys?”

      Porter nodded.

      “Hell yeah, I know Gladys. We went to school together. That was a hell of a long time ago, though. I ain’t talked to her in years.”

      “Any clue where she lives?”

      Cookie exhaled and looked up at the ceiling, searching for an answer. “You know… I do. I damn sure do, come to think of it.”

      “Mind pointing me in the right direction?”

      “It’s over there off Pikes Place.”

      “Pretend like I’m not from around here.”

      “Shit, I’m bad for directions. Let me dig the address up and I’ll give it to you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You gonna order?”

      “Why? I might as well just let you pick for me.”

      “See? My best customer,” the old man said as he shuffled off behind the counter.
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      Moments later, Cassidy slid back into the booth.

      “Everything work out for you in there?”

      “Are you asking me if I had problems peeing?”

      “Not really, but if you want to get into it, I’d be glad to listen.”

      She shook her head. “So what’s next?”

      “I’m gonna eat a pile of whatever Cookie brings me.”

      “I mean after that.”

      “We’ll see what we can dig up about your girl.”

      Cassidy smiled a thin smile. “Tomorrow’s her birthday.”

      “I know.”

      “She’ll be thirteen.”

      “I know.”

      “I’m sick about it.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Is there any chance we find her today?”

      Porter shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe not, though.”

      “I don’t want to get your hopes up.”

      Cassidy didn’t answer.

      “Are you sure Lance is still around? Maybe he took off with her. Maybe they’re in the wind somewhere. Be hard to find them if they’re in Oklahoma or Georgia or the Caribbean.”

      Cassidy shook her head. “Lance didn’t have any money. He didn’t have anything. There’s no way he could’ve run.”

      “Would Gladys give him money?”

      “Gladys?”

      “Yeah. Mothers usually want to help their kids. I mean, you’re an example of that.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think she has much. I couldn’t really say; she and I don’t speak.”

      “Why not?”

      Cassidy blew a raspberry as she exhaled. “I think most mothers don’t like the women their sons marry. Maybe it’s genetic or something. We never really got off on the right foot. Then, when I convinced Lance to join the House with me, Gladys was pissed. She blamed me for taking her son and turning him into a ‘zombie.’ She never let me live it down, and we aren’t exactly on the best of terms.”

      “Have you asked her if she’s seen Lance and Teagan?”

      “I called her. Once. She said she had no clue where they were, and that even if she did, she wouldn’t tell me. That was that.”

      “I get it.”

      Porter looked out the window for a few moments. The sparse few trees that Cookie had added as landscaping were blowing wildly. The sun was still high, but was well past its daily zenith. It would be all down from there. Down into the horizon and dusk. He put the back of his hand on the window, the cold a contrast from the toasty temperature inside.

      “What did you mean when you said Lance didn’t have any money?”

      “What’s there to explain? He’s broke. Heck, we all are, all of us that were in the House. We had to give the Acolyte—”

      “Vincent,” Porter reminded her.

      “Right. We had to give Vincent everything. We got just enough to get by, and if we needed something, we told him and he gave it to us.”

      “Your car’s pretty new. How’d you manage that?”

      Cassidy smiled. “I ever told you about my Mema?”

      Porter shook his head.

      “I guess not. To be fair, we haven’t done too much talking when we’ve been with each other.” She reached across the booth and slipped her hand into his.

      Porter looked down at the nicely shaped nails attached to the fingers intertwined in his.

      “My Mema was awesome. She was…she was like this tough old bird. Real country, born during the Depression. She never really outgrew it, you know? My grandad was a great guy, but my Mema didn’t care. She always told me and my mother, ‘A woman needs a little stash to herself. Doesn’t matter how good your man is, you need a little something for you.’ She meant it, too. Always had some extra money saved.”

      “Kind of like lying, isn’t it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, it’s a lot like lying. Grandad’s out there busting his ass for the family and Mema’s holding out on him.”

      “Mema always said a woman’s gotta have her secrets. So, I kept mine. The entire time we were with the House, I had a little stashed away. My inheritance from Mema, actually. It wasn’t much. But when I left, I was able to put a little something down on the Hyundai. I know I got a bad interest rate because of my credit, but at least I have something to get myself around, and it’s got a little clearance if it snows.”

      “That’s a plus,” Porter said. “What other secrets did you keep from Lance and the House?”

      “If I told you, they wouldn’t be secrets, would they?”

      Porter nodded. He started to speak, but Cookie came back with two plates of food.

      “You’ve never been here for lunch, so I gave you a patty melt. Extra cheese, because you look like you aren’t worried about your cholesterol.”

      “Good call,” Porter said.

      “I figured.” He set an identical plate in front of Cassidy. “And you look like you do worry about your cholesterol. If that’s true, then you need to loosen up sometimes.”

      “I’m not gonna argue,” she said.

      “Good, because I wouldn’t listen anyway.” Cookie slid a piece of paper toward Porter. “Gladys’s address, like you asked for.”

      Porter nodded, and the diner owner ambled off.

      Cassidy looked at the paper, then up at Porter. “Why do you need her address?”

      Porter globbed ketchup on his plate. “I’m gonna go talk to her.”

      “You shouldn’t do that.”

      “Why? She’s not my mother-in-law.”

      “Honestly, she’s a pain in the ass. You won’t get anything by going over there.”

      “I’m a pain in the ass, too. Maybe we’ll cancel each other out, and I’ll be able to get some answers. If Lance is flat broke, like you say, he has to be getting something from someone. Besides, according to the sheriff, she called him today, complaining about getting some threatening phone calls.”

      “And you think that has something to do with the House?”

      “Who else would want to bother an old woman?” Porter said, squirting a packet of mayonnaise into the ketchup pile. “The question is, why are they bothering her? You got any thoughts about that?”

      Cassidy slowly chewed a fry. “I couldn’t even guess. The way those guys make decisions barely made much sense to me when I was living there. Now… Well, I can’t understand any of it.”

      “Yeah, that’s what doesn’t add up for me. If Lance has Teagan and he’s going to take her back to the House, why would they need to do anything except wait? It just doesn’t make sense.”

      Cassidy shook her head. “Doesn’t make sense to me, either. Regardless, I don’t think that old bird knows anything.”

      “All the same, it can’t hurt. Besides, maybe she’ll be able to tell me a little more about you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Porter smiled. “You know, just because I quit my old job doesn’t mean I wasn’t good at it. The thing I was probably best at was interviewing people. Looking someone in the eye and figuring them out. Understanding when people were telling me the truth or not.”

      “Oh, so you’re a psychic now?”

      “Not really. It’s just a gut feeling. Put yourself in enough situations where you need to trust your instinct, and it gets really sharp. Like a little computer running in your head, always analyzing the situation. Eventually, I learned how to follow those feelings. Trust them. They usually aren’t wrong.”

      Cassidy’s face faltered. “And you think I’m lying to you? That’s what you’re trying to say, right?”

      “I didn’t say that. But I do think you’re keeping something from me. You haven’t been totally honest since we met. That’s fine; everyone has to open up at their own speed. The problem is, the little itch in the back of my head tells me you know something you aren’t telling me.”

      What Porter didn’t tell the woman was that he’d had trouble reading her since he’d met her. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the stress of the preceding weeks or, more likely, that her resemblance to Trish had destroyed his inner calibration.

      Cassidy’s cheeks turned red, and her eyes glossed over. Trish never blushed, and the phenomenon was odd on a face that looked like hers. Yet another of the growing list of differences Porter had noticed. “I think it’s pretty lousy you say that. I’m backed against the wall and I need help and you know it. I can’t do this by myself. I don’t know where my daughter is, and I need to find her more than anything.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “That’s the gospel truth. I’m not sure what else I can say to try to make you believe me.”

      Porter took a drink of his water.

      Cassidy pushed her plate away from her. “You know what? I don’t deserve this. I don’t know what it is about me, but all the men in my life seem happy to try to make me feel like a bad person. I’m not gonna sit around here and let you do it, too. While we’re just sitting here, Teagan is still missing. I have a better chance finding her if I go do something, rather than sitting here with you.”

      “Cassidy, wai—”

      “No. No, I won’t wait.” She slid out of the booth and stood up. “I knew I shouldn’t have asked for your help. I was scared and desperate and I didn’t know what else to do. Getting involved with you was a big mistake. I’m leaving, and I’m gonna find my girl myself.

      “I tell you what, you should pray you’re never in this situation—desperate and alone—because it sucks. Especially when you can’t get the good people in your life to believe you.”

      With that, she turned on her heel and walked out of the diner. Porter watched her go, then watched through the window as she got into her car and drove out of the parking lot, scattering gravel as she did.

      He wanted to stop her, but had no clue what to say. So, he didn’t say anything.
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      The food had turned bland in his mouth, so Porter left it on the table. He dropped a couple of bills on the counter in front of Cookie, not waiting for his change, or to get to the bottom of the look Cookie was giving him.

      Porter had lived with himself long enough to know when he’d messed up.

      The wind bit into his face as he got into his truck, and he was wondering if hanging around long enough to see snow was a good idea. There was nothing stopping him from leaving: pointing the big Ford south, driving until he hit water, and then hanging a left. The problem was, there was still the scratching at the back of his head.

      The one that made him wonder where Teagan was, after all this. He wanted to dismiss it and leave. But deep down, he thought he was better than Sheriff Grant. That if he wanted to find someone, he could do it. All he had to be was properly motivated.

      While it was true that the biggest part of his motivation had angrily driven away a few minutes ago, he still couldn’t help himself. Teagan was just a kid, and if he didn’t at least try a few more tricks, she wouldn’t be a child this time the following day. At least not in any way that counted.

      And the thought of Vincent David Shaw putting his hands on anyone turned Porter’s stomach.

      He dropped the truck into drive and started out. It was easy enough to know which way to turn. Left and he’d be going back toward his motel. Porter turned right. As he rolled, he put the address into his smartphone and sat back as the voice over the Bluetooth guided him.

      He was lost in thought, following the directions, and when the robotic GPS voice told him to make a turn he hadn’t noticed, he obliged.

      It was a frontage road, and it paralleled Main Street for several miles until it veered sharply. Porter found himself on a grass road, which had obviously been overgrown before winter killed the vegetation and left it matted to the ground. He kept the faith that the GPS was taking him to the right place, but he wasn’t sure anymore. He was led nearly three miles off the surface street, which was nearly an eternity on the small road.

      As he began to contemplate turning back, Porter saw an old Victorian home at the crest of a small hill. It was in disrepair, obviously abandoned, so he didn’t stop.

      He passed three more such homes, two on his right and one on his left, until the road came to a dead end, straight into another big Victorian. The light was still good outside, and Porter looked over the two-story home, its powder blue siding and big wraparound front porch a stark contrast to the rotted remains of the other homes.

      He paused for a moment, letting the engine idle as he tried to decide where to park, then pulled up to the front, to the right of the stairs which led to the front door. Porter turned the engine off and slid out of the truck.

      He turned in a slow circle, unable to shake the feeling that one of those terrific villains from the seventies was going to pop out and fire up a chainsaw.

      He liked his face and didn’t want anyone else to wear it.

      Porter had started moving toward the stairs when a voice spoke out to him. “That’s far enough.”

      Porter stopped and raised his hands, palms up. “I’m not here to cause any trouble. I’m just looking for Gladys.”

      “Well, what the hell do you want from her?”

      “I just got a couple questions.”

      “What if she doesn’t want to answer them?”

      “That’s her prerogative. I just figured since she’s getting threatening phone calls, maybe she’d wanna tell someone why.”

      “Why what?”

      “Why those wackos at the House are bothering her.”

      “What if they are? You gonna do something about it?”

      Porter thought back to the first time he’d seen the House, in front of Grant’s ancestor’s monument outside of town hall, and the old woman he’d helped up. The voices were too similar to be a coincidence. “Gladys, you’ve already seen I got no love for those assholes. If you want to talk, then let me in and tell me why you called the sheriff. If not, tell me now, and I can take my big brown ass back into my truck where it’s warm.”

      There was silence for several moments, then the screen door on the front porch opened. Gladys Keep, mother of Lance, granny of Teagan, adversarial mother-in-law to Cassidy, stepped out, holding a cast-iron frying pan, low and ready at her side.

      “You gonna brain me with that?” Porter said.

      “If I have to. A girl has to look after herself out here, you know.”

      “Especially when she’s getting sketchy phone calls?”

      She waved him in. “Well, come on, might as well warm your big brown ass up.”

      Porter stepped through the front door and into the past. Still in his mid-thirties, he’d obviously never lived in the nineteen fifties, but from all the television he’d watched, he imagined that Gladys Keep’s house was vintage.

      “Close that door; it’s colder than a witch’s tit out there.”

      Porter shut it behind him and wiped his Chuck Taylors off on the big rug in front of the window. “Supposed to get colder.”

      “You don’t have to tell me. Damn snow rollin’ in. It’s gonna get thick tonight.”

      “That’s what I’ve heard.”

      “Come on.”

      Gladys led Porter through the living room and another room with a crackling potbelly stove in it, and into the kitchen.

      “Some place.”

      “This? Shit, this ain’t nothin’. Been in my family for a lotta years. We used to have the other houses up the road kept up nice, with family livin’ in them. Been a while since they all passed on.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      Gladys paused for a moment, looking around at the home as if lost in a memory. “I played on these floors. So did my daddy, and his daddy.”

      “And Lance?”

      Gladys nodded. “Yeah, him too, the big dummy.”

      She set the frying pan down and walked over to the kitchen stove, which looked like it belonged in a museum. She opened the hatch and pulled a Corningware dish out.

      The old woman didn’t use an oven mitt.

      “You don’t sound happy with Lance.”

      “Happy? How can I be? The boy lost his mind. Gone for almost ten years, and he’s just now finding it.”

      Porter nodded. “That right?”

      She motioned to the chair at the small oak table. Porter pulled it out and sat. “Yeah, that’s right.”

      “Because he left the House?”

      “Not just that. He left the She-wolf, too. Damn girl’s been nothin’ but trouble.”

      “Not a huge fan of Cassidy, I take it?”

      “Nope. I hear you are, though.”

      Porter frowned. “The sewing circle still alive in this town?”

      “Hell, ain’t no need for a sewing circle. Cassidy’s my kin, more or less. She turns up at a bar, or Cookie’s, with a big handsome guy that ain’t my son, people gonna tell me. Just the way it is.”

      “You think I’m handsome? Are you trying to flatter me, Gladys?”

      “Just telling it like it is. I got eyes, you know.”

      “That’s fair. Why don’t you like Cassidy?”

      “Aside from her pretty face, why do you?”

      Porter scooted his chair in. “She reminds me of somebody.”

      “Somebody special?”

      “Yeah, somebody special.”

      “Give you some advice?”

      “Sure.”

      “Stick with that special somebody. You don’t want no part of the She-wolf. Girl will get you into trouble.”

      “If I’m being honest, I have had a lot of problems since I met her.”

      “Yeah, well, it don’t stop. Glad my boy got out of there.”

      Porter nodded. “Can I ask you something?”

      “No, I won’t tell you where he is.”

      “Even if you know he’s gonna do something that hurts Teagan?”

      Gladys went to the drawer and pulled out a knife, a long, serrated thing. She pointed it at Porter, using it to punctuate her words. “Lance never did nothing to hurt that baby in his whole life.”

      “You sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure. How you gonna come into town for a couple days and think you know what’s happening? I’ve lived here, I know.”

      “I just have questions, that’s all. I’m a nobody.”

      “Yeah, we both know that’s a pile of horseshit. I seen you with those clowns at the town hall that day. It’s obvious you’re here to get involved. Problem is, I’m not sure who you’re helping.”

      “You gonna cut that bread, or just wave that knife at me all day?”

      “I’m gonna wave it. Can’t cut it now, it’s too damn hot. Ain’t you ever baked before?”

      “Cookies.”

      “That don’t count.”

      Gladys walked over to a cabinet and opened the door, pulling a quart-sized mason jar from it. She set a glass etched with filigree in front of Porter, and poured him some of the clear liquid. “Here.”

      He sniffed it and set it down. “You first.”
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      Gladys reached over and took his glass and tipped it back, shooting the liquid. “What, you think I’m gonna poison you? Tough guy scared of a little old lady, huh?” She filled the glass again and pushed it back to Porter.

      “Not at all, but I think if a guy drinks too much of that stuff, he could go blind.”

      “Don’t be such a wimp. I been drinking ’shine my whole life, and I’m fit as a fiddle.”

      Porter held the small glass in both of his large hands. “You gonna tell me why the House is bothering you?”

      “No. I told the sheriff. That dimwit should have come out here and looked into it.”

      “Pretty sure he’s busy.”

      “Doing what? Kissing babies? Going to hang out at the VFW lodge? The guy is as useless as tits on a bull.”

      “You got a thing about tits, don’t you?”

      The old woman cracked a wry smile. “You know, I think I might actually like you.”

      “I’m very likable.”

      Gladys poured herself another, larger glass of moonshine and sat down across from Porter. “It’s pretty simple why the House is burnin’ my phone up. They want to find Lance and Teagan. They think I know where they are, so why not come to me?”

      Porter swished the drink in his glass and glanced out the window. The late-afternoon light filtered in and caught the dust riding currents of warm air through the old house. “I’m confused.”

      “Why? I didn’t talk too fast, did I?”

      “What confuses me is, you say Lance left the House and is trying to get away. Cassidy—”

      Gladys mimed a spitting motion, complete with an exaggerated noise. “The She-wolf.”

      Porter suppressed a smile at the woman’s act. “Cassidy says Lance has Teagan, but he’s trying to go back to the House. That he’s brainwashed and wants to belong so bad that he’s willing to give his daughter over. But if that’s the case, why is the House bothering you? Seems like Lance’ll be back with them soon enough.”

      “If you ask me, she’s the only thing that ever brainwashed my boy, getting him to join the House in the first place.”

      “Maybe so. But it seems like all I really know is that Lance and Teagan aren’t around. Why they’re on the run, or what from, is a different thing.”

      “Couldn’t tell you. Haven’t seen my boy in months.”

      Porter took a sip of the moonshine. Although he was a fan of strong, clear liquors, the drink nearly melted his tongue off. He exhaled slowly. “Why were you protesting at the park?”

      “Do I need a reason?”

      “Just curious. I’d figure you’d want to keep away from them, considering how much trouble they’ve caused you and your family.”

      “Hell, that’s exactly why I go down there. Someone needs to shout them down. Say the nonsense they spit out is hogwash.”

      “Yeah, but that big guy roughed you up. Seems like a dangerous game to play.”

      “You think I’m playing a game? It ain’t no game. I hate those bastards and they feel the same.”

      “That why they’re threatening you?”

      Gladys took a big pull from her glass. “Hell, they been calling me for a while. They try to change their voice and hide who they are, but I know it’s them. Chickenshit losers.”

      “A while?”

      Gladys nodded.

      “So why call the sheriff now? What makes today’s any different?”

      Gladys swigged the rest of the liquid in her glass. “Never mind that. That’s the sheriff’s problem.”

      “I don’t think he’s gonna have time to get to it.”

      “Why? He sleeping? Deputy Dawg if I ever seen one.”

      “I think he’s going to the House’s compound.”

      Gladys paused and her mouth slowly opened and shut, as if trying to comprehend what she heard.

      “You all right?”

      “So he’s finally going out there?”

      “Looks that way,” Porter said.

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “I’ve been telling him to do something about those idiots for weeks and he told me no. Blew me off. Said they weren’t breaking the law, or some such nonsense. Wonder what made the little bastard change his mind?”

      “I did.”

      “Like hell.”

      Porter shrugged. “I rarely lie.”

      “What’d you say to him?”

      “I just challenged him a little. Anybody who wears a badge either has a spine or doesn’t, and I guessed he did. And anybody with a spine isn’t gonna take too kindly to being called a coward.”

      “You made him feel like a little girl. Big guy like you, he probably already felt a little less manly.”

      “I just gave him a push in the right direction. With any luck, the sheriff will arrest Shaw, and some of his goons. Then Teagan might be safe, wherever she is.”

      Gladys got up and poked her fingers into the still-smoking bread. She sat back down across from Porter. “Can I tell you something you don’t know?”

      “I’m sure you can tell me plenty I don’t know.”

      “Teagan isn’t Lance’s. Not really, anyway.”

      “Too late; Cassidy already told me.”

      “The She-wolf had that baby already when my boy met her. Teagan was probably three or four when they took up together.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “Ask yourself—do you think a man who would be so good to his stepdaughter her whole life would just try to hurt her at the end of the day?”

      “People hurt their own kids all the time. It’s not a stretch to think your son would hurt a girl that’s not even his.”

      “But she is his, you know, where it counts. In his heart. Lance loves that girl more than me—hell, more than himself. I know he loved the She-wolf at some point, but adopting Teagan, that’s where he really came alive. I never seen him so happy. So you want me to tell you where he is, and let you tell the She-wolf where they’re hiding out? It ain’t gonna happen.”

      Porter slowly nodded. “I respect that. Family first, right?”

      “I’m glad you understand.”

      “I do. I got a friend, might as well be my brother. Hell, I probably like him more than my brother, honestly. So I can understand how it gets so deep. I just want you to know one thing.”

      Gladys picked up the big knife again. “What’s that?”

      “I’m just trying to find the kid. Someone’s story isn’t making sense, you against what Cassidy has told me. Not to mention the shit I stirred up at the House’s compound the other night. I’m not sure what to believe, but I know one thing: I’m gonna find Teagan.”

      “Well, I’m not sure if that’s a good or bad thing. Depends on how far you got your head up the She-wolf’s sweet little cooter.”

      Porter laughed. “Not too far, believe me. She’s mad at me right now.”

      “What’d you do?”

      “What makes you think I did anything?”

      “You’re a man, ain’t you?”

      “Yeah, I suppose I am. We just had an uncomfortable talk about Teagan. I told her some of the things she was telling me didn’t add up. She got mad.”

      “You said that?”

      Porter nodded.

      “Well, there may be hope for you yet.”

      The pair sat in silence for several moments. Then Gladys got up and cut a piece of bread out of the Corningware dish and set it in front of Porter. “Chocolate chip banana bread.”

      Porter stood up. “Can I take it to go?”

      Gladys nodded, and retrieved a dish towel from a drawer and wrapped it for him. “You can keep the towel.”

      Porter reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card. “I hope we can chat again sometime. Give me a call when you’re free.”

      Gladys took the card. “Maybe if I need help changing a light bulb or something...”

      “…or if the House won’t leave you alone.”

      “Bah,” she spat. “Buncha chickenshits. Think I’ll listen to them? They couldn’t kill time. Just trying to scare me, is all.”

      “They said they’re gonna kill you?”

      Gladys shuffled over to the front door and pulled it open. “Not in as many words. Said they’d come by and see me. I only wanted to tell Sheriff Grant so he’d have it on record. I don’t think they’ll do anything.”

      “You’re probably right. Besides, hopefully by now Grant’s got them sitting in the county lockup.”

      “Don’t count on it,” the old woman said.

      Porter stepped out the door and onto the porch. “Any way you could see fit to tell me where Lance and Teagan are?”

      She smiled. “I don’t blame you for one last try. I really like you, Porter…”

      Porter smiled as she paused.

      “But I don’t like you that much.”

      With that, Gladys shut the door in Porter’s face and he was alone on the porch, wind whipping as the sun dipped ever lower in the sky.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The music streaming through the Bluetooth seemed disconnected from the cabin of the truck. Porter heard Biggie Smalls, but he wasn’t listening to it. Instead, he was in his head, running scenarios and information through the chunk of meat he called his computer.

      Problem was, his computer wasn’t working right. He had a virus somewhere and it was throwing off his whole system.

      He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he was sure he knew the truth: Cassidy, Teagan, Gladys, Lance, the House. Somewhere, way deep in his head, it all made sense. It was like having a song on the tip of your tongue: the more Porter tried to think about things, the further away they felt, always slipping through his fingers at the last moment.

      Porter pushed the calculus from his head. “I’ll go see what Grant found out,” he muttered.

      The ride back to the main road had been quick, but now the road was more traveled. In all his time in Indiana, he’d not seen the road as full as it was now. Compared to a real city, the traffic was nothing, but in the last five minutes, he’d seen more cars on the main thoroughfare back to town than he would’ve thought were even in the whole county.

      He pulled down Main Street; despite the heavier traffic, there were plenty of spots in front of the various shops and buildings. Porter parked and walked across the street, toward a small crowd in front of the town hall.

      The first of the snowflakes had begun to fall. They were still small and timid, an advance party for what was to come. Porter looked up at them, felt them melt against his face for a few moments, and then kept walking.

      Half a block later, he was behind the crowd and looking over most of their heads. As he did, he saw what was causing the fuss, and bringing more people to Main Street every moment.

      Hanging by his neck from the monument of his great-uncle was Sheriff Tucker Grant. Wrists and ankles bound, the sheriff was a shade of red and purple in the face that wasn’t possible for a living person to achieve.

      The front of his sheriff’s uniform was sliced open, and blood from dozens of cuts on his torso drained down and stained his pants a dark brown color.

      Porter pushed his way through the crowd.

      He looked up at the body, swaying gently in the frigid air, then looked around at the crowd. “Anybody see how this happened?”

      A young man in a John Deere coat spoke up from the crowd. “I was across the way. Saw a pickup pull right up on the grass, with a couple guys in the back. They strung the sheriff up and peeled out.”

      “You get a look at them?” Porter said.

      “They had masks on, like ski masks, you know?”

      Porter gritted his teeth. “How long has he been here?”

      “Goin’ on thirty minutes or so,” the young man said.

      “And nobody got him down? What’s the matter with you people?”

      “I thought maybe we had to leave him alone, like a crime scene. I saw that on Law and Order one time,” said a man in a dirty blue hat.

      “You think the cops are gonna need evidence?”

      Blue Hat nodded.

      “He is the cops, idiot. Anybody call the troopers?”

      A murmur rolled through the crowd, which was growing by the minute.

      “Unbelievable. No one can call for help, but I bet it’s on YouTube, huh?”

      Several camera phones were lowered.

      Porter rubbed his face. He pointed to Blue Hat. “You call nine-one-one, and tell the state troopers they need to get their asses out here.”

      Blue Hat stared at him.

      “Right now,” Porter said, waving his hand dismissively. As Blue Hat turned around to make a phone call, Porter pointed to a woman who was brave enough to step closer. “You call them, too.”

      “But you just told him to.”

      “I’m not sure he can breathe without someone reminding him. Just call them.”

      Porter stood up and looked around at the group. “All right. Which one of you has a big truck?”

      A dozen hands went up.

      “Okay. Which one of you has the most jacked-up, lifted, redneck, hillbilly truck in town?”

      Half a dozen hands went up.

      “One of you go get your truck. At least give the sheriff the courtesy of getting him down from there.”

      Over the next ten minutes, Porter watched as someone backed his truck up to the monument. A small group of men climbed into the back and cut the noose holding the sheriff up. The men let the body down and put it into the back of the pickup truck. As they did, Porter noticed a piece of paper pinned to the sheriff’s shirt.

      He’d missed it before; it was nearly covered in blood.

      “Wait, what’s that say?” Porter said, stepping closer to the truck.

      One of the men pulled the note off and read it out loud. “‘The Bravest grope a little and sometimes hit a Tree.’ What the hell does that mean?”

      A murmur passed through the crowd as they tried to guess, but Porter didn’t have to guess. He knew.

      Porter had been an English major in college. While poetry wasn’t exactly his cup of tea, Emily Dickinson was easy enough to spot. Half of his professors had idolized her, and forced her work down their students’ throats. Porter was more of a Flannery O'Connor fan.

      The line on the paper was from a poem called “We Grow Accustomed to the Dark.”

      Porter pushed his hands into his pockets and listened to the people gossiping and speculating, wondering what had happened to their duly-elected official. Guessing a dozen ways Sheriff Tucker Grant might have ended up hanging from the monument.

      Porter didn’t need a dozen guesses. He didn’t even need one. He knew without a shadow of a doubt who was responsible.

      The House.

      It was no coincidence that the sheriff ended up lynched after he’d gone out to confront the fanatics. Porter had pushed Grant to go after them, called his manhood into question. Now the sheriff was dead, and Porter felt responsible.

      As someone covered the dead man with a tarp, Porter noticed the accumulation of snow on the covering, the white contrasting against the black tarp. Clean on top of dirty.

      Life on top of death.

      He pulled his hands out and blew hot air into them as he stepped back from the crowd, which by now had grown to spectacle size. He stood just past the fringes of the group, with the people, but not. A man apart.

      “Tragic, isn’t it?” a voice said from behind him.

      In one smooth motion, Porter drew his pistol and turned, pointing it directly at Vincent David Shaw, and the small group of followers of the House who were with him.

      “Ballsy, coming back to the scene of the crime, don’t you think?”

      “I’m not sure that gun is necessary,” Shaw said. “We aren’t armed.”

      Porter looked at the group, the gun never moving from Shaw’s face. “So? I’m not planning to let you string me up like you did the sheriff. That’s a much worse look for a guy my color.”

      Shaw smiled his creepy smile. “Well, we wouldn’t know anything about that. We’re just here as concerned citizens. The news is everywhere in our small town. I thought perhaps some people might need to hear some doctrine now. To help them cope, of course.”

      “Of course.” Porter looked over the crowd again. “Where’s your trained gorilla? How about the Usher brothers? They stay home tonight?”

      “Brother Lighthammer is occupied at the moment. The Ushers are assisting him. I’m sure they all send their regards.”

      “Yeah? Occupied with what?”

      “That’s none of your concern.”

      “Oh yeah? I’ll bet he’s somewhere taking a ski mask off, washing the sheriff’s blood off his little knife.” Feeling eyes on him, Porter glanced over his shoulder. People in the outer ring of the crowd had turned at the commotion, and were watching him point his gun at the Acolyte’s face. Porter pushed forward a bit, forcing the Acolyte to move his head back, then lowered his Glock and slid it into the holster in his waistband.

      “See? There’s no need for that,” Shaw said. “We can speak civilly.”

      “Why’d you assholes do it?” Porter said. “That worried about your weed stash, huh? It was worth killing a cop over?”

      “Porter, there comes a time in his life when a man must defend himself, his people, and his livelihood. During such times, there is very little a man won’t do,” Shaw said by way of a non-answer.

      “And you had to kill the sheriff?”

      “Unfortunately, you opened a bit of a Pandora’s box at our compound the other night. Once that happens, things can often get messy. I think you should understand your role in this drama.”

      “Let me tell you what I understand. All I wanted to do was help Cassidy find Teagan. Then I was gonna get the hell out of here. Now, things have changed.”

      “Changed? I’m not sure I understand your meaning.”

      “You know, I used to be a cop, sort of. A long time ago,” Porter said, as he took a step closer to Shaw. Two of the men with Shaw stepped forward, as if to protect their leader.

      “You idiots get out of my way, or I swear you’ll never walk again.”

      Shaw waved them off. “It’s all right, brothers.”

      “I had to do things just like Sheriff Grant. Reasonable suspicion and probable cause. Arrest warrants. Everything legal and fair and above the board. A necessary pain in the ass for someone in law enforcement. But I’m not in law enforcement anymore.”

      “Clearly.”

      Porter stepped forward again, until his nose was nearly touching Shaw’s. “If you think me sneaking into your place the other night was bad, just wait. Now I know your system. Where your cameras are. Where your sneaky little tunnels are. Killing the sheriff was a bad move.”

      “You assume we had something to do with that.”

      Porter ignored the man, and leaned toward the side of his head, until his mouth was close to Shaw’s ear. “You’re gonna wake up one night, and I’m gonna be there. Right in your room with you. And by the time I’m finished with you, you’ll be begging for the Darkness to take you. But it won’t. It’ll leave you right where you are. It will leave you for me.”

      With that, Porter pulled his head back and straightened up again. “So, you have that to look forward to.”

      Shaw stared a hole through Porter. After several seconds, he motioned for his people to leave. Then he looked at the big man in front of him. “I do hope you’ll pay us a visit. I think you might be surprised at whom the Darkness favors.”

      With that, he turned on his heel and walked away with his small mob.

      Porter was alone, the freezing weather on the outside no match for the fire in his belly. He stood, motionless, lost in his head, until sirens jarred him from his thoughts. He turned in time to see a state trooper sedan and an ambulance drive down Main Street.

      The crowd parted as the first responders made their way to the truck that held Sheriff Tucker Grant. Porter watched the proceedings. Another trooper sedan arrived shortly after, and began picking through the crowd, looking for someone to interview and ask questions of.

      Porter stepped away, not wanting to talk to anyone with a badge. He wasn’t lying to Shaw—it was his every intention to make life as messy for the House as possible. He pulled his keys from his pocket, and when he looked up, Cassidy was standing a dozen yards away, in the direction of his truck.

      Porter walked toward her.

      “I heard about Sheriff Grant. I had to come and see for myself. I can’t believe someone killed him like tha—”

      Without a word, Porter kissed her. She kissed him back, and they didn’t stop until they reached his truck.

      “I’ll be at my motel in ten minutes. You should be there, too.”

      With that, Porter got into his truck, started the engine, and pulled away from the murder scene without another look back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassidy nearly beat him to the Double Deuce Motel, and he held the door for her to enter.

      There was a mad scramble to undress each other. Porter threw her keys across the room, along with her shirt, while Cassidy undid his belt and dropped his pistol and pants to the floor.

      The pair fell into a tangled mass of limbs, and for a time, Porter was happy. He forgot all about the House and Sheriff Grant. About his ex-wife and the pain in his arms. About the things he was going to do to Vincent David Shaw once he got his hands on him.

      Cassidy was good at making him forget.
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      They lay in the bed sheets, breathing heavily. The lights were off, and through the thin curtains, the very last of the purples and pinks of the sunset were slowly dipping below the horizon.

      “I wasn’t expecting that,” Cassidy said, making no attempt to move.

      “Me either.”

      They were both quiet for a few moments. As they lay there, the equation came pouring back into Porter’s head. The House, the sheriff, Teagan—it was all back, the temporary reprieve from his romp with Cassidy already wearing off.

      “I can’t believe the sheriff… What they did. It’s insane.”

      “Well, you know how they are as well as anybody else.”

      Cassidy sat up and leaned back against the headboard. “They who? I just meant, you know, the people who strung him up like that. It’s not like I know who did it.”

      “It was your friends at the House.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I mean, I didn’t see them do it, but if you want me to bet my balls on who’s responsible, there’s only one pony I’m willing to stake.”

      “There’s no way. I just won’t believe it. I won’t.”

      Porter rolled over and looked at her. “You mean to tell me that you left the House because you started to realize something was wrong. That they were a weird bunch of cultists. I told you they traffic drugs and who knows what else. You’re desperate to find your daughter, because when she turns thirteen, the leader—a guy called the Acolyte—wants to pop her cherry. And yet you’re having a hard time believing they would kill someone who could arrest them and stop all their reindeer games?”

      She pulled the sheet up around herself, covering up. “What? I’m serious. They may have done some terrible things, but I’ve never seen them kill anyone. I can’t wrap my head around it.”

      “How about threatening old women? I went to talk to Gladys; she had a lot to tell me about them.”

      “And me too, I bet.”

      “She’s not your biggest fan.”

      “Yeah, well, the feeling’s mutual.”

      “I figured you just had the usual in-law beef. Is she on your shit list for another reason?”

      Cassidy frowned. “She just…she just never did right by Lance, is all. Teagan, either. You know that old bat has a whole pile of cash money she got from some inheritance or something? But she never gave her son a dime. Nothing.”

      “Her money. Why do you care?”

      “I care because if she had given the guy some money, maybe I would’ve been able to convince him to leave the House. Show him that he didn’t need to be dependent on them. Hard to break his hardwiring when the House is the hand that feeds him.”

      “So that’s why he’s still involved with them? They give him a place to stay? Because it’s really hard to believe that he’s just giving his daughter away for the hell of it. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Stepdaughter,” Cassidy said.

      “Does that make a difference?”

      “Yeah, it does. Lance never loved her. When we’d argue, he say all sorts of evil things about her. He’d scream at me and call me a whore, tell me I was worthless. That Teagan would have been better off if she’d ended up as a stain on the sheets the night I got pregnant. I just… He never…”

      Porter was quiet as he watched Cassidy sob, unsure of what to do. He felt for her, a strange pulling in his chest, but it was weird to comfort someone when you didn’t have pants on.

      After a few moments, Cassidy sniffed hard and wiped her eyes on the sheet. “Great. Now I’m crying again.”

      Cassidy got out of the bed and walked over to her purse, getting her brush and pulling her hair back into a ponytail. Porter watched her the entire time, trying to put his finger on what was troubling him. He swung his feet out of bed and slid them into his shoes. “I need to take a shower. Wanna join?”

      “Maybe in a few minutes. I just want to sit for a while, try to get myself together.”

      “Works for me.” He went into the bathroom, cracked the door, and turned the water on as hot as it would go, eking warmth from the nearly frozen pipes. Once it had gotten as warm as it was going to, he slid his shoes off and stepped in, pulling the curtain.

      “So look,” he said, loud enough so she could hear him from the bed. “I need to be honest with you. This probably isn’t the best time to bring this up, after…you know…what just happened. But I’m still really confused. I know last time you got mad at me for even mentioning it, but I can’t help it. So don’t get pissed at me.”

      “After what you just did to me, how could I be mad?” Cassidy’s faint voice said from the other room.

      He smiled in the shower. “None of this is making sense. Gladys says Lance is just trying to get Teagan out, to keep her away from the House. She seems pretty convinced. I don’t know her as well as you do, but for some reason I believe her. The thing is, I believe you more.”

      He ran the bar of soap around his face and through his beard.

      “You say that Lance is gonna give Teagan back to the House. That he’s brainwashed. The House seems like they’re invested in finding him and Teagan—threatening Gladys and the whole bit. So, based on the evidence, that seems like it makes sense, too. The thing is, only one of those things can be true. Either Lance wants to give Teagan to the House, or he’s trying his best to get away.”

      Porter rinsed his face off and turned the water as cold as it would go. His breath grew shallower as he endured the unnaturally cold water. Without hot water mixing in, the shower was frigid enough that Porter was sure he had icicles in his beard. He turned the spigot off, reached out and grabbed a towel, and stepped out of the shower. He put his still-wet feet into his shoes, preferring that uncomfortable feeling to contracting some type of unstoppable foot fungus.

      He looked at the cracked bathroom door. “Why don’t we go and talk to Gladys? Both of us? I know you hate her, but I think we need to get everyone’s cards out on the table. Then we maybe we can get some traction and make some forward progress. Don’t worry, I won’t let the mean old lady scare you,” he said with a smirk.

      Porter hooked his fingers in the door slit and pulled it open. “I promise, I’m on your side. I was an idiot for what I said at the diner earlier. I know you just want to find your daughter, and I’ll help you no matter what…”

      The motel room was empty.

      “I said I didn’t want you to be pissed at me,” Porter muttered to himself.

      Then a frigid blast of air hit him, blowing around a faint dusting of snow on the carpet.

      The front door was wide open.
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      Porter charged out the front door, nothing but a towel around him. The snow was falling harder, and had already coated the parking lot. Cassidy’s car was still parked out front, but the only thing left of his truck was the tire tracks where it had pulled out.

      There was no one else around for what felt like miles.

      As if just becoming aware that a towel wasn’t the best protection against the elements, Porter stepped back inside and closed the door. He looked around for a moment, finding Cassidy’s keys where he’d thrown them when they’d first come to the hotel.

      He thought for a moment, then went to his pants and shirt on the floor, digging through the pile, trying to find his Glock.

      It was gone.

      Porter sat on the edge of the bed as his mind raced. How could she have disappeared so fast? Disappeared without a sound or a trace?

      “Shaw,” Porter muttered to himself.

      On the table, his phone lit up a split second before it vibrated across the hard surface.

      Blood boiling, Porter grabbed it and snapped into the receiver, “Not a good time.”

      “You’re always lousy at phone etiquette, but this is a new low. Would it kill you to say hello?” Ross said.

      “Not any faster than anything else that wants to kill me.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “They took her, man.”

      “They took who?”

      “Cassidy. She’s gone.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Porter exhaled slowly. “The House snuck into my room and took her.”

      “The girl that looks like Trish?”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “Where were you?”

      “In the shower,” Porter said.

      “What was she doing in your room?”

      “Why do you think I was in the shower?”

      “Maybe she ran away. If your big ass just got done on top of me, I’d run away, too.”

      “Her car’s still here. They took my truck.”

      “The truck with the small arsenal in the back of it?”

      Porter didn’t answer.

      “Call the cops.”

      “Funny thing about the cops…”

      “What?” Ross said. “They after you, too?”

      “Sheriff’s dead. I found him strung up like a piñata this afternoon. Right in the middle of town, big crowd and everything. Like they were watching a baseball game.”

      There was silence on the phone for a few moments. “Come home.”

      Porter laughed.

      “I’m serious, Porter. This is a setup. They’re goading you, pushing you to fight. I’m worried that—”

      “What? What are you worried about? It’s my ass on the line here, and I don’t see you anywhere around.”

      “I’m worried that you’re too stupid to realize when something’s out of your control. You think you can handle everything, and this is something you can’t. There’s God knows how many of them. They have all the guns. There are no cops. How could this be any worse?”

      “I could be an accountant.”

      “See? Just too stupid to get it. I mean, how do you know Cassidy isn’t in on it? Huh? Maybe she’s been setting you up the whole time. You ever think about that?”

      “Her car is still here.”

      “That doesn’t mean shit. Come on, man, think about it. How could they get in and get her without a ruckus? She could have screamed or something, right?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Think about it. If those guys are bad enough to kill a cop for nosing around, why wouldn’t they take the chance to kill you while you were butt-naked in the shower? If I was going to kill you, I’d do it while you were in the shower.”

      “Shut up.”

      “She took your car, man. She waited until you showered and she left. Use that giant head of yours for something besides a punching bag.”

      “Shut up.”

      “You know I’m right.”

      “I know you’ve had a problem with this girl from the beginning.”

      Ross groaned in frustration. “Because you’ve got your head up your ass. Just because some girl has freckles and a great butt doesn’t make her Trish. Trish left, man, and she isn’t coming back. No matter what you do in that little Podunk town, it isn’t gonna change any of that. Now, you either come home, or I’ll call Rivera and get her to send you some help. This isn’t a game.”

      Wordlessly, Porter pulled the phone away from his ear and hung up.

      Ross couldn’t possibly know the situation here. He was eight hundred miles away, not living and breathing it. Porter trusted his own gut more than anyone else.

      He pulled his pants on, slid his feet into his socks and then into his shoes. The entire time, his mind was racing a thousand miles an hour. The vise that he’d felt in his chest when dealing with Tanya Franks was back, and it was as tight as ever.

      The thought that he’d never find Cassidy, let alone Teagan, stuck in his head. He couldn’t shake the feeling. Porter tried to move it to the back of his mind, to give him a chance to think about the House clearly. Problem was, the back of his mind was already occupied by the nagging thought that Ross might be right about Cassidy.

      He got the keys to the Hyundai and went outside with no shirt. He moved the seat back and sat in the front seat, starting the car to enjoy the warmth. He tapped the display in the dashboard, going to the GPS, in search of the last few addresses Cassidy had driven to. But there were no entries.

      “Of course she doesn’t need a GPS; she knows where everything is,” he reasoned to himself.

      He went to the Bluetooth call log, and found it empty. No calls made or received. Porter reached down and popped the handle for the trunk, and when he stepped out into the frigid air, found it empty save for a spare.

      He sat heavily on the front seat again. Porter leaned over and opened the glove box, hoping to find something that would help him. Instead, he found a pamphlet folded into thirds, with a receipt stapled to the front of it.

      Inside were a signed agreement, waiver of liability, and a pile of coupons.

      “It’s a rental?” Porter said aloud. He was quiet for a few moments, digesting the information. The fact that the car was a rental, by itself, didn’t matter at all. Porter had driven plenty of rental cars in his life; nothing about the fact was remarkable.

      What was strange was that he’d thought the car was hers. Cassidy had told him as much when they were at Cookie’s.

      “Why would she lie about it being a rental?” Porter muttered.

      He looked over the agreement and the receipt, and everything came crashing into focus as he saw one name, printed and signed in multiple places.

      Vincent David Shaw.

      His credit card. His signature. His rental.

      Porter turned the car off and went back into the motel room, locking the door behind him. The fresh snow clung to his shoes and he sat on the bed, the growing noise in his head telling him that he’d been wrong. That Cassidy wasn’t kidnapped. That she’d lied to him too many times, about too many things, to be trusted.

      That Ross had been right all along.

      He didn’t understand everything—only that he’d been played. His instinct, the gut he’d relied on so many times, had failed him miserably.

      He wanted to blame Cassidy, the way she’d clouded his mind and thrown off his judgment. But he didn’t.

      He wanted to blame Shaw, and whatever crazy-person operation he was running out in the woods. But he couldn’t.

      Porter only blamed himself.

      “I should know better,” he muttered. He stood up, pulled a shirt on, and started stuffing his clothes into his duffle bag.

      “The hell with this town.”

      He wasn’t sure what game was being played, but he wanted out. He wanted off the ride. All he had to do was leave the small town and it was done. Sure, he didn’t have his truck or any of his guns—but what he did have was good insurance. One call and he’d get a new truck, and a deposit in his account worth the value of his stolen guns.

      He could always buy more.

      Porter slung the duffel bag over his shoulder and walked out of the room, slamming the door behind him. It was dark enough now that he couldn’t see much, dusk having been rapidly replaced by the early night. Porter got into Cassidy’s car and started it, letting the heat warm the cabin again.

      He would drive Cassidy’s rental back home. When he got there, he’d leave it in a parking lot and call Ross for a ride. It wasn’t in his name anyway. Other than his pride, and the general stubbornness that Porter dragged around with him through life, he couldn’t think of a reason to stay. There was nothing left to keep him.

      Porter’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He struggled to pull it out of his pocket, shifting his weight to get a better angle at the phone. Once he got it out, he looked at an unfamiliar Indiana number for a moment. He started to put it away, not to answer, but his curiosity got the better of him.

      “Yeah?”

      “Porter?” a voice whispered. “Is that you?”

      Porter thought for a moment, trying to place the muted voice. “Gladys?”

      “Porter? I need you. I need you right now.”

      “What the hell for?”

      “They’re here. They’re at my house. I think they’re gonna kill—”

      And the phone cut off.

      Porter looked at his phone as it flicked off. He dropped it on the passenger seat.

      Gladys was on her own. There was no reason for him to stay involved in this mess.

      He got into Cassidy’s rental and turned it on, then slid the shifter to drive. Then he stopped and put it back into park. He thought about Gladys’s hospitality earlier in the day. Despite the fact that she wouldn’t give up Lance and Teagan, all she’d done was be kind to him. In her own way, of course, but kind nonetheless.

      There was no way he could live with himself if he didn’t at least go see what she needed. And who knew—if she really was in trouble, if it wasn’t some elaborate scheme to hurt him, he might get a chance to show the House guys exactly what he thought of them.

      Lighthammer might be there. Maybe even Shaw.

      Porter gritted his teeth, dropped the shifter into drive, and stomped the gas.
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      Porter drove down the long road toward Gladys’s house. It had been a quick trip; the throngs of people driving around to gawk at the spectacle of Sheriff Tucker Grant’s lynching had obviously gone home now, smartly off the roads before the worst of the snow hit.

      With his lights off, Porter drove slowly, trying to be as quiet as possible. He had no idea what was happening at Gladys’s house, and the last thing he wanted to do was pull up to the front door and announce his arrival.

      To that effect, he pulled off well short of the main house, into one of the ones that was in disrepair, a few hundred yards from where he’d drank moonshine with the old woman no more than a few hours earlier. He pulled around back and killed the engine. There was no line of sight to Gladys’s house, just the windblown snow across his windshield.

      He thought of what he might encounter when he got to the house, and felt a faint longing for his pistol, to say nothing of his rifle. Still, he couldn’t help but think about the crotchety old woman, and what a person like Lighthammer might do to her when properly motivated.

      The image pushed him from the car. The warmth of Cassidy’s rental gone, Porter jogged along the back of the rundown Victorian, stopping when he got to the edge. The visibility in front of him was low, due to darkness and the weather, but he knew that unless someone was waiting in the next empty home for him, his way should be safe.

      Porter jogged to the next home, not sure if he was angrier at the fact that there was snow in his Chuck Taylors, or that he was jogging again. Both pissed him off.

      Light from inside the main house spilled out into the front yard, and there was a new-model pickup truck out front, with quad doors.

      Porter wondered what the capacity of the truck was, and whether the House had filled it before they came to visit Gladys.

      Porter waited for a moment, hoping to see something through the window. But there was no movement, and he was too far away to hear any noise over the swirling wind in his ears.

      He set off again toward Gladys’s house, but this time he went wide. Instead of going from point A to point B, Porter swung left, far into the darkness, and moved clockwise until he was facing the rear of the house.

      The lights in the back of the house were on as well, but there were fewer windows. Less chance of him being seen. Porter stepped out of the darkness and walked up to the back of the home, turned, and put his back flat against the wooden siding. He kept his movements slow and steady until he reached the back porch of the house.

      Peeking around the corner, Porter could see into the kitchen. There were two men with their backs to him, leaning against the sink. They were blocking the view to the rest of the room, and Porter frowned. He couldn’t see anyone or anything else.

      He thought for a moment, and decided the best way in was up.

      Porter grabbed the corner of the house and put his foot on the porch railing. In one smooth motion, he pulled and stepped at the same time, balancing on the railing as he grabbed the top of the porch’s slanted roof. He hauled himself up and lay flat on his back on the shingles, waiting to hear if his movement had caused any alarm.

      It was a waste of time; the wind was whistling too loudly for him to hear anything. Deciding he would rather be warm and in danger than safe and freezing on the porch’s roof, he stood carefully and walked to the nearest window, stuck his fingers underneath the lip, and pulled up.

      The window didn’t budge.

      Porter tried again, with more effort, and got the same result. The window didn’t move an inch.

      Hoping that years of paint had sealed it shut, rather than a lock he couldn’t see, Porter placed both hands underneath the window and lifted with all his strength.

      For a moment, nothing happened. Then, as if a seal had been broken, the window tore up and opened. There was a screeching and the shattering of glass as the top pane of the window broke from the pressure.

      Certain he’d been heard, Porter stepped quickly through the windowsill. His eyes didn’t need to adjust much from the darkness outside to the blackness of the room. The interior was devoid of furniture; instead a few paint cans were on the floor, a drop cloth underneath them. In the corner was a closet with no door, and Porter stepped into it, half hidden in darkness and half by the closet wall.

      He waited.

      After several long moments, footsteps squeaked up the staircase. Porter pushed himself as deep into the closet as he could. The footsteps came off the stairs and then were quiet, with no giveaway as to where they were.

      Porter strained his ears to hear, and then caught a clicking noise. Someone was in the doorway of the room, flipping the light switch up and down. The power wasn’t connected, and the room stayed bathed in darkness.

      Moments later, a dark figure appeared nearly a yard in front of him. The faint light from outside revealed him, and Porter watched as the man bent over, looking at the window and the glass on the floor.

      “I think the snow blew the window in, Brother Lighthammer,” the man said, loudly enough that the group downstairs could hear him.

      At the mention of the House’s muscle, Porter’s blood ran cold. He stepped out of the darkness and wrapped the man in a chokehold from behind. His forearm around the man’s throat, Porter squeezed until just before the man went limp, and then backed off the chokehold.

      “I’m gonna ask you some questions and you’re gonna answer them. If you don’t, I’ll hurt you. Do you understand? Tap my arm once for yes and twice for no.”

      The man didn’t respond.

      Porter whispered in the man’s ear. “You think I’m kidding? I’m the one who killed Brother Jericho last night and I slept like a baby. I got no problem ripping your fucking head off. Do you understand?”

      There was a quick tap on Porter’s arm.

      “Good. Lighthammer’s not alone down there, is he?”

      A weak tap hit Porter’s arm.

      “How many more? One?”

      Two taps.

      “Two?”

      The servant of the House didn’t answer.

      Porter squeezed so hard, the man wet himself, and right before the lights closed in and took his consciousness, the man tapped a single, firm reply.

      “So three total,” Porter said as he loosened the choke. “Lighthammer and two more?”

      The man attempted to nod.

      “Great. You guys kill Sheriff Grant?”

      A quick tap.

      “You gonna kill the old lady downstairs?”

      There was a momentary pause, but before Porter could crank up the pressure, there was a tap.

      “Thanks for your honesty. Did you guys take Cassidy Keep?”

      Two taps.

      “She’s with you idiots? She’s still part of the House?”

      One firm tap.

      “Damn,” Porter said, the last vestiges of hope that he’d been right to trust Cassidy firmly ground into dust.

      “Hey Alex, you all right up there?” Lighthammer bellowed from the ground floor.

      Porter held tight. “You’re gonna have to let that one go to voicemail.”

      “Alex! You asshole, hurry up already.”

      Porter took a moment and thought about his options, and realized he didn’t have many. It was time for him to act, to press the issue. To use the element of surprise.

      It was time to attack.

      “Say hi to Jericho for me,” Porter said, and he squeezed as hard as he could.

      Alex Usher stopped struggling after only a few moments. Porter didn’t have time to hold the choke, like he had done to the pervert at Keno’s trailer, so he did the next best thing.

      Using all his strength, he wrenched the Usher brother’s head askew, pulling violently up to the right on the man’s chin. There was a crunch, like a stalk of celery being twisted, and then nothing else.

      Porter let the man down slowly, making as little noise as possible. As he did, he looked around the room again, his eyes better adjusted to the dark.

      In the corner, on top of a pile of drywall, was a framing hammer. He picked it up and tested the weight. It wasn’t quite like pulling Excalibur from the stone or lifting Thor’s hammer Mjolnir, but Porter bet the feeling was pretty close.

      At least he had a weapon.

      As he stepped past the corpse of Alex Usher, a rank smell caught his nose. He stopped for a second to place it, and realized the man’s bowels had let loose upon his death.

      Porter suppressed a gag and left the room, going out into the hallway to the top of the stairs. He looked down to see a man at the bottom, trudging toward the top. The man was fidgeting with the safety on the back of the rifle. Halfway up, he lifted his head, locked eyes with Porter, and began to raise the hunting rifle in his hands.

      “Who the hell are—”

      Before the man could aim, Porter leaped from the top of the stairs, planting both feet in the hunter’s chest and kicking him the rest of the way down the stairs. Porter landed with his feet on two different steps and lost his footing, falling down the stairway after the man.
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      Something in his side cracked. Porter was familiar with the feeling, knew it well enough to know at least one of his ribs was broken. He rolled over, off the hunter he’d landed on. The man was lying in a heap at the bottom of the stairs, his neck bent at a grotesque angle.

      Porter stood, right arm tight to his side, trying to keep pressure on his rib. He took a deep breath and was rewarded by a stabbing pain deep in his chest.

      “What the hell was that?” Lighthammer called out.

      The creak of the old floor was as loud as a lawnmower, and Porter knew he only had moments to act. He wanted to grab the rifle, use it to shoot Lighthammer as he came into the hall, but when he reached out, he recoiled involuntarily from the pain. Instead he reached down and picked up the hammer in his left hand.

      He stepped around the corner, meeting the last of the Usher brothers in the hallway. The man’s eyes opened in shock and Porter swung the hammer, but missed. The smaller man bulled into Porter, trying to slam him into the wall. Porter twisted at the last moment and the man glanced off him, and went headlong into the wall himself.

      “Whoever you are, come on out,” Lighthammer said from the kitchen. “Show yourself.”

      Porter slid the hammer into his back pocket as the Usher brother came to his feet. Before the man could turn around and attack him, Porter reached from behind and squeezed the man’s throat. The entire throat was too big a target; it was hard to get a good grip. Instead, Porter targeted the front—the nice soft areas, the esophagus and trachea. He dug his fingers in.

      With the right amount of pressure, Porter could make the Usher brother move wherever he wanted him to. And where he wanted him to go was in the kitchen, a nice human shield between himself and Lighthammer.

      Porter walked the Usher around the corner, and into the kitchen. Lighthammer stood against the cabinet, shirtless, arms crossed. In front of him, in a galvanized steel feeding trough, was Gladys. The trough was nearly full of water, and she sat in the middle, tied to a kitchen chair.

      “I should have guessed it was you. We haven’t had this much trouble with anyone since…ever. It’s crazy what a pain in the ass you are.”

      Porter ignored Lighthammer and focused on Gladys. “You all right?”

      Hair and clothing soaking wet, she looked like a drowned rat. Porter glanced down and saw a bucket floating in the tub. It didn’t take him long to put it all together: the water, the bucket, the coughing and sputtering he’d heard from upstairs.

      “You waterboarding this old lady?”

      “Bingo,” Lighthammer said.

      “Aren’t you a tough guy.”

      The Usher brother started to wiggle a little more, as if he could find a way out of the vise grip that held him in place.

      Porter responded with a squeeze that nearly took the man’s feet out from underneath him.

      “You kill the rest of my guys?”

      Porter nodded. “You’re next.”

      Lighthammer laughed. “You think so? What if I just shoot you right now? Splatter that big head of yours all over the wall.”

      “Unless you have a gun up your ass, I’m not sure where you’d be keeping it. My guess? You don’t have one. You’re a felon, right? Too scared of getting caught?”

      Lighthammer shrugged. “I didn’t like being locked up, you think I’d go back? Felon in possession is Fed time, genius. A little something I learned in prison.”

      “I’ll bet that’s not the only thing you learned,” Porter said.

      “It doesn’t matter, I’d never need a gun to take care of you.”

      “Wanna bet?” Porter gave the last Usher brother’s neck a squeeze. He kicked the man in the back of the leg, dropping him to a kneeling position. In a quick move, he let go of the man’s neck and pulled his hammer out again.

      Before anyone could say anything, he slammed the hammer into the side of the Usher brother’s face, sending him sprawling.

      Lighthammer’s smile faded.

      “Now there’s nothing between us but air and opportunity. What you waiting for?”

      Lighthammer took a step forward and put his hand on the back of Gladys’s chair. “You stay right there, tough guy. You get any closer, I’ll tip this chair over and drown this old bitch.”

      “I’ll show you a bitch,” Gladys said as she struggled at her bonds, to no avail.

      “You hurt that old lady and I’ll kill you slow,” Porter said. “I’ve got nothing better to do.”

      “You don’t? What about Teagan and Lance, huh? What do you think’s gonna happen to them once you’re gone? All alone, no big nigger to protect them.”

      “You learning new words, huh? They match your shitty tattoos.”

      “Yeah, well, when you’re locked up, you run with anyone who’ll keep you safe. If they wanna ink a swastika on me to help keep one of your brothers from putting his dick in my ass, I’m all for it.”

      Porter spun the hammer in his hand. “You don’t have to worry about me. The only thing I’m gonna put inside you is this hammer.”

      “You think?”

      “Count on it.”

      The two men stood, feet apart, staring at each other, Gladys in between them. Porter knew he was compromised, that his rib was worse than he thought, but he wouldn’t let on to Lighthammer. If he did, he knew the big man would come at him, and he wasn’t sure he was ready for that—not now.

      He tried to stall.

      “You don’t seem like a true believer. The Darkness, the House, all that shit. Why you hanging out with those weirdos?”

      Lighthammer shrugged. “Got nothin’ better to do. Not a lot of jobs out there for a con that looks like me. Shaw pays me good. Plus, there are other perks. Everyone else in the compound is so brainwashed by his bullshit, they’d do anything for him. Since I’m his right hand, sometimes they do anything for me, too. Speaking of which, where is Cassidy? Been a while since I had her. I’m thinking once I finish up with you, I’ll look her up.”

      Porter gritted his teeth. He’d still not reconciled everything, and wasn’t sure whether his anger at being used by Cassidy was directed more at her or himself.

      In either case, he would be taking it out on Lighthammer.

      “So what we gonna do? Look at each other all night? Let’s go, bring that hammer over here.”

      Porter smiled as he spun the hammer in his hand. “You wouldn’t be in such a hurry if you knew what was coming.”

      Lighthammer slowly tipped Gladys back and forth, rocking her on two legs. “Yeah, you’re gonna kill me, I got it.”

      “No, I changed my mind.”

      Lighthammer crunched his eyebrows together.

      “You don’t get the courtesy of a quick death. First, I’m gonna use my hammer to break every bone in your hand, for touching Gladys. Then, your other hand. I’ll pound away until everything below your elbow is silly putty. Then, I’ll go for your toes. Then ankles, then knees. You’ll be Gumby. You’ll never even be able to wheel yourself around in a wheelchair, let alone walk again.”

      Lighthammer snorted.

      “I’m not done. Then I take my hammer to your balls, one at a time. Your dick’s a goner, you can be sure of that, but what does it matter? By the time I’m finished, you won’t even be able to pay for pussy. Then once you’ve watched everything I’ve done to you, I’ll start on your face, saving your eyes for last. And after that? Then I call one of my cousins to put his dick in your ass. Hopefully you showered.”

      A strange look passed over Lighthammer’s face, as if he were contemplating the actions Porter had just described.

      In reality, Porter knew the tough talk was a bluff. He gritted his teeth, waiting for Lighthammer to speak.

      “Yeah, well, I don’t have time for all that. I got places to be.” With that, Lighthammer yanked back on Gladys’s chair and pulled her backward. Her chair tipped and her body fell into the water, which splashed over her head.

      Lighthammer smiled and darted out the back door. Porter stood, frozen for a moment. Did he save the old woman in front of him, or chase the ruthless killer before he could get away?

      In the end, it wasn’t a difficult decision. Porter dove toward the trough and hooked the fingers of his left arm underneath the back of Gladys’s chair. He got his feet under him and lifted so hard that the chair not only broke the surface, but was yanked clear of the trough as well.

      Gladys landed on her side, coughing and sputtering. Porter lay flat on his back, trying to forget the pain he’d caused himself with the move.

      After a few moments, he looked over at Gladys. “You all right?”

      “Hell no, I’m not okay. Those assholes just tried to drown me. What about you?”

      Porter took a shallow breath. “I’m the king of the world.”
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      Porter stood, unsteady on his feet, and looked outside. The truck was gone. Lighthammer was a ghost now, and Porter could only imagine when he’d see the man again. He hoped he could live up to the tough talk he’d given the convict.

      The truth was, Porter wasn’t scared of anyone—not really. But he was a realist, pragmatic. If Lighthammer was any bit as tough as he looked and talked, Porter knew he would have his hands full. No guns and a cracked rib tended to handicap a fight.

      He got a knife from the block in the kitchen, cut Gladys loose, and helped the old woman to her feet. “You okay?”

      She nodded. “As good as I’m gonna be, at least right now. You go sit down.”

      “Nah.”

      “I’m not a fool. I’ve been around enough rough men in my life. Years ago, when my Henry was still alive, he came in one day walking just like you’re walking—holding his arm by his side like that. Damn fool got throwed off a horse and broke a rib. I’m guessing you aren’t too far off that right now.”

      “I’ll manage.”

      “You wanna play tough with that silly Nazi boy, you go right ahead. I understand; you’re playing a dangerous game. You gotta be tough, can’t let people smell your weakness. But I ain’t trying to hurt you. Go. Sit.”

      The tone of her voice was more order than request, so Porter stepped over to the kitchen table and sat down. He watched as Gladys disappeared around the corner. Several moments later, she came back with the hunting rifle the dead man at the bottom of the stairs had dropped. She checked to see if it was loaded, then flipped a button on the back.

      “Ya’ll bent the barrel when you took that tumble. It won’t do anyone any good now. Can you believe the damn fool still had the safety on?”

      Porter smiled as the old woman set the broken rifle in front of him.

      “Here, you watch that door.” With that, Gladys went to the cabinet to retrieve some of her elixir, the strong moonshine.

      “I don’t want any of that,” Porter said.

      “It ain’t for you, it’s for me. I’ll catch my death if I don’t warm up.” Even so, Gladys brought two glasses to the kitchen table and poured Porter a full one.

      The two sat in silence for a few moments. After a big swig, Gladys looked at Porter. “The rest of those idiots…they dead, too?”

      Porter nodded.

      “Damn.”

      “Pretty big mess,” Porter said. “Not sure what to do about it.”

      “This the first time you killed someone?”

      Porter shook his head. “Nah.”

      “What do you normally do with the body?”

      “Ideally I just burn the house down. That takes care of that.”

      “I’ve spent all this time fixing this damn place up, I ain’t gonna let you burn it down.”

      “I don’t blame you.”

      “I got a backhoe. I’ll dig a hole and drop them boys in it. Put the dirt back on top, and it’ll be like it never happened. Damn good thing it ain’t six weeks further into winter, or I’d never get that ground tore up.”

      Porter looked at the woman with a bemused expression on his face.

      “This ain’t my first time making someone disappear, either.”

      “You got such a good plan on how to handle things, why’d you ask me what I do with bodies?”

      “Just wondered if you guys had a better way of doing things in the city. One that doesn’t involve me spending all day digging a hole.”

      Porter laughed, the stabbing pain in his side unmistakable. He looked at the moonshine and tilted the entire thing back.

      “That’s good. Make you forget you even have a rib in a few minutes. Well, you might as well take your shirt off, let me have a look at you.”

      “You hitting on me?”

      “Twenty years ago? Hell, yeah. Now I’m just an old bird trying to help you out. You did come over here and save my keister, even if you made a big mess.”

      Porter slipped his hoodie and shirt off. He lifted his right arm and Gladys probed at the area underneath his armpit.

      “Hell, I ain’t no doctor, but I’m sure it’s not supposed to be that color.”

      “Probably not.”

      “Hang on.”

      Gladys disappeared into her bedroom for a moment. Porter sat, looking at the empty glass, gently shaking it as if he could make more appear. Several minutes later, she came back with dry clothes on, her hair in a towel, and a small canvas bag, which she set in front of Porter.

      She pulled a compression bandage from the bag. “Hold your arms up.”

      “You robbing me?”

      “Hell no. I wouldn’t want you to come after me with that hammer.”

      “Not my first choice for a weapon, but I think it works.”

      “I’d say so.”

      Gladys wrapped the bandage around Porter’s midsection, layering it on itself until it was a tight fit, and held firmly in place.

      Porter took a breath. “Well, the ribs don’t hurt as bad. I mean, I can’t breathe, but I’ll take what I can get.” He watched the old woman put things away in the bag, then she grabbed a towel and began to dry off the extra water on the floor. “So you gonna tell me what happened or what?”

      “Nope.”

      “Why not?”

      “What do you want to know for?”

      Porter carefully cleared his throat, aware that any major motion would cause the pain to return. “Because you told me they always harassed you, but this was a little more than harassment, don’t you think?”

      “Depends on your definition, I suppose.”

      “My definition doesn’t include being waterboarded in my own home. If yours does, you need to get a new dictionary.”

      Gladys sat heavily across the table from Porter. “More ’shine?”

      “Don’t change the subject.”

      The old woman looked at Porter with red eyes. “I’m tired.”

      “And I should be a hundred miles away from this place by now. But that’s not how things are working out.”

      “I don’t mean tired for today. I’m tired in general.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “When Henry was alive, he knew what to do with all this stuff. He used to make book around here. Nothing crazy—he wasn’t no gangster or anything. But he was tough and fair and nobody crossed him. Big, too. You kind of remind me of him. If he would’ve been here when those assholes came in, they’d have regretted the day they were born. Would have made what you did to them look like a walk in the park.”

      She got up from the table and retrieved the rapidly decreasing bottle of moonshine, and topped Porter off again.

      “Thirty years we were married, up until he passed, and I never really thought about how life would go after. But when the cancer got him, it was just me and Lance. He never had luck with the ladies, and he lived at home till he was damn near thirty. All that changed once the She-wolf came slinking in and sunk her teeth into him. But you know how that feels, don’t you?”

      Porter smiled. “I’m hook-free at the moment.”

      “Thank God. I almost never convinced that bozo son of mine to get away. I’m amazed he did. The She-wolf was his first real girlfriend, and she knew exactly what she was doing.”

      “And what’s that got to do with the House? Why did they try to kill you just now? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I’m not telling you a bunch, I suppose. But maybe I should. With Sheriff Grant dead, seems like you’re my only friend right about now.”

      Porter sipped the moonshine.

      “Those idiots in here bothering me for the same reason anybody does anything, really. I mean, how many reasons are there to try to kill someone?”

      “Money. Jealously. Anger. Hatred. Crime of passion. Drug deal gone sideways. Lovers’ quarrel. Ego. Disrespect. General disagreements.”

      “Hell, you just did a lot of talking and you could have stopped right at the beginning.”

      Porter stared at the old woman, hoping she’d spit it out instead of keeping him guessing.

      “The money, of course. The fools are after the money.”
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      “What money? Is there some pot of gold at the end of the rainbow I don’t know about?”

      “‘Pot of gold’ might be a little too strong. A cup, maybe. A cup of gold.”

      “So where’s the cup?” Porter asked.

      “Shoved right up Lance’s ass.”

      “That sounds painful. Did you use a little Vaseline first?”

      She smiled and sipped at her cup. “When Henry passed, he left me a little something. All those years of making book and running numbers, he’d managed to save up. He’d sacked it all away, never spent a dime he didn’t have to. Nope, he just hid all the money in the floorboards and left it. And when he went, I got it all.”

      “How much are we talking?”

      Gladys eyed him warily. “Two fifty.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “Yeah. What do you want me to say? It’s a nice chunk of money, but it isn’t like the lotto.”

      “Damn,” she said. “You must live differently than me. That’s plenty of money. Hell, it’s enough to make folks try to kill an old woman.”

      “Life’s cheap. When I was young, my dad told me a story that stuck with me. He was in a bar when he was seventeen, just hanging out, doing shit he shouldn’t have been doing. Right before he went to Vietnam.”

      “Your daddy served?”

      Porter nodded.

      “Tough guy?”

      “Tougher than me.”

      “Hard to believe.”

      “Believe it.” Porter took a sip. “Anyway, he told me he watched a drunk guy belly up to the bar to get another whiskey. At some point, he stepped on the local tough guy’s shoe. A really nice pair, old-school Stacy Adams. So the tough guy tells the drunk to apologize. The drunk guy’s only looking to stay loaded. He’s in no position to try to fight, so he apologizes. Makes a big deal about how sorry he is, even says he’ll clean the shoes himself to make it up to the tough guy.”

      “And?”

      “The tough guy accepted the apology. Then he pulled out a .38 and shot the drunk in the chest, and sat back down. The tough guy finished his drink while the drunk lay there on the floor and died. Now, my dad, he never lied. Not once, ever. He’d tell me things I didn’t want to hear all the time, but never told me something that wasn’t true.”

      Gladys nodded her head as she listened.

      “Once I heard that story, I never put it past anyone to do anything, let alone for a quarter million dollars.”

      “Yeah. You’re right. And I know that, deep down. It just seems like things have gone so far, and for it to be over money I can’t even get at seems silly.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You don’t think all this is silly?”

      “I wouldn’t call getting waterboarded ‘silly,’ but that’s not what I mean. You said you can’t get at the money.”

      “It’s all in Lance’s name. I set up a trust, all legal-like.”

      Porter cocked his head at the woman.

      “Henry didn’t like banks, but I’m no fool. I had that two fifty and it was just sitting. So I took it to the bank. Problem was, they were a little too keen on where I got it and what it was for. I told them to mind their own business.”

      Porter thought for a moment. “The IRS must not have been too happy.”

      “How was I supposed to know putting in over ten grand was gonna set off warning bells? Those federal blood-suckers came after me, told me I was supposed to pay them a big damn chunk of my own money. I told them tough titty.”

      “Again with the titty,” Porter said.

      “Don’t judge me,” she said with a smile.

      “So that’s why you said the money is with Lance. You hid it. Put it in a trust?”

      “Yep. Got me a fancy lawyer in Bloomington to do it all. The money is in my idiot son’s name, all of it.”

      Porter thought again. “Who’s the beneficiary if Lance dies?”

      “I didn’t have anybody else to leave it to. They told me if he passed and I didn’t name someone, I would have to go to probation, and—”

      “Probate.”

      “That’s what I said, isn’t it? I’d have to go through probation and the state would take a big chunk out of it. Then when that was done, Cassidy would get the rest, since she was his wife. I said the hell with that, and I put Teagan’s name on there. If Lance dies, she gets it all.”

      Porter rubbed his face. All the loose bits of information he’d gathered came crashing down into one clear thought. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of it earlier, and began to wonder if the moonshine was actually making him smarter. “That’s why they’re after Lance.”

      “What the hell good would it do them? They kill him, the money just goes to Teagan anyway.”

      “Yeah, but she’s a minor. They’ll appoint someone to keep an eye on the money until she’s eighteen. Did you tell them to make it a lawyer, or financial advisor?”

      She shook her head.

      “Then it would be Cassidy. She’s Teagan’s mom, so she’d be in charge until Teagan is eighteen. Cassidy would have access to all the money.”

      Gladys smacked her hand on the table. “Son of a bitch.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “I swear. I try to make everything work, but I don’t know half of what those fancy suits are talking about. I tell them to do what I want and they do it. Problem is, I don’t know every crack and crevice of those laws. I just thought that if Teagan had the money, it was hers. I thought I was sticking it to Cassidy.”

      “Nope. I mean, maybe there’s some provision in your trust that would stop it, but I couldn’t know without reading it. And at the very least, Shaw and Cassidy seem to think that’s how it’ll work. That’s why he’s sending his guys after you. If Cassidy controls Teagan, and Shaw controls Cassidy, then it’s like Shaw has a quarter million dollars, too.”

      “The hell with that. I’d rather burn it up than let that weirdo have it.”

      “Well, maybe you don’t have to do either. Did you tell Lighthammer and his clowns where Lance was?”

      “Are you crazy? It would take more than a little water to make me give my boy up.”

      “Good. We should get him out of town.”

      “I can’t afford to move him. I’m broke. Lance too—when he was with the House, he gave them everything. He don’t even have a car. Besides, who is this we? You got a mouse in your pocket?”

      Porter took a deep breath, testing the pain in his ribs. In that respect, he found it was a bit like having a cavity. He knew it would hurt every time he breathed in, but he did it anyway, as if a miracle might have occurred and he’d been healed. “You think I’m gonna turn you over to the House?”

      Gladys didn’t answer.

      “Even after everything I did here?” Porter waved his hands around. “You still don’t trust me?”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I know you don’t like the House; that much is damn clear. But just because you got some mad-on for those guys don’t necessarily mean you’re a friend to me. Besides, you telling me you couldn’t use two hundred fifty grand? I’ll bet you could.”

      Porter laughed. “How would I even get at the money? I’m not Lance or Cassidy. I can’t just take it out like an ATM machine.”

      Gladys squinted. “That’s true, but you took up with Cassidy once already, didn’t you? Maybe the whole plan you just laid out with Shaw would work with you, too. You find my boy, kill him, take Cassidy and Teagan, and leave town. Then you’re in control of the money.”

      “That’s actually a pretty good idea. I hadn’t even considered it. Maybe that is what I’ll do…”

      Gladys’s mouth dropped open.
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      “Relax. I’m busting your balls.”

      “Ain’t got no balls to bust, but that’s not funny.”

      Porter smiled. “It’s a little funny.”

      “So you see why I won’t tell you where Lance is, neither. None of y’all can know. Sometime in the next few weeks, I’ll put together the scratch to get them moved and out of here, and then no one can get to them.”

      Porter exhaled. “That’s what I’m trying to help you do. Don’t you get it? Whether you believe it or not, I’m on your side. The House isn’t. And at some point, they’ll be back, and you won’t have me creeping around with a hammer to help you out. I know you’re a tough old broad, but eventually everyone talks. You will too. Then everything you’re trying to protect will be in their hands.”

      Gladys swirled the drink in her cup. She stood up and walked to the window over the sink. “I can’t see nothing out there, but I can hear it. Snow’s just piling up.”

      “Maybe I’ll get out of here and go ice-fishing while you decide to let me help you. Looks like it might take a while.”

      “It’s too early in the freeze. You go out there and you’ll fall in.”

      “That’s okay, I know how to swim.”

      “Yeah, but when those balls of yours are ice cubes, you might not be so tough anymore.”

      “You might be right.”

      She leaned against the cabinet. “Prove to me you aren’t in it with Cassidy. That you ain’t in it for the money.”

      Porter was quiet for a few moments. He pulled out his phone and dialed a number, and put the phone on speaker.

      After two rings, Ross answered. “Good to know you’re still alive and kicking out there.”

      “You’re on speaker.”

      “Why?”

      “I need to ask you something.”

      “But why am I on speaker? That bitch isn’t there with you right now, is she? Look man, I told you she’s bad news. Stay away from her, bro.”

      Porter smiled and looked at Gladys. “He’s talking about Cassidy.”

      Gladys snorted. “Well, he did say bitch, didn’t he?”

      “Ross, I need you to answer something for me. Be honest, all right?”

      “I’m always honest.”

      “How much do I have in the bank?”

      “What?” Ross said.

      “It’s not a trick question. I honestly don’t know. I let you keep track of all that stuff. Between all the rewards I’ve found the last couple years, and my old retirement fund, what am I working with?”

      Ross sighed. “I’m not telling you that over the phone.”

      “Come on, just ballpark it.”

      “I mean, we’ve got accounts for you in a lot of places. What you’re worth is kind of a nebulous concept.”

      “I said ballpark.”

      “I’m not going to put your business out there. How do I know people aren’t eavesdropping that want to rob you blind? You wanna talk about this, we’ll do it in person,” Ross said.

      Porter rubbed his face again. “You’re the stubbornest person I’ve ever met.”

      “I’m not the one who hooked up with some random girl because she looked like my ex, am I? I told you not to, and so did Rivera. You’re the one who’s too stubborn to listen.”

      Gladys smiled a crooked smile.

      “You don’t even have an ex,” Porter muttered. “Okay, how about this. Would I sweat two fifty?”

      “A quarter of a million dollars? You better sweat it. That’s a lot of money. If you don’t sweat it, I’ll worry about it for you.”

      “That’s not the answer I’m looking for.”

      “What do you want me to say? It’s a lot of money, even for you.”

      “Would I hurt a kid for that money?”

      “Hurt a kid?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You mean like…?”

      “Would I kill a father and hold his kid hostage or something to get that money.”

      Ross laughed.

      “Answer me.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Very,” Porter said.

      “Not in a million years. Not for any amount of money. That’s not how you’re wired.”

      “See?” Porter said to Gladys.

      “See what?” Ross said.

      “I’m not talking to you.”

      “I’m on speaker; you kinda are.”

      “Hey Ross, guess what?” Porter said.

      “What?”

      Porter hung up the phone.

      Gladys looked at him for several moments. “That’s some friend you got there.”

      “The best.”

      “He doesn’t like Cassidy very much.”

      “Nope.”

      “She looks like your ex-wife?”

      Porter nodded.

      “Well, if a crotchety old man who looked like Henry showed up, I’d probably take up with him. It would be familiar and comfortable.”

      Porter nodded again. “And confusing. And stupid.”

      “I guess I don’t blame you for getting suckered by the She-wolf.”

      “Not my finest hour.”

      “But you’re serious about helping Teagan and Lance, aren’t you?”

      “I’ve been trying to tell you that all day.”

      Gladys sat back down across from him. “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “Yeah. If you can help my family, I’ll take your help.”

      “Good. Now where are they?”

      “Let me get my boots on and we’ll leave.”

      Porter shook his head. “It’s not a team effort. You tell me where they are, I’ll go out there and get them.”

      “No way, José. That’s my blood out there, and I mean Teagan, too. I’m not letting anyone go out there without me.”

      “That sounds like a terrible idea.”

      “Does it? The place I’m sending you, it ain’t got no address. There’s nothing to punch in with your fancy phone to take you out there. It’s dark, the weather is shit, and you don’t know where you’re going. What kind of rescue operation would you be running if you get stuck in the snow, huh? Besides, look at you. You can barely move your arms. You need me. I’m backup.”

      Porter smiled. “Backup?”

      “Yeah. I’ll sit shotgun, just in case we have any problems.”

      “I gotta admit, that isn’t the worst idea I’ve ever heard.”

      “Good. It’s settled. I’ll go get my coat.”

      Gladys got up and walked away from the table, and Porter did the same. He went over to the sink and scrubbed his hands. The dried blood of several people was on them, and he’d waited as long as he could to clean up.

      He walked over to the floor and picked up the framing hammer. One look at it, with its bits of blood, hair, and skin attached, and he went right back to the sink and rinsed it off, using a chunk of soap to lather it up.

      “Washing the hammer?”

      “It’s pretty gross. What the hell is this stuff, why’s it burning my hands?”

      “I make it myself,” Gladys said. “It’s got lye in it. It’ll clean anything.”

      “Thank God for that,” Porter said. He finished up and dried the hammer before putting it in his back pocket.

      “Here,” she said, holding out a bottle of pills toward Porter.

      “What’s this?”

      “Some old Percocet I had from my hip surgery. I didn’t take them all.”

      “You trying to get me high?”

      “No, I’m trying to give you a chance to move around normal for a while.”

      “I think the ’shine’s worked enough.”

      “If you say so,” Gladys said, and put the pills in her pocket.

      “I’m parked at the other house.”

      “The far one? What the hell you doing so far away?”

      “I couldn’t pull up out front, could I?”

      “I guess not. It’s a damn long way in this mess.”

      “We could just sit on our asses and drink more, if you want. Not sure how that helps your son and Teagan, though…”

      “Screw it, let’s just go already.”

      “Thought so.”

      With that, Porter opened the door. The wind caught it and slammed it into the wall behind him.

      “Let’s just go walking in the wind,” Gladys muttered. “Damn fool parked so far away, like he ain’t got no sense.”

      “I’m standing right here, you know,” Porter said, stepping out after her into the snow and pulling the door tight.

      Porter walked in front, a windbreak for the old woman behind him. She stayed close, and after several minutes, the pair made it to the back side of the old home on the edge of the property, where Porter had stashed the rented Hyundai.

      “This?” Gladys yelled over the wind. “We gonna drive through the snow in this?”

      “Or we can just take your car,” Porter said. “Where’d you park again?”

      “Just open the door. It’s colder than a—”

      “Witch’s tit, I know, I know.”

      He unlocked the doors, and the pair sat inside for several moments, letting the heater run and warm everything up. When Porter was sure his earlobes had thawed, he put the car in drive. “All right, shotgun, time to make with the directions.”

      Gladys didn’t answer. Instead she reached her hand over and placed it on top of Porter’s forearm. “I should say thank you.”

      “I haven’t done anything yet, besides make a big mess in your house.”

      “But you’re trying. You’re damn sure trying, and that’s more than anyone’s done in a long time.”

      “Don’t get soft on me now,” Porter said. “Shotgun’s no place for softies.”

      Gladys let her hand linger for a few more moments, then pulled it away. “Pull out to the main road and take a right. And at least try to be safe. Damn fool’s out here in a two-wheel-drive car. Ain’t you never drove in the snow before?”

      Porter smiled and put his foot on the gas.
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      The snow was a blanket in front of the windshield. Porter followed the directions as best he could, but still had to turn around twice to get to the small roads he’d missed.

      “I said make a right.”

      “But you didn’t say it until I was already past the sign. I’m not a mind reader,” Porter said.

      “Excuses, excuses. Now be careful, this road has a big dip,” Gladys muttered.

      At the same time, Porter’s stomach dropped out, liked he’d gone down the business end of a rollercoaster. “A little more warning would have been better.”

      Gladys didn’t answer. She leaned forward in the Hyundai, eyes squinty in the light of the dashboard, staring hard. “Slow down.”

      Porter obliged; as he did, the visibility got better. It was still snowy, but going slower made it easier to make out a dim light ahead in the darkness.

      “That’s it. A little ways up, you need to make another right.”

      Going barely faster than an idle, Porter turned onto a dirt road. In the headlights, it was obvious that the road was usually mud, but the bitter weather had hardened it, making it a reasonable substitute for pavement.

      “It’s just up ahead. Go straight, you can’t miss it.”

      The muddy drive led through a grove of trees, then a clearing. As he drove, Porter looked out the window, at the sea of headstones along the way. A small building with a single light on materialized as his headlights burned away the darkness. “A church?”

      “I wouldn’t call it no church, they don’t have services anymore. Nobody ever comes out this way. Most people buried here are long forgotten, time done moved past them.”

      “We’re in a graveyard?”

      “Yeah. My Henry is buried back out that way somewhere. I always thought this was the most peaceful place.”

      “A little morbid.”

      “Not really, not if you could see it in the daytime. In spring the wildflowers are everywhere, there’s a little lake a couple hundred yards out back. It looks like a postcard, or something that Rockwell guy would paint.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Porter said.

      He pulled the car up to the building and did a three-point turn, and left the car running, pointed toward the road. “So.”

      Gladys looked at him.

      “Go get him.”

      “You better come, too.”

      “Why? He’s your son. Tell him to get his ass out here.”

      “He’s gonna be scared. He’ll want to meet you before he gets in a car with you. I mean, would you get in a car with a stranger?”

      “If he was trying to save my life, yeah. Yeah, I would.”

      “Stop being ornery and come on,” Gladys said.

      Porter sighed, turned the car off, and stepped out of the warmth. The wind blew past him as he stood tall and looked around. The paths of the flakes were determined by which way the wind blew, and as it shifted, he had better visibility of different parts of the property. He turned and followed Gladys to the door.

      There was a small, thin window with a light on near the front door. Porter peeked in it, and a youthful pair of green eyes—with a familiar smattering of freckles on the nose between them—looked at him, then disappeared behind a curtain. “They got any weapons in there?”

      Gladys started knocking as she answered. “Henry’s old shotgun.”

      “You might want to tell them that I’m on their si—”

      A boom thundered through the wall of the church as the glass window disintegrated. As the hole opened in front of him, Porter dived off the porch, the thunderous echo reverberating around him. The vibration knocked snow from the roof down onto him, and he lay there, a hot flash of white in his eyes as his ribs rebuked him for such a foolish move.

      There was another boom. Now Porter was actually glad he was on the ground in the snow, where any buckshot would pass harmlessly over his head.

      “Stop, you damn fool,” Gladys yelled. “It’s just me.”

      A new voice yelled out. “Mama?”

      “Who else would it be?”

      “You all right? Tea said she saw a man with a beard.”

      “He’s trying to help us, you idiot.”

      Porter didn’t move. He figured it was probably better to stay out of the line of fire while Gladys sorted everything out.

      And while he tried not to pass out.

      “Just stop shootin’ and open the door, all right? I’ll explain everything.”

      Porter heard the squeak of hinges, and the light spilled out onto the ground of the graveyard. Moments later, Gladys was looking down at him, joined by a new face.

      “Hey, buddy, you all right?” Lance Keep said.

      “No.”

      “Well, let’s get you inside and warmed up.” Lance reached down and grabbed Porter by the arm and yanked, as if to help him to his feet.

      Porter hissed through his clenched teeth and snatched his arm back, rolling to his knees and slowly standing. “Fine, just don’t shoot at me anymore. Or try to help me up. In fact, just…don’t do anything, all right?”

      He slowly walked up the stairs and into the open front door. Most of the interior was one big room. To the left was a potbelly stove, the wood inside burning brightly. Further to the rear was a card table, and past that, the kitchen and back door. On the right, a hallway disappeared toward what Porter assumed were bedrooms.

      Kneeling behind a wood-burning stove was Teagan.

      “Who are you?”

      “Who are you?” Porter asked rhetorically.

      “Daddy?” she called out.

      Lance held the front door for his mother as she entered and then he locked the door.

      “Nana,” Teagan said, and ran to her grandmother, nearly tackling the woman.

      With the girl fully in the light, Porter got a good look at her for the first time. She looked like her mother, but was built different. Taller, sturdier, as if her real father was a big man. Teagan gripped her Nana tight and then looked at the man who was her Daddy.

      “I’m sorry about shooting at you,” Lance said. “I’ve just been on edge out here. When Tea said she saw a guy that looked like...well, you know, you, I got worried. I thought the House finally found us.”

      “Do I look like any guy you ever seen at the House? Huh?”

      “Well...no. But you never know. You can’t be too safe.”

      Porter tucked his arm underneath his armpit, the move providing him some measure of comfort. “If I would have known you were so high-strung, I’d have had Gladys call first. You’re like a…like a—”

      “A cat in a room full of rocking chairs?” Teagan said.

      “A whore in church?” Gladys said.

      Porter shook his head and didn’t reply.

      Lance set the shotgun down on the table and pulled out a chair for both his mother and himself. “She can’t call, I don’t have a phone.”

      “You might want to work on that.”

      “I never had a chance. When I was at the House, none of us had them. The Acolyte—”

      “Don’t call him that; it makes him sound better than he is. His name is Vincent David Shaw.”

      “Shaw?” Lance said.

      “Yeah. So you can call him Vincent or David or Shaw or asshole, I don’t care, but I don’t want to hear that Acolyte business anymore. Got it?”

      Lance nodded, his plain features obviously confused. “He…he never let us have anything. When I took Tea, I never had a chance to get one. I figured it was probably better, right? Like, that way they can’t use satellites to track us.”

      Porter shook his head. “No one is using satellites to track you.”

      “You sure?” Lance said. “You don’t have a phone, do you?”

      “Of course I have a phone,” Porter said, as he watched Gladys fill up a teapot and put it on an electric hot plate. “Hey, we don’t have time for evening tea. We’re getting out of here. Get your shit and let’s go.”

      “Look, mister, I don’t even know who you are. You just show up with my mama, and I’m supposed to listen to you? No offense, but I don’t know anything about you.”

      “Oh, you two have a lot in common. More than you think,” Gladys said with a smirk.

      “What’s that mean?”

      “It means you aren’t the only one who got duped by the She-wolf. Porter here’s just as dumb as you are.”
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      “Dumb’s a little bit of an understatement,” Porter said.

      “Wait, are you my mom’s new boyfriend?” Teagan said.

      Porter looked over at the girl, standing several feet away from him with her arms crossed.

      “‘Boyfriend’ is a pretty strong descriptor.”

      “Huh?” the young girl said.

      Lance looked at Porter, then turned away.

      “Now don’t go getting all emotional,” Gladys said. “You left her; what does it matter what she does, huh?”

      Lance walked into the kitchen, worrying at the teapot. “I’m not emotional. It’s just, I didn’t think, you know...”

      “It’s not like I was out trying to ruin your marriage. I didn’t know.”

      “It’s fine,” Lance said. “We aren’t together or anything. It’s just…it hurts, you know? I mean, why get involved anyway? Who are you to stick your nose in our business?”

      “Look, man, Cassidy told me you were a weirdo, trying to pimp your little girl out to Shaw and the House,” Porter said.

      Lance cocked his head at Porter. “Pimp her out? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Porter glanced at Teagan and didn’t say anything.

      “Are you my mom’s new boyfriend or not?”

      Porter ignored the girl and changed the subject. “So what was the plan here? Run away and hide out forever? You just gonna live in this old place? Pretty big hole in the front now. I mean, you have to do something. Kid’s gotta go to school.”

      As the teapot started to whistle, Lance took it off. “There was no plan. When it was time to go, we just ran. I didn’t exactly sit down and figure everything out.” Lance put a towel on the card table and set the teapot on it.

      “I don’t blame you. If my daughter’s birthday was coming up, I’d get out of there, too.”

      “What about my birthday?” Teagan said, arms crossed in front of her. “Why does that matter?”

      Porter looked at the girl. “You mean she doesn’t even know why you’re running?”

      Lance had a confused look on his face. “What are you talking about? I’m lost right now. What’s her birthday have to do with anything?”

      “Why did you leave the House?” Porter said.

      Lance looked at Porter, then to Gladys, then his daughter. “Tea, will you go into the other room for a couple minutes?”

      “Daddy, what are you all talking about? I want to know.”

      “Sweetheart, why don’t you go in the other room for a few? Let us grown-ups talk and—”

      “If this is about me, I should know,” Teagan said, standing from the table. “I deserve to know. What is he talking about? What is Mama doing?”

      “Go to the other room,” Gladys said. “We’ll talk about it in a minute.”

      The young girl’s face set in anger, and it was a look Porter recognized from her mother. He watched as her mouth gaped open several times in frustration, obviously looking for the right words to convince the group she was old enough to be brought into the inner circle. When the words didn’t come, she let out a grunt of frustration and stormed out the back door.

      “At least take your coat,” Lance said, but he was answered by a slamming door.

      “That went well,” Porter said.

      “Everything was fine until you came out here stirring stuff up,” Lance said.

      “Is it? You’re hiding out in a graveyard in the middle of nowhere. That’s not anywhere in my definition of fine.”

      “Don’t be a dummy,” Gladys said. “He’s here to help.”

      “How can you be so sure? You don’t even know this guy.”

      “I know he killed three of those idiots you were tangled up with.”

      “Killed?”

      “Yep. Right in my own house, just tonight. While you were out here hiding, feeling sorry for yourself because you aren’t with the She-wolf anymore, he was saving your mama’s life.”

      Lance sighed and looked down at the teapot. “I suppose I should thank you for helping, Mister…?”

      “Porter.”

      “Mr. Porter.”

      “It’s just Porter.”

      “Fine. Porter, then. You really killed some of the House guys? You did that for my mama?”

      Porter nodded. “Would have gotten Lighthammer, too, if he hadn’t run away.”

      “Lighthammer,” Lance murmured. “You know he’s the Acoly—”

      Porter cleared his throat.

      “Vincent?”

      Porter nodded. “Better.”

      “He’s Vincent’s right-hand man. The world would have been a better place if you did kill him. Some of the stuff he’d do and say…it’s just evil. It makes me sick to think of how long I stayed there.”

      “And the reason you left is…?” Porter said, letting the question hang in the air, trying to finally get an answer.

      “Because they wanted to kill me,” Lance said. “They found out about the money Mama left me in the trust, and they wanted Cassidy to get her hands on it. She was glad to help the Aco—Vincent; I think she loves him. I couldn’t leave Teagan there, knowing what they are.”

      “Wait a minute. Cassidy said when Teagan turned thirteen, Shaw was going to have his way with Teagan. She said that’s why she left, and was trying to get through to you to keep Teagan safe.”

      “Porter, I never seen Shaw do nothing to no kid. He’s trying to kill me, so he obviously isn’t a good guy, but he never touched the kids. I don’t know why she told you that.”

      “But he did sleep with the grown women at the compound…including Cassidy?”

      Lance looked down, then nodded. “But I don’t know why she said that about Tea.”

      “I do,” Porter muttered. Cassidy had played him like a fiddle. She’d lied to him the entire time. The one fact he had thought was true—that he needed to save Teagan—turned out to be a lie. He felt heat crawling up the side of his neck.

      “It shouldn’t have taken him so long to realize it was an evil place,” Gladys said as she poured hot water into a cup, “but he’s a dummy.”

      “No, I’m not. I just… I wanted to be with her, you know? She wanted to be there, and I wanted to be with her, so I stayed. I loved her. I still love her. That’s why…you know, why I won’t tell Tea exactly what’s going on.”

      Porter looked into the man’s bloodshot eyes. “You thought you guys could get back together when this is all done, didn’t you? Even after she was trying to help Shaw kill you for the trust fund money?”

      “I used to. That’s why I never told Teagan the truth about why we were running. If I tell Tea her mama wants to let me get killed so she can get her hands on some stupid money, it would break her.”

      “So what does she know?”

      “Me and Cassidy split up. I told her that the…that Vincent and the guys at the house called the cops and told lies about me, so we have to hide out here while it all blows over.”

      “And then your family will get back together?”

      “I never said that, but Teagan hopes we will. Can you blame her? Who wants their folks to split up?”

      Porter didn’t say anything for a few moments. “So she was okay with leaving her mom? I mean, that’s her mom. Sure, you’re her stepdad, but that’s her real mom. She didn’t have any problems with that?”

      Lance sighed and didn’t answer. Gladys chimed in. “Teagan doesn’t know.”

      “What? That you aren’t her real father?”

      “No. No one does, except Mama and Cass. There wasn’t no need to tell her. I mean, what would it help anything?”

      Porter nodded along as the man spoke. “Well, in this case, her fake dad is better for her than her real mom. So, you should stick that feather in your hat.”

      “I don’t want a feather. I just want everyone to be all right.”

      “Everyone’s not gonna be all right,” Porter said. “But you and Teagan can be. If you hustle up, get your shit together, and we get out of here. Come on, we have places to go.”

      “Where?”

      “Does it matter?” Porter said as he stood gingerly. “Pack your stuff. We’re leaving.”

      “What about Tea?”

      “I’ll go look for her. You two get your things. Take everything; you won’t come back here.”

      Porter walked over to the door. As he opened it to leave, Lance spoke up.

      “You aren’t gonna tell her…you know, what I talked to you about, right?”

      “Not my circus, not my monkeys,” Porter said. He stepped out into the bitter wind and shut the door behind him.

      The girl wasn’t hard to find. The snow had accumulated enough that, in the light of the moon, Porter could follow her tracks right to her. She’d gone out the back, toward a small lake, and was sitting among a sparse grove of trees, using them as a windbreak.

      “You all right?”

      She didn’t look up at him. “Why are you here?”

      “Your grandma said you needed help, so I volunteered.”

      “Oh yeah? What do you care?”

      “She’s a cool old broad. She said you were cool, so I figured she must be right.”

      Teagan didn’t answer, instead wrapping her arms around her knees.

      “Look, it’s freezing out here; let’s go back in. That little fire in the stove was nice, even if the rest of the place is a shithole.”

      “You shouldn’t cuss so much. They say that’s a sign of low intelligence.”

      “Maybe. But I didn’t run out of the warm room into the snow without a coat, did I?”

      She looked up at him. “You don’t have a coat.”

      “I didn’t bring one. There’s a difference.”

      “Are you dating my mom?”

      “‘Dating’ is a strong word.”

      “If you date her, she’ll never get back with my dad.”

      “I don’t think that’s in the cards, kid.”

      “Why not? People get back together all the time.”

      Porter crossed his arms and looked down at her. There wasn’t a bone in his body that wanted to crush her spirit, and getting into everything with her wasn’t his idea of a good time. “Look, we can hash it all out. Don’t worry, though. If your folks want to get back together, I won’t be the reason they don’t.”

      “You won’t date her anymore?”

      “No chance.”

      “Promise?”

      Porter stuck his fist out, pinky extended. “Well? You gotta give me your pinky.”

      The young girl stuck her finger out and hooked it around Porter’s. They shook on it.

      “Now, can we go back inside? I’m freezing.” He gently grabbed her wrist and pulled her to her feet, and they started back toward the small church building.

      “Do you have a hammer in your pocket?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      Porter shrugged. “In case I need to fix something.”

      They took several more steps, and the quiet was interrupted by the blaring of a car horn from the front of the building. Porter paused for a moment, mind racing, and put his hands on Teagan’s back. “Back to the church. Go.”

      “But who—”

      “Go now,” Porter said, half-pushing, half-dragging her along as they went back to the building.
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      The pair made it back to the church just as Porter’s phone rang in his pocket. He ignored it, and shut the door behind him. He walked over to the hole where the window used to be and peeked his head out.

      He recognized the headlight pattern that blazed through the snow back at him. It only took him a few moments to figure out who it was, and how they had found the hideout. “Damn.”

      “Damn what?” Lance said.

      “You were right.”

      “Right about what? Who is that out there?”

      Porter turned and pointed to the card table. “How many shells you got for that shotgun?”

      “Shells? I only got one left.”

      “What?”

      “I figured two was enough, plus one more as my backup.”

      “Lance, we need to talk about things when we get out of here.”

      The horn out front blared again, and Porter walked over to the shotgun and picked it up. “Give me the shell. Maybe I can bluff.”

      “Bluff who? What the hell is going on?” Gladys said.

      “That’s my truck out there.”

      “Like hell it is. What’s it doing here?”

      “Cassidy took it, from the motel.”

      “Mama’s out there? We should let her in. We can talk,” Teagan said.

      “That’s a bad idea.” Porter frowned.

      “Why’s she laying on the horn? Why doesn’t she just come in?” Lance said.

      “Because she’s not alone,” Porter said. “They want to startle and confuse us. Make us think there are more of them than there are.”

      “They who? Who’s with her?”

      “Don’t be a dummy. Those House guys, that’s who. But how could they find us? We were careful,” Gladys said.

      “This is my fault. Her car is new enough to have a car-locate feature. All they have to do is hit the app and it would tell them exactly where we are. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “B-But…” Lance stammered.

      “Look on the bright side,” Porter said. “You were right about them following you with a satellite, if that makes you feel any better.”

      “It doesn’t.”

      “Why can’t we go talk to her?” Teagan whined. “I know we can make everything better.”

      His phone rang again, and Porter pulled it out of his pocket. Before he answered, he looked at Lance. “Go find that other shell.”

      Lanced turned and walked away. Teagan looked at him and then to Porter. “Where is he going?”

      “Just relax, kid. I’ll explain everything in a minute.”

      “What are you—”

      “Give me a second.” Porter looked down at the screen of the ringing phone, at a number he recognized. “Yeah?”

      “How are things in there?” Cassidy said, her voice soft in his ear.

      “Well, you know. Just had some tea. Thinking of turning in for the night.”

      “You could always sleep in my bed.”

      “You know, I’m gonna have to pass on that one. It seems like it’s a little crowded in there,” Porter said.

      “Ouch. Think I deserve that?”

      “I’m thinking you probably deserve worse.”

      “Well, you’re pretty quick to turn around. A couple days ago, I was the spitting image of your ex and you couldn’t get enough. Now I’m nothing to you?”

      “You’re pretty high on my shit list. Lying about your daughter getting molested is pretty low.”

      “That’s not really fair. You can’t be mad at me for doing what’s best for me. I needed your help, and I knew if you were the type of guy who would find Tanya Franks, you must have a soft spot for kids. I had to use that to my advantage.”

      “That’s cold,” Porter said.

      “The world is a cold place. Nobody taught me how to make it, I just had to survive on my own. I’ve done plenty of stuff that I’m not proud of, but guess what?”

      Porter didn’t answer, instead looking for Lance and the lone shotgun shell.

      “I’m still alive. And I’m proud of that. Now I want to give you a chance.”

      “For what? Herpes? The clap? I’m not taking anything you’re giving out, believe me.”

      “You’re so rude when you’re annoyed.”

      “You should see me when I’m pissed.”

      “I can only imagine. Listen, I convinced the Acolyte to let you go. You aren’t anybody to them, and since I asked nicely, he’ll do it. All you have to do is give me Lance and my daughter.”

      “Just like that?” Porter said.

      “Just like that.”

      “I feel like he doesn’t know about the guys I killed tonight.”

      “He does. He’s not happy, but it’s amazing how a little money can help you look at the bright side.”

      “Cool story. I’ll think about it,” Porter said as he hung up. “Where the hell is Lance?”

      Porter stepped away from the front wall of the old building and went to the back of the cabin, looking for Lance and his shell. Teagan was standing by the stove.

      “What did she say to you?”

      “Nothing. We can’t go out there right now, it’s dangerous.”

      “But why? Why can’t we go talk to her?”

      “Gladys? Where the hell are you?”

      Her head popped out of the room near the back. “I’m trying to help that damn fool find that shell. It’s like I gave birth to Barney Fife, I swear.”

      Porter motioned to her, and she stepped over to him. He lowered his voice. “You got that bottle of Percocet?”

      “Change your mind about a little medicinal help, have you?”

      “I think it’s about time I opened myself up to the possibility that I need it.”

      The old woman reached into the front pocket of her jeans and gave Porter the bottle. “Here, I have to go help Barney back there.”

      The truck horn blared again, held down for a long, loud time. Porter gritted his teeth at the annoyance.

      “What did she say?” Teagan said. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      “Go sit down!” Porter snapped. “Stop asking questions for a while. All you need to do is be quiet for a few minutes, got it?”

      He turned back to the bottle and opened it, pouring a handful of pills into his palm. His back toward Teagan, he slammed the pills onto the counter, then got a frying pan and crushed them, turning the Percocets into crumbly bits.

      Porter swept the powder from the counter onto the back of his hand. Then he brought his hand to his nose and sniffed hard. He snorted as much as he could, then took a breath and did it again. He licked the residual dust off his hand, the gritty, bitter taste foul in his mouth.

      “Damn,” he said as he gagged.

      He hoped that by crushing up the pills, their analgesic effect would take place as rapidly as possible. Because if things were headed south as quickly as they seemed to be, he was going to need to forget he even had ribs, let alone that something was cracked in there.

      “Lance?” he bellowed. “Come on already.” Porter walked over to the card table and picked up the empty double-barrel.

      “I got it!” Lance said. “I found it.”

      Lance appeared from the bedroom, hand closed tightly around the precious shotgun shell. As he started across the room, he stopped. “Where’s Tea?”

      Porter looked from him to the space the girl had been standing, and then immediately to the front door, which was wide open.

      “Teagan?” Gladys said, and darted after her into the darkness.

      “Gladys, no,” Porter said.

      There was a shriek in the night, a truncated scream, and then quiet.

      “Tea?” Lance said as he walked toward the open door. “Mama?”

      “Don’t go out there,” Porter said.

      Lance paid no attention to Porter, instead walking out the front door and onto the porch. “Tea? Where are you?”

      “Lance, get back in here. Give me the shell, we need—”

      By the time Porter made it to the doorway, all he could do was watch. The man Teagan called Daddy was silhouetted by the truck lights burning away at the darkness.

      Another, larger figure stepped into the headlights. Porter instantly recognized Lighthammer’s thick build. He’d been concealed by the front wall of the church, waiting for someone to come out.

      “Lance, move—”

      “Tea?”

      Lighthammer yanked the man off his feet. As the car horn blared, Porter watched from yards away as the big man plunged his large knife into Lance’s back, over and over again.

      By the time Porter made it through the front door, Lighthammer had dropped Lance in a heap. Porter looked from the murder scene to a smaller figure, frozen between Lighthammer and the lights of the truck.

      “Daddy? Daddy?”

      “Teagan, run,” Porter yelled at the stationary girl. “Go to the woods, now!”

      “Daddy?”

      “Go!”

      As if shaken from her trance, Teagan bolted. She ran away from the truck and around Lighthammer, toward the rear of the house, toward the lake and trees.

      Now that Porter was closer, the lights weren’t silhouetting Lighthammer, but instead revealing him. The man held a large combat knife, with a thick handle and serrations on the spine.

      Lighthammer turned and looked at Porter. “You’ve been talking big for days. What do you think now? Huh?”

      Porter saw two figures leave the truck. They ran through the spill of the headlights long enough that he could make them out: Cassidy and Shaw, streaking across the snowy yard after Teagan.

      To his left, he passed Gladys on the ground. Lighthammer must have grabbed her when she first left the church. Porter hoped she was only unconscious.

      He took a deep breath, the stabbing pain in his ribs still present, and hoped the Percocet would kick in sometime before Lighthammer had a chance to stick that knife in his neck. Porter pulled the hammer out of his pocket. “I think I should have done this a long time ago.”

      And he stepped toward Lighthammer, bathed in headlights among the gravestones.
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      Lighthammer smiled. “I wasn’t sure I was ever gonna get a chance to stick you.”

      Porter didn’t answer. He clenched his teeth, squeezing the handle of the hammer tight enough that it might crack. He stepped past a large grave marker, and then had an open lane to Lighthammer.

      He stepped closer, his eyes on the knife the man was holding. It was possible to survive a knife fight, even to win a knife fight. But it was impossible to do so without getting cut. That was a fact Porter knew too well, and he pushed it from his mind.

      “I figured you’d skip town,” Lighthammer said. “Why hang around once the girl ghosted you?”

      Porter took another step forward.

      “If it makes you feel any better, she actually liked you. We told her to kill you while you were asleep, save us the trouble, but she wouldn’t do it. Said taking your car and guns was good enough. Said that would make sure you weren’t a problem for us.”

      “You should have grabbed one of the guns,” Porter said.

      “Don’t need one. Never needed one. I must’ve stuck fifty guys; you aren’t any different.”

      “I’m not even the same animal.” Porter took one last step and was as close as he needed to be. Without another word, he swung at Lighthammer, using his height and reach to close the last few feet to his adversary.

      Lighthammer stepped back, Porter’s blow narrowly missing the top of his head. He responded with several big swipes of his knife, backing Porter up.

      The men circled each other, careful as they stepped among the headstones.

      The snow was cold and wet, and Porter’s Chuck Taylors were soaked. They chilled his feet, which were much more numb than Gladys’s Percocet had made his ribs.

      Apparently no longer content to circle, Lighthammer reversed directions abruptly, slashing the big blade. Porter danced backward and caught his foot on a marker, nearly losing his balance.

      In response to the stumble, Lighthammer rushed Porter. He put his head down and charged, as if the knife in his hands was no good any longer. It was all Porter could do to sidestep, like a matador sidestepping a bull—although in this case, it was more like a bull sidestepping a rhino.

      Lighthammer slid in the snow and came to a stop. He reversed the knife and held it like an ice pick, then raised his hands high and stepped toward Porter again. This time Porter rushed him, trying to upset any rhythm the cultist was finding.

      Porter swung in an X pattern—top to bottom, top to bottom—putting the business end of the framing hammer between himself and the man with the knife.

      The blade flashed, and Porter felt the bite. As Porter drew back, Lighthammer had stepped quickly in, swiping down at Porter’s empty hand, nicking the forearm it was attached to.

      Porter grunted and took a step back to gather himself. He’d known there was no way to win a knife fight without getting cut, and could only hope this was the worst of them.

      “Got ya.”

      Porter ignored the man and raised his hands high, like a boxer. He held the hammer in his right hand, his left curled tightly into a fist. The cut wasn’t deep enough to affect his dexterity, and he planned on ending things before that happened.

      He shuffle-stepped toward Lighthammer, cautious of his footing on the slick snow-covered grass, and stared at the man in the bright headlights.

      Lighthammer stood his ground, neither advancing nor retreating from the oncoming Porter.

      Moments later, the two men launched dueling attacks.

      Porter’s hammer was a blur, no longer moving like an X; it was more of a horizontal figure-eight. He didn’t concentrate on Lighthammer’s ugly face or his body. Instead, Porter worried at the man’s hand.

      The one holding the brutal-looking knife.

      Lighthammer tried to move back, but Porter slid closer, tight figure-eight aimed at the knife.

      Porter connected, a solid strike on the man’s knuckles, eliciting a groan and then a counterattack. Lighthammer used big, looping swings, unfocused and undisciplined, driving Porter back. The tip of the blade sang past Porter’s face several times—then Lighthammer got careless.

      He swung the knife in a big arc. The move was slow and unfocused, possibly born of a bit of fatigue and frustration.

      Porter didn’t care why; he was going to take advantage. He finally had his chance.

      He dropped his hammer and caught Lighthammer’s wrist, first with one hand, then both. He squeezed like his life depended on it, and felt the small bones in Lighthammer’s wrist shift as he did.

      For his part, Lighthammer brought his other hand on top of Porter’s. The two men struggled over the knife—Porter trying to move it away from him, Lighthammer trying to force it home into Porter’s chest.

      After a few moments, Lighthammer lowered the tip of the blade and sank it into Porter’s wrist, moving it back and forth, gouging it open.

      Porter hissed through closed teeth, determined that he’d not get cut again. Not in the graveyard, not by Lighthammer.

      Instead of pushing against the knife and the powerful arms holding it, Porter took a quick step to the side and pulled. Off-balance, Lighthammer stumbled forward. Porter kicked the man’s leg and sent him sprawling to the ground on his stomach.

      Porter kept hold of the wrist he had trapped, and followed Lighthammer down. Before the big man could say a word, Porter slammed his knee into Lighthammer’s spine to pin him down. Then, he yanked Lighthammer’s arm behind his back, and pulled up on the downed man’s wrist until it nearly touched his neck.

      Lighthammer screamed as Porter tore his shoulder out of its socket. The knife fell harmlessly to the ground. Porter grabbed it and tossed it out of reach, then stood. “You don’t seem happy.”

      Lighthammer writhed in agony. “You—you son of a bitch. I can’t move my arm.”

      “I don’t suspect you’ll ever be able to again.”

      “Wait. Wait,” Lighthammer said as he tried to roll over and face Porter. “Let’s talk about this.”

      Porter looked down at the man. He took a deep breath, pleased to notice that his ribs barely hurt. Maybe the spike of adrenaline had sent the medicine coursing through his veins faster. Or maybe his contempt for the man on the ground had dulled his sense of pain. Either way, Porter wasn’t complaining.

      “Now wait, damn it. Listen.”

      “What, you want to offer me a deal? Is that the same deal you offered Sheriff Grant? Maybe it’s the one you were ready to give Gladys earlier. That deal?”

      “I wasn’t gonna hurt that old bitch.”

      “Coulda fooled me.”

      “Wait, listen. I can tell you… I can tell you everything.”

      “There’s nothing to say.”

      Porter reached down and grabbed the big man by the collar, pulling him along the snow several feet until he came to a small gravestone shaped like a half-circle.

      “We can talk,” Lighthammer said, scrambling his feet to get traction. “I can get you the weed. All of it, it’s yours.”

      Porter flipped him over, put his knee in the middle of the man’s back, and pressed Lighthammer’s mouth to the gravestone. “I’m done talking.”

      With that, Porter slammed his forearm into the back of Lighthammer’s head. The first strike broke all the teeth in the man’s mouth, and his jaw along with it.

      After several more powerful hits, Lighthammer lay motionless underneath him. A puddle of blood seeped out onto the crisp, white snow.

      Porter pushed himself to his feet—faintly aware of his ribs, acutely aware of his wet, cold feet—and trudged toward the front door. He checked on Gladys and found her to be alive, if taking a long time to wake up.

      He reached down and picked up the single precious shotgun shell that Lance had managed to scrounge up. He went into the church, retrieved the double-barrel that was still lying on the table, and loaded it.

      Then he stumbled out the back door, toward the lake and the trees.

      Toward Teagan and Shaw and Cassidy.
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      Porter looked at the ground. The tracks he’d used earlier to follow the girl to her hiding place had already been snowed over, filled in by the increasing white-out. Fortunately for him, there were now six feet to follow, three sets of tracks that went romping through the fresh snow like elephants through a field of grass. It didn’t take long to find the track and get his bearings and push on toward the trio.

      He was pissed at his Chuck Taylors for not being equipped to handle the amount of moisture they were being subjected to.

      He was pissed at his ribs for becoming an impediment. Porter knew the numb feeling would wear off, and he’d be racked with pain again.

      He was pissed at the shotgun in his hands. Why on earth Lance only had three shells was impossible to understand, and Porter’s head hurt even trying.

      But most of all, he was pissed at himself. Pissed for getting involved in the family dispute. Pissed for falling for the load of crap Cassidy had fed him. Pissed he hadn’t listened to either Ross or Rivera, two of the people closest to him.

      Pissed that Lighthammer’s quip about Cassidy not wanting to kill him had kindled some faint, irrational, stupid spark of hope in his chest. That somehow he’d been wrong about her deception and betrayal. But it didn’t matter now.

      All that mattered is Teagan needed his help, and he wasn’t going to stop until she was out of the clutches of the House.

      And her own mother.

      The track led toward the tree grove where he’d found the girl not an hour earlier. The smaller tracks were stomped over by two other sets—Shaw and Cassidy, hot on her tail.

      Porter slowed as he moved past the trees, and looked down. The footprints pointed him straight out, toward the lake. He jogged along, eyes wide, trying to take in everything he could, but the moon wasn’t bright enough to offer more than twenty feet visibility.

      He continued in the direction of the tracks until, in the distance, a thicker grove of trees came into view. The trees were the largest he’d seen in Indiana, and as he moved under the evergreens, he found normal, hard earth. The canopy was keeping most of the snow out, and there were no easy tracks to find.

      Porter pushed on, slipping around tree trunks and past the scrubby-looking bushes underneath them, until he came to the end of the tree line. Not ten feet in front of him was the start of the lake.

      At home, in Florida, there was a long, gradual meeting of ground and water. The sand was a buffer, giving plenty of space to move around without having to get wet. Not here. There was a patch of rocky ground, and then lake.

      He stared at it, then left and right. He saw no one else, and stood statue-still, trying to hear something—anything—over the whistling of the wind and the increasingly large snowflakes smacking him in the face.

      A scream from somewhere ahead of him spurred him to the water’s edge—if it could still be called water.

      Porter was no expert on the freezing process, but it was clear to him that the lake had started to solidify and was at least partially frozen. The question was, how thick was it? Teagan and Cassidy were one thing; they were small humans. Even Shaw couldn’t have gone for more than one hundred eighty pounds.

      Porter was six-four, and nearly three hundred pounds. Looking at the ice made him wish he’d been hitting the gym a little more, and had laid off the pork tenderloin sandwiches. Which he resolved to do, if he was still alive the next time he was hungry.

      He took a deep breath and stared down at the ice, and he stepped out.

      He moved slowly at first, testing with his right foot, trying to make sure his weight would hold before committing himself fully. Then he stepped out with his left foot. Both feet now on the ice, he stopped when he heard a noise he couldn’t place, but rightly figured was a groan from the ice.

      Another scream from somewhere in the whitewashed wasteland in front of him.

      “She’s just a kid,” he muttered to himself, and started walking. He went as fast as he could, partly because he knew Teagan needed him, and partly because he thought he had read somewhere that the ice in a lake was thicker in the middle than it was near the shore.

      Every step he took, however, made him question whether he was remembering wrong, and it was the other way around.

      Porter shouldered the shotgun that had been tucked underneath his arm, pointing it somewhere in front of him, and listening hard as he did. The trees had been a windbreak, and since he’d stepped out on the lake, the wind was stronger than ever. He felt its effects as he tried to decide which way to go.

      Nearly fifty yards later, the decision was made for him.

      Materializing from somewhere further out on the lake was Shaw, pulling Teagan by the wrist, dragging her as they came along.

      Cassidy was trying to talk to the girl as Shaw dragged her, and the three of them were making a loud enough noise that Porter nearly heard them before he saw them.

      “You’ll learn, Teagan, this is what’s best,” Shaw said, head toward the ground, straining to move the resistant girl.

      “Baby girl, please,” Cassidy said. “You’re coming with us now. Everything’s gonna be okay.”

      “But what about Daddy? Let go of me! Stop, you’re hurting me.”

      “No means no.” Porter raised the shotgun and pointed it at Shaw. “Let her go.”

      “What the—”

      Cassidy stepped in front of Shaw and held one hand up, palm out. In the other, she had a dark pistol, which Porter could only guess was his. “Come on, you aren’t gonna shoot me, right? Let’s just talk a minute.”

      “It’s too damn cold to talk. Let the kid go.”

      Cassidy shook her head. The wind whipped her hair around and she struggled to keep it out of her face. For the first time, Porter found her unattractive, scrambling at her face after her hair.

      “Who do you think you are?” Shaw said. “Teagan is Cassidy’s girl. You don’t get a say in what happens. Now get out of our way.”

      “Or what? The Darkness will get me?” Porter sneered.

      “Do not mock the Darkness!” Shaw screamed, safely hidden behind Cassidy.

      “You really believe that shit, don’t you? I thought you were just in it for the free perks. Weed, underage girls, and their stupid mothers, but you actually believe, don’t you?”

      “It comes for us all,” Shaw said.

      “Look, I’m done. Give me Teagan. I’m not gonna tell you again.”

      “Or what? What are you gonna do, Porter? You won’t shoot me, and we both know it.” Cassidy raised her outstretched hands.

      Porter raised the gun toward Cassidy’s face.

      “Please. I would have had you wrapped around my finger regardless and we both know it—even without the fact that I look like what’s-her-name. You wanted me to be her so bad. It was pathetic. I’ve been leading you around all week. I know you better than you think, you aren’t going to hurt me. So just get out of the way and let us go on with our lives. I don’t need you anymore.”

      Porter lowered the double-barrel.

      “That’s a good boy.” Behind Cassidy, Shaw smiled. Teagan had stopped kicking and fighting, and was staring at Porter.

      “Now move out of the way and let us by.”

      Porter stepped to the right. He was acutely aware that he wouldn’t get a clean shot on anyone with the wind blowing the barrel of his gun around, and there was a very real possibility that he might hit Teagan even if he tried.

      “That’s good. It’s not gonna hurt for long, me playing you,” Cassidy said. “I promise. We’ll be gone before you know it.”

      Porter took another big step to the right. He looked at Teagan and shook his head.

      “I’m sorry, kid.”

      The girl bucked back to life. “What? Don’t let them take me. No!”

      Porter looked from Teagan, to the double-barrel in his hands.

      Then he pointed it at Shaw’s feet and pulled the trigger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The shotgun exploded into action, slamming a tightly-patterned load of buckshot into the ice beneath Cassidy and Shaw.

      “What did you do?” Cassidy screamed.

      Porter dropped the gun as the surface beneath the trio gave way, the hole from the shotgun opening up the already-too-thin ice. The ice nearly disintegrated, and a moment later, there was a hole the size of a bathtub that swallowed Cassidy and Shaw up.

      Shaw clung to Teagan, who was on her knees near the edge, trying to pull herself free. Porter dropped to his belly and slid closer to the hole, just as Teagan disappeared into it, beneath the icy water.

      Moments later, both she and Shaw popped to the surface. Shaw had released her, and was clawing his way to the edge of the hole, trying to clamber up onto the ice.

      Porter reached out and grabbed Teagan’s collar, dragging her toward him and the crumbling edge.

      Next to him, Shaw had his chest out of the water, kicking to propel himself up onto the ice.

      With one hand firmly on Teagan, Porter reached out and slammed a fist into the side of Shaw’s head, smashing it into the ice. The cult leader struggled, his hands flailing as he tried to stop Porter.

      Porter hit Shaw over and over again, until the man went limp and slid back beneath the icy water. If Porter had been in the right frame of mind, and not focused on trying to keep Teagan alive, he would have stopped to wonder how Shaw was going to like the Darkness at the bottom of the lake.

      On the other side of the hole, Cassidy kicked and struggled in the water. She threw the pistol out onto the ice, freeing up both of her hands to try and pull herself out of the ever-expanding hole.

      Porter ignored her, instead focusing on pulling Teagan from the water.

      Every time he got her to the edge, a bit would crumble away, and he had to scramble back to keep from going completely in himself. As it stood, half his torso was soaked, and he was frozen.

      “Help…me,” Teagan sputtered, voice caught in her throat. She kicked and scratched, like a drowning person trying to drag her savior down with her.

      “Stop,” Porter said. “Stop moving.” He dragged her back toward him, barely keeping pace with the ice as it crumbled underneath him. “Keep still.”

      “So…cold.”

      Porter gave a mighty yank, hard enough to haul her all the way out of the water. She started to move through the broken shards of ice toward him, but his grip faltered. The pain in his side was back, and made him involuntarily release his hold on Teagan.

      “Damn it,” he growled, pushing through the pain.

      Teagan’s face disappeared below the water, her outstretched hand the last thing Porter saw as she slipped away. He grunted, and forced his body to let him extend his arm again. He plunged his arm back into the frigid water, feeling the faintest hint of the girl’s finger.

      That was enough.

      Porter seized on the finger, clamping it in a vise grip. He pulled as hard as he could, and seconds later, Teagan gasped as she tasted air again.

      “Oh my God… Oh my God,” she sputtered as she grabbed his shirt, clawing at him.

      “You gotta help,” Porter said. “Come on, kick your legs.”

      Teagan firmly in his grasp, Porter backed away from the hole. The ice crumbled as he pulled the girl toward him.

      He reached underneath her armpit and grabbed the back of her nearly iced-over shirt and looked her in the face. “I said kick!”

      With that, he pulled as hard as he could. Instead of dragging her through the decaying ice, he lifted her up into the air so her entire upper body was out, then he rolled backward, letting her fall on top of him as the pair rolled away from the edge.

      Not content to rest, Porter pushed Teagan off him and half dragged her as he put more space between them and the deadly water.

      After several moments, he stood to his feet. Twenty feet away, in the center of the hole, was Cassidy. She’d dip under for a few moments, then surge back to the surface. She’d given up on trying to make it back to the firm ice and was just trying to keep breathing.

      “Porter… Help me… Help me,” she gasped during one surfacing.

      A flash of instinct passed through his freezing body, and Porter thought about going in after her. Diving in and saving her, regardless of the lies. Then he pushed it from his mind. He turned his back on Cassidy and looked down at Teagan, whose time in the water had left her in the fetal position, trying to warm up. He reached down and picked up his Glock and stuffed it in his pocket. Then he picked the girl up, holding her tight in his arms.

      Her eyes were closed and she was shivering. Porter looked back at her mother one last time.

      “Please help,” Cassidy called. “I can’t swim. I can’t swim…”

      Porter turned his back one last time and headed toward the shore. He’d found the final way in which Cassidy was different from his ex-wife, and it was a big one:

      Trisha could swim like a fish.
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      After almost twenty minutes of constant movement, both to keep himself warm and hurrying to get the teen in his arms warm before hypothermia took her from the earth, Porter busted through the back of the church and into Lance’s former hideout.

      Gladys sat next to the fully ablaze potbelly stove. She looked up at him as he stomped over with Teagan.

      “Bring her here. Come on, we gotta get her out of those wet clothes,” she said.

      Porter helped strip the girl until it came to her unmentionables, and then he turned away. He pulled a blanket from the couch and tossed it to Gladys.

      Teagan attended to, Porter stripped naked, in full view of the old woman, and wrapped himself in his own blanket. With the cold clothes off him, he felt alive again, the warmth of the blanket on his skin worth any dollar amount on earth.

      Porter paced back and forth near the stove, his bare feet warming up from the ice cubes they’d been. He tried not to think about whatever he was stepping on, and hoped he didn’t get a strange strain of foot fungus.

      “I wish Lance hadn’t blown out the front of this place. It’d be a lot warmer in here.”

      Gladys was on the floor with Teagan, cradling her near the heat. “He wasn’t the brightest. But he meant well.” Her voice cracked, and Porter decided not to mention her son again.

      “How long were you out for?”

      “Hell, I don’t know. Woke up and saw my boy… Well, I saw my boy. Then I went out and saw that big dummy from the House, head damn near broke in half. I figured that was you. Since both cars were still here, and I didn’t see Shaw and the She-wolf, I knew you was after them. And that you’d be cold when you came back.”

      “Smart.”

      “You live this long, you learn a thing or two.”

      Porter stood, blanket tightly around him, trying to ignore the smell of mothballs—or something less sanitary—on the fabric. He wiggled his toes near the base of the stove.

      “Shaw?” Gladys said.

      “Gone.”

      “The She-wolf?”

      Porter hesitated a moment before saying, “Gone, too.”

      “Damn.”

      “She did it to herself,” Porter said.

      “Yeah, she did. She should have never got you involved. You manipulate and string along the wrong people, and shit can happen.”

      Porter didn’t answer. Instead he walked around the cabin, looking at the random collection of belongings that Lance had brought with him when he’d first settled in. There wasn’t much. He walked back over to the stove. “How is she?”

      “Warming up. Warming up good, aren’t you, sweetness?” Gladys said. “I think she’s gonna be okay.”

      “Really? I just dropped her mama in a hole in the ice. I feel like that might stick with a kid for a while.”

      “Maybe. But eventually she’ll understand. I suspect she’ll be upset for a long time, but she’ll get it sorted. I’ll help her.”

      “We shouldn’t stay long.”

      “Why not? We’re in the middle of nowhere. They don’t inter folks here anymore. There’s no one to keep the grounds; we can stay as long as we need.”

      Porter pointed to the front wall of the cabin, and the hole in the window. “You don’t see the snow getting in here?”

      Gladys frowned. “I just want the girl to warm up first, that’s all.”

      “Well, I figure you got about ten minutes or so, and I’m out of here. It’s cold, my ribs hurt, and I’m pissed.”

      “You don’t have to be such a baby about it. We can leave when you’re ready. Just grab Lance and we’ll go.”

      Porter stopped pacing. “What?”

      “What what? Did you think I was gonna leave my boy here? Stabbed to death in the snow? No. He’s coming home where I can give him a proper burial. I already have to get the backhoe out; I can give him the respect he deserves.”

      “Are you…” Porter started to say, then stopped himself. He was sure Gladys was right that no one would be out at the graveyard for some time, but eventually it would happen.

      He thought about what he needed to do to make sure no one knew he had been there; there wasn’t much.

      Shaw and Cassidy were nowhere to be found. Perhaps at some point in the future a fisherman might hook something he wasn’t ready for, and that might cause an issue. Still, the bodies wouldn’t tell the police what happened, especially after so much time in the water.

      Lighthammer’s body could stay where it was. He didn’t deserve the respect of a proper burial.

      He fished the keys to the Hyundai out of his pocket and walked outside, blanket tied around his waist, barefoot. He opened the door, started the vehicle, and rolled all the windows down.

      Porter leaned over on the passenger seat and opened the glove box. He opened the rear panel where the fuses were located, and fished around until he found what he hoped was the wiring to the GPS unit. He figured it was built into the radio, as with many modern cars, so he ripped wires and fuses out until the bright display dimmed, then went black.

      He was aware that many GPS units also had battery back-up power, but he was too tired to care. With any luck, the rental car company would charge Shaw’s card for a few more weeks, until they realized something was wrong.

      Normally he would have taken the time to wipe everything down, ensuring his fingerprints weren’t found. In this case, the driving snow would do his job for him. By the time it drifted through the windows, piled higher and higher, and melted at some point, dusting the car for prints would be useless.

      Besides, that was assuming the next sheriff was any more driven than Tucker Grant had been. More likely, things would just be written off as some type of accident and pushed off.

      Same held with the cabin. Porter wasn’t sure if he’d touched much, save the doorknobs and frying pan. He’d wipe them off out of caution, but the snow coming in and the inevitable moisture would destroy any errant prints.

      It was the best he could do. Despite his preference for burning the evidence, he couldn’t bring himself to torch a church.

      He left the Hyundai running, pulled out his duffle bag, and stomped over to his Ford and opened the front door. The vehicle was still running, and the heat was going full blast. The interior seemed undisturbed.

      Porter waited a few moments in the cab of the car, enjoying the hot air on his body. Eventually, he dragged himself out of the front seat and went over to where Lance lay on the ground. Carefully placing his arms underneath the dead man, Porter hefted him to his shoulder, walked him back to the bed of the pickup, and dropped him into it.

      He wished there was something a bit more honorable he could do, perhaps something that said “I’m sorry I slept with your wife and watched you get killed.”

      In the bright headlights of the truck, Porter used snow to clean the dark red blood off his hands, wishing he had a bucket of hand sanitizer instead.

      With Lance loaded and the windows in the Hyundai left open, Porter hustled back inside to find Gladys and Teagan both on their feet. Teagan was wrapped in the blanket still, and Porter eyed her warily.

      “You all right?”

      She didn’t answer, instead leaning into her grandmother and sobbing.

      Porter didn’t blame her. She’d lost both of her parents that night, and bizarre cultists or not, they were her family. Porter only hoped that Gladys could provide the girl with all the support she’d need. He grabbed up his sopping-wet clothes and decided against putting them back on, reasoning he’d be even colder as the moisture sapped the heat from his body.

      He gestured for the pair to walk out in front of him, and led them around Lighthammer’s body. He helped them into the back seat, where they could be with each other.

      He dropped the truck into drive and headed out to the main road, moving slow enough that the limited visibility from the snow wouldn’t cause him to wreck.

      After several minutes of silence, he lowered the rearview mirror and looked down at Teagan, who was fast asleep on her grandmother’s lap.

      “She’s gonna be all right,” Gladys said.

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “More all right than she would have been without you. Stop worrying.”

      Porter readjusted the mirror and kept driving, unable to suppress the feeling that the young girl’s life was ruined, and that he was at least partially responsible.
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      Porter bumped along the road to Gladys’s home, this time not taking the time to sneak. There was no reason. He was sure the people who were after the old woman—and Teagan—wouldn’t be a problem any longer. In fact, he didn’t think the two of them should have much problems with anyone anymore.

      He pulled right up in the front and put the car in park. Teagan and Gladys had both fallen asleep in the back seat. He cleared his throat, and Gladys perked up.

      “We’re here.”

      “It’s about damn time. You really took the long way, huh?”

      “I don’t know my way around and you were cat-napping back there, so I had to improvise.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Gladys said. “I’m gonna go inside and start getting ready. Mind bringing the girl in for me?”

      “I was thinking maybe I should lea—”

      “Hell, you can leave as soon as you want, but what about all the bodies in my house? I’m good with bleach and water and a scrub brush. I’ll even fire up the backhoe at first light, and dig my holes. But how you think I’m gonna get the bodies outside? I look like some kinda muscle woman to you?”

      Porter frowned, realizing he’d genuinely forgotten about the Usher brothers strewn around Gladys’s Victorian. “You have a point.”

      “Of course I do. Now bring in my baby girl while I start prepping. Take her into my room, through the kitchen. Try not to let her see all the mess, at least not yet. When I have time to explain, it’ll be okay. Can’t let her wake up and see some man’s neck broken, can I?”

      Porter nodded, and Gladys slid out of his truck, headed toward the house. He turned around and looked down at Teagan, who spoke without opening her eyes. “I’m not asleep.”

      “I didn’t think you were.”

      “Nana did.”

      “Maybe. I just think she wanted you to be, to try to hide all this from you.”

      “It isn’t working,” Teagan said.

      “I imagine not.”

      Teagan sat up and looked out the window. She began to sob, and Porter didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing.

      After several minutes, she calmed down and wiped her nose on her shirt sleeve. “My daddy’s really dead, isn’t he?”

      Porter nodded.

      “He wasn’t my real dad; you know that, right?”

      “I know he wasn’t your biological father. But he died trying to protect you, and that seems like a daddy to me.”

      Teagan was silent for a moment. “He was the best. Everybody thought I didn’t know. They want to keep secrets, but then they talk too loud, like just because I’m a teenager, my ears don’t work.”

      “All grown-ups do that. It’s a thing.”

      “What about Mama? What happened out on the ice? I don’t remember anything after I fell in.”

      Porter paused for a few moments. “She couldn’t swim.”

      “You couldn’t get her?”

      “I could have, but I chose to get you instead. You’re more important to me than your mom.”

      Teagan sniffed hard. “But you don’t even know me. How could you save me instead of her?”

      “I know enough to know that it was the right choice. I’m sure it doesn’t feel like that, not now, but it was the right choice. Your mom…she was confused. She was confused, and that made her make some bad decisions.”

      “And now she’s dead?”

      Porter nodded.

      “What am I going to do?”

      “You’re going to walk in the house. You’re going to give the old lady in there a hug, because she’s all you got now. Then you’re going to move on. It’s all you can do.”

      “You’re really bad at this,” Teagan said.

      “I never said I wasn’t. All I know is, no matter what, things get a little easier every day. That’s all you can hope for.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      Porter exhaled and turned around in the seat the best he could. “I used to be married.”

      Teagan wiped her eyes and stared at him.

      “I really loved my wife; she was the best thing I ever had. The thing is, I went through a hard time at my work, and it kind of made me an asshole. I wasn’t around as much as I should have been at home, because I was so mad all the time. My wife started calling me Telly-Porter, because I would just disappear all the time.”

      Teagan didn’t say anything.

      “My wife was pregnant. And then she wasn’t.” A lump caught in Porter’s throat. He tried to swallow it away but couldn’t. After a few moments, he took a deep breath and cleared his throat. “And I wasn’t there for her. The doctors said it was natural, that sometimes it happens, but it still didn’t make it hurt any less. We wanted that baby more than anything in the world, and it was taken from us. So when I tell you it’ll get a little easier every day, I know from experience.

      “Sometimes it’s still bad, but eventually you start to think about it less and less. The same will happen for you,” Porter said.

      “I’m sorry about your baby,” Teagan said.

      “Me too.”

      There was silence in the cabin of the truck for a few moments. Eventually Porter spoke up. “I think we should go in.”

      “Okay.”

      “You heard about the bodies?”

      Teagan nodded.

      “All right. Just try to keep your eyes closed. Don’t look.”

      “No. I’m going to help.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good—”

      “I’m not a little girl. I need to be strong for Nana. Today’s my birthday; I’m thirteen now.”

      And with that, Teagan got out of the car and walked into the old Victorian on her own.

      “Happy birthday,” Porter muttered as he got out after her and went inside to do his part.
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      Several hours later, Porter’s part of the job was done. All the bodies had been piled up in the back of Porter’s truck and driven to a remote part of the Keep property, waiting for Gladys to fire up the backhoe, dig a hole the size of a swimming pool, and push the corpses into it. Once several feet of dirt were piled on top, no one would ever be the wiser.

      Per Gladys’s request, Porter had moved Lance to a different part of the property. Gladys had bemoaned the fact that her son and husband wouldn’t be able to rest together, but she knew there was no way to inter someone at the old graveyard without attracting attention.

      For her part, Teagan worked hard, helping Porter when he needed it and scrubbing with Gladys the rest of the time. He was impressed, if not slightly saddened at the events. Still, she was older than he had been when he’d seen his first dead body, and he liked to think he turned out okay.

      The process had been a bit slower than he’d liked; he had to stop frequently and let the pain in his ribs subside, as the Percocets had long worn off. He tried to find a balance of self-medication with Gladys’s moonshine that left him mostly numb but still capable of thinking clearly.

      It was a struggle.

      In the end, everything done except more cleaning, Porter found the woman and her granddaughter in one of the upper rooms, scrubbing away. “Everything’s handled. I’m going to take off.”

      Gladys looked up from the floor. “Do you want to stay for a while? I can clean your clothes and get you all dried out. Feed you. You must be starving.”

      “That’s okay. I just need some sleep,” Porter lied.

      Teagan and her Nana walked him down the stairs.

      He looked at the two of them, and put a hand on each of their shoulders. “You two take care of each other, okay?”

      Teagan leaned in and gave him a hug. He gave a restrained squeeze back, careful not to crush the newly minted teenager.

      “Where are you gonna go now?” Gladys said.

      “Someplace where I don’t make so many bad decisions,” Porter said as he turned and headed out the front door.
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      Porter sat in the booth at Cookie’s diner. Through the window, he watched the fine snow falling, much less imposing that its more aggressive brethren from the night before. It hadn’t taken much to find a dryer at his hotel, and he had stayed up all night and gotten everything clean and dry. It wasn’t like he’d had anything else to do.

      The idea of sleep seemed foreign to him, and he hadn’t closed his eyes for a second.

      His attention was dragged back into the diner as Cookie brought him a plate of food. “You missed breakfast, so I wanted to make sure I sent you away right.”

      On the plate in front of him was the largest pork tenderloin he’d ever seen. It was nearly the size of a garbage can lid. Cookie flashed a mischievous grin.

      “What the hell is this?”

      “Your favorite.”

      “This isn’t pork. This is from an ostrich or dinosaur or something. How can you bring me this? I thought I was your best customer.”

      “You are. That’s why I brought this, too.” Cookie dropped an entire bag of hamburger buns in Porter’s lap. “Now you can’t complain about the bread, can you?”

      Porter laughed for the first time in what felt like days. The constant image playing in his head, of Cassidy slipping beneath the icy water, was temporarily pushed from his mind. “I got nothing to complain about.”

      “About time,” Cookie said as he shuffled off behind the counter again.

      Porter assembled a sandwich and took a large bite. As he exhaled, the steam from his sandwich married with the steam exiting his mouth, and he chewed carefully for a few moments.

      His phone rang. He ignored it, and reached for the ketchup to mix with his mayonnaise.

      His phone rang again, and he answered without looking.

      “Yeah?”

      “Telly?”

      Porter froze, sandwich halfway to his mouth. He slowly set the hunk of meat and bread back on the plate. A voice he rarely heard out loud, but heard every day in his head. Especially since he’d met Cassidy.

      “Hey, you there?”

      “Yeah, I’m here. How… I mean, how are you?”

      “I’m beat. Just pulled a double at the hospital. Got held overnight because my coworker got sick. It was a long one.”

      Porter shook his head, as if she could see him.

      “So anyway, I just wanted to check in on you.”

      “Why?”

      “I can’t call you to see how you are?”

      “Of course,” Porter said. “It’s just…you know, you don’t, really. Ever. So it’s a surprise.”

      “It’s not a conspiracy; we’re just both so busy, you know? Ross told me where you’ve been. He was kind of vague on details, but he said you’re reconnecting with your Hoosier roots. How are things out there?”

      Porter thought for a moment. “You talked to Ross?”

      “Kind of. I was talking with Tessa, trying to make plans for this weekend. He was in the room and she put it on speaker and we all chatted for a bit.”

      “Right.”

      “Right what? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Trish, we barely talk anymore. Now you’re calling me for the first time in months and it’s right after you talk to Ross? What did he say?”

      “What does it matter what he said?”

      “It matters to me. Because if he told you I have a great recipe for chili, then that’s one thing. If he told you something else, I’d like to know about it.”

      Porter listened to his ex-wife exhale through the phone. “He said he was worried about you, Telly. Said he thought your head wasn’t on straight and he was worried. Do you know what it would take for him to say that about you? I know you’ve been doing some things that could be trouble the last few years, and when your best friend tells me he’s worried, I can’t help but worry, too.”

      “Thanks for the concern, but I’m fine.”

      “Don’t be like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “That dumb macho thing that you do. I always hated that. You never could just say you were scared or you were sad, could you? Like some big dumb Robocop.”

      “I never said I was smart.”

      “See? You’re doing it. You crack a joke and I’m supposed to laugh and then everything is fine. We aren’t kids anymore, Telly. We’re too grown for that.”

      Porter didn’t answer. Ross might know where all the literal skeletons were buried, but if there was one person who could read him like a book, it was Trish, and he knew it.

      She knew it, too.

      “You know, that’s why we ended up…like we ended up. I’m not saying it’s your fault. I’m just saying that we needed to talk more, and it just never happened. Things got hard and weird, and once we lost the baby…” Trish trailed off.

      The vise in Porter’s chest tightened. It was too soon for him to think about the baby again. He’d rather stare down a dozen Lighthammers with a dozen knives than have this conversation with Trish. It had been difficult enough to tell Teagan, an uninvolved third party, who had played no part in the painful incident.

      Trish had been the leading lady.

      Porter took a few deep breaths and picked at his sandwich.

      “Hey, you still there?”

      “Yeah, I’m here.”

      “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…well, you know. I never meant to bring that up like that. I know how you feel about it. I was wrong.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “I know it’s not, but that’s fine. Are you going to Ross’s this weekend?”

      “You know, I’m not sure. Maybe if I make it back into town by then.”

      “If I don’t get called into work, I’m going. If I see you, maybe we can talk then. I’m worried about you.”

      Porter smiled, but didn’t say anything.

      “Well, if you’re going to be a mute, then I’ll let you go.”

      “Trish, do you…”

      “Do I what?”

      “Have you… I mean, have you ever heard of a doppelganger?”

      “What, you mean like everyone has someone who looks like them in the world?”

      “Yeah. You believe in that?”

      Things were quiet for a few moments. “No, I don’t think so. I mean, with the Internet, the world has gotten pretty small now. You’d think we would run into these people more often. I’ve never really had that happen, have you?”

      Porter smiled and shook his head. “No. I’ve never met anybody like you, Trish. I really mean that.”

      “See? I don’t think your doppelganger theory exists. Besides, some people are impossible to replicate, you know? It just wouldn’t be the same.”

      “I’m sure you’re right,” he said. “Maybe I’ll see you this weekend?”

      “Maybe so,” Trish said.

      “Can I tell you something?”

      “Of course.”

      “I’m really glad you can swim.”

      “That’s the most random thing anyone has ever said to me.”

      “I imagine it is.”

      “You sure you’re okay?” Trish said.

      “I’m actually doing a lot better.”

      “I’m glad. Goodbye, Telly-Porter.”

      Porter listened to the phone as it hung up, and stared at the screen until the light blinked off.

      He set the phone down and picked up his sandwich again, pausing to look out the window at the snow before he took another bite. He was happy that Cookie had given him more bread, so he could make a respectable sandwich.

      Happy that Ross had a big mouth and told Trish that he was worried.

      Happy that doppelgangers didn’t exist—not really, at least—because the best people were impossible to imitate.

      Some people were one of a kind.
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      I’m a lifelong fan of stories and reading. Because of this, I decided to channel that passion into storytelling. In the simplest terms, this is what motivated me to become a writer. I strive to write books that I think are fun to read, with action and violence and memorable characters.

      

      I live with my patient wife, who happily reads the first draft of everything I come up with, and waits supportively when I bang my head against the wall hoping ideas fall out. Together, we corral our small tribe of children, who threaten to overrun us at any point and start a Lord of The Flies type society.

      

      I love to talk with readers. Feel free to reach out if you’d like to chat about my books, someone else’s books, comic books, Denzel Washington’s movie The Book of Eli, Booker T. Washington, a book you wanted to write in fourth grade but never got around to, booking a flight, problems with your bookie, or any other book related topic. Except book reports. Screw book reports.
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