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So it goes. 

 

 

1. Psychopomp

 

The dead don't die. They cease, leaving us to wander on, wounded and cursed. Kayla’s death is my bane to carry, a crime against the fates. Her coffin is filled, but my open grave is a deep wound in the earth.

Each person's destiny is held taut by a silver thread connecting us to the divine fabric. Her death means every stitch sews me tighter to my own judgment. Scraped and clawed my way this far, but it doesn't matter how fast I run—the tapestry must see this travesty corrected. I cannot escape a force that moves at the speed of dark.

Way down we go.

The hand on high holding my thread lets out a few hundred feet of slack, and the plane's nose tilts earthward, scything through the white shroud and toward the ground. Everything ends, even the sky.

Morgan's head rests on my thigh, cheek hot against my skin. She's out—hibernating. Could feel her struggling to stay awake as we took off, but someone in her condition should be hospitalized. Her body powered down on its own accord.

So I fall to earth with only our ferryman to keep me company. He's not much for conversation, though. Not sure if he only speaks Spanish, or is just pretending he can't understand my questions.

As the clouds break, I'm granted my first sight of the ground in hours. But I don't want to see it, at least not yet. The land is an obscene lump congealed in the void, a clot in an otherwise boundless abyss.

Shouldn't be losing altitude this soon. It’s only been four hours since we left Holbox; I’d be surprised if we're outside Mexico. My thread draws me ever closer to my lonesome coffin.

"Where are we landing?" I ask the pilot, giving conversation one more shot.

He mutters a response—not sure if the words are a Spanish insult or a proper answer. Sounds like "acheron."

My fingers rake Morgan's hair. It takes a few moments before a sharp sniff brings her back online, followed by a slow groan as nerve endings send distress signals.

"Where are we?" she mumbles.

Wish I knew. "Not far enough."

"Probably just drug drop-off number one." She nestles her head further into the meat of my thigh.

A hole in the sky disturbs the flight; we drop into a deep pocket of nothing. For a moment my body registers the terror of freefall. I swallow hard, force myself not to panic. Either going to die in a crash or not, and it doesn't help to show weakness. Not in this crowd.

"Ouch," Morgan moans, voice hoarse. "Stop."

My grip on her had tightened; I move my hand to my leg, which I can clutch freely.

The pilot turns in his chair, grin revealing one purple-brown tooth just beyond a canine. He lets loose a sentence in Spanish, all of which escapes me. At the end of it, he looks down at Morgan's chest through the filthy bathrobe and clicks his tongue.

My hand dips into the pocket of my souvenir swim trunks and grips the gun. No bullets, but he doesn't know that.

Morgan pats my knee; a reminder to stay calm.

As we fall, I get my first view of lights pocking the earth below. The symptoms of civilization blight the landscape.

I lean back in my seat, eyes up at the roof. Something small, cold and metal slides against my hand on the gun. Have to let go of the weapon to retrieve it. A copper peso coin—I drop it into the seat. Payment to our ferryman.

Fate's grip on my thread slips again; another few hundred feet to fall. As we drop, my stomach rises. Way down we go.

While the immediate panic abates, the sense of falling does not. After a few minutes of staring fixedly at the ceiling, I look back out the window—the lights come with shapes now. They congregate to plot my demise.

A constellation comes to form on the ground below: two narrow rows of glowing bulbs, laid out in lines I know must be parallel but appear to bend to convergence as they travel. An airstrip.

We tilt left, pivoting around some planned path to the runway. Morgan pushes herself up, one hand planted between my legs. I assist, pushing her into position. With short, pain-stunted movements, she adjusts into her seat. Her body brushes my arm as I lean over and grab the seat belt, pulling the buckle over her chest then clipping it in. Only when she's taken care of do I repeat the process for myself.

The turn sharpens; we drop again. The landing strip is lined up ahead—melted shadows malleable, bent between our movement and the light.

Tires squeal as landing gear hits pavement. The plane bounces into the air once, twice, finally pressing to the ground, seat belt tight as the braking force slides my body forward.

The journey calms as we slow to a crawl. The runway appears deserted—no lights in the hangars. Small, as runways go—not much bigger than the one on Holbox. No signs, so no language to tell if we're in the United States yet.

We rock back a few inches into a complete stop. Gives me an empty feeling, after hours at high speed. The darkness is gaining ground.

Buttons are pressed; the engine shuts down. The pilot unbuckles his seat belt, rocking back and forth on the seat's springs as he pushes open the cockpit. The sound of his feet hitting the cement is followed by the slamming of the door, and Morgan and I are left in darkness.

Her window faces the end of the runway, so I lean forward against my seat belt, watching the pilot's silhouette in the landing lights as he makes his way toward the hangars.

Shadows shift as two sets of headlights are switched on in unison, one set riding higher than the other. A car and truck, parked near the entrance to the runway, apparently waiting for our plane. The pilot continues walking toward them.

"Probably the connect," Morgan says, twisted around in her seat as I am, peering through the side window.

Bodies step in front of the headlights, casting mile-long silhouettes toward our plane. The pilot's hands gesture in conversation to the three figures who meet him. When the base of his shadow reaches theirs, it reverses, and now all four men are coming our way.

My hand rests over the inert lump of gunmetal in my pocket. They're close enough now that I can hear them, voices carried by the wind. Not clear enough to tell if the words are Spanish or English.

They surround the plane, splitting into groups covering either side. I tense, pressing back into the seat, both arms at my sides. Not much I can do—but I'm going to do all of it, if I have to.

The lights at their backs transform the men into voids, black outlines defined by the absence of the surrounding yellow glow. My door is pulled open by the shadow of a broad man. He steps back with the door, leaving me to squint against the sudden flare of a landing light.

A short, sunken-shouldered silhouette eclipses the glare. His tilted outline suggests a suit jacket and the wire rim of round glasses. Hands travel slowly to meet one another, where three fingers pinch a shirt sleeve, tugging it past the hem of his jacket. The move is repeated in reverse.

"Hello, Sean."

I recognize the voice, but can't place it. The bench shifts as Morgan moves. The cabin light flicks on and the man's face is illuminated.

Mr. Banks.

Way down we go.

 

 

2. Shadow theater

 

“Come on, then. Let’s not drag this out.”

Banks steps back from the arch of the door, leaving me with the form of the first, larger man. The usher stands a few feet to the side, hands folded with both thumbs stirring the air. The expectation is clear.

I turn to Morgan, but the time for answers is gone. She’s already donned the mask. Always has one available—an expressionless guise to be slipped on at will. She leans forward out of her chair.

When I move to follow, fate’s hand yanks my thread back and I’m tugged into my seat. Or, I forgot to unbuckle my seat belt, which I do with the press of a red button. This time I pull free, foot on the floorboard, knee bending as I lower myself to the ground.

Banks turns to watch as I touch down. “Welcome home,” he says.

“I don’t have a home,” I mumble, eyes on the big guy, though I’m lacking in details. Thanks to the lights at the edge of the runway, everything is still shadow theater.

“Home isn’t where you live, Sean—it’s where you die.”

Charming. Once I’ve cleared the plane, I turn to find Morgan stepping out cautiously. The man nearest the door extends his hand; she takes it to steady herself. My revolver gets heavier in my pocket as I stop and keep watch.

The landing lights drown out any view of the dark fields beyond them. Somewhere in that absolute pitch, crickets grind out a heaving whine.

“Where are we?” Morgan asks.

“Close to Houston,” Banks answers, voice deadened by the wind into which he speaks.

Houston. Only a couple hundred miles from Port Lavaca; a few hours from the little slice of bay where Kayla’s corpse refused to be bound by the chain and cinder block meant to erase her from our lives.

I could run. Just a dark field out there, and it would be easy to hide. Might get caught, but maybe not.

A glance back at Morgan kills the plan—she limps along, every other step taken with twisted foot to avoid broken toes. Pure obscenity, to see her so damaged.

So instead I crane my neck, staring upward, watching the clouds shift along with the bob of my step. Wish whoever held my thread would yank me out of here. Unless it’s a noose, anyway.

We approach the cars. One is a beat up suburban, maybe ten years old, and the other is a German luxury sedan. The second of Banks’ companions steps ahead of the group, opening the passenger door to the suburban. Banks climbs in, tan slacks leading to slick brown dress shoes which hang out of the vehicle as he turns to watch us.

The big one is heading toward me. The headlights grant my first clear picture: late twenties, Hispanic, untucked collared shirt, blue jeans. Smells like paint thinner when he leans in, hands outstretched, and starts patting me down.

He’s about to take my only bargaining chip, so I take a step back and out of range. An empty gun looks like a loaded one—I reach into the pocket, struggling to pull the revolver from the thin, clinging fabric of the cheap shorts.

But the muscleman moves in step with me, body pressing to mine, one hand on my wrist, arm encircling me—can’t move. His weight smashes my center of gravity, uprooting me from the tarmac.

Nothing but the stench of paint thinner and sweat to distract from the pain of my arm being twisted behind my back and the humiliation of a hand in my shorts, groping for the weapon.

Successful, he turns to the headlights with the snub-nose revolver raised, one arm still crushing me to him.

“Very good,” Banks announces. “Get him inside.”

I’m shoved forward; a few stumbling steps keep me from falling. As I march toward the suburban, I hear the clink of brass. He’s cleared the cylinder.

The casings rattle like loose change. “Empty,” he says.

When I reach the door, a hand on my shoulder stops me from climbing in. The big guy goes first, placing himself in the last row of the seven-seater. Once Morgan is directed into the middle bench, I climb in alongside her.

The doors slam shut. Banks sits in the passenger seat directly in front of me, and the second man drives. Our pilot has disappeared. I’m keenly aware of the man sitting behind me, as well as the fact I can’t really turn to face him if I have to fight.

“Switch on the dome light, please,” Banks requests. A hairy hand reaches from behind and flicks the switch, illuminating us.

Banks’ gaze meets mine, reflected from the front windshield. There is no color in the man’s face—pale blue eyes, pallid complexion, white beard claiming cheeks and jaw. His skin drains the shadows from the cabin.

Banks’ left hand extends past the armrest; a green tattoo peeks from the cuff of his shirt. He seems to feel me watching and tugs the sleeve down with the opposite hand.

“Do you enjoy your life, Sean?” he asks.

It takes a second for the words to convalesce. “Not at the moment,” I answer.

“Would you rather be dead?”

This answer comes faster, like reflex: “No. There’s still hope.”

“There’s no hope. Between me, Jack, the police—you’ll never be left alone. Everything you ever enjoyed is gone forever, and you’ll either die violently or after a decade in a prison cell. Tonight, I’m going to show you a better way.”

 

 

3. Into the needle

 

Banks continues: “I gave you the life you have, but I’m not sure you would thank me for it.” His voice is blunted by its journey from the front windshield to the middle of the car. “I create ghosts, Sean. When I started all this, it was out of necessity. I had to recreate myself, and over time the complexity of that illusion had to grow. That led me to seek out help: medical examiners, bureaucrats, judges, lawyers. I found they were eager to assist. Know why? Because of what I can promise. A blank slate.”

He pauses to make a twisting motion with his hand. The driver turns the key and the engine rumbles to life. Air conditioning hums online; Banks switches it to low and continues speaking over the noise.

“It’s a literal get-out-of-jail-free card, but it comes with a heavy toll. Most people can’t survive the isolation. Over the years, I’ve seen ghosts turn themselves in just to end the loneliness. Others commit suicide, or try to show up at home as though nothing happened. Of all those I’ve freed, most regret it. I’m guessing you do as well.”

He turns and motions to Morgan, who reclines against the door, all pale skin and purple bruises under a filthy bathrobe. “Living with no name or real identity tends to destroy people. Ghosts who thrive are typically the coldest sort. Sociopaths who were born as outsiders, who’ve always felt the way I made you feel.” The old man grins at Morgan. “They’re completely captivating, but you can’t make one. You have to be born a stranger.”

His voice picks up: “So, to the point. Within a few hours, Sean Reilly, you’ll be dead. I’m taking back the time I gave you. And looking at you now, I suspect you won’t mind.”

Can’t think of anything to say, so I stare at his reflection. Heat drains until I can’t feel my face, just the cold sweat covering it.

Banks continues: “What I’m going to do to you is mercy, not murder. You already severed every connection you have to the world—your name, your family, your future. There’s only one thing tying you here, and we’ll cut that cord. It’ll be a painless death, I can promise you that. Hell, it may even be enjoyable.”

“Stop the bullshit,” Morgan interrupts. “You’ve been trying to kill Sean for months. You’re just scared of getting caught, so you’re panicking. And when you panic, you make stupid decisions. Look at Holbox—how much more trouble did you make for yourself by sending Lowmar after us?” She leans forward, pulling the robe tighter.

Banks stares down at his own hand, clenching then relaxing it. “Quite. Nevertheless, problems in Mexico tend to stay there. And I apologize for what he did to you; those were not my instructions. It pains me to see you like this, and we’ll get you a doctor, in time.”

“Maybe you should get Lowmar’s side of the story,” Morgan says, arms folded across her chest. “Maybe I deserved it. Heard from him lately?”

I shift in my seat, hands on my knees.

“What do you know?” Banks asks, voice lifeless.

“Wanna know why there aren’t any bullets in that gun? Because Sean put one of them through Lowmar’s goddamn head. He sound hopeless to you? Depressed? Stop telling stories. You’re desperate—terrified of losing your little kingdom.”

His voice is a void from which no emotion can escape. “You killed a man,” he says.

“It doesn’t matter,” I tell the headrest.

Morgan interjects: “It does matter! Don’t you see? You don’t need to kill Sean. He can take care of himself.” Her voice cracks; she swallows. “All he wants to do is run.”

Banks rebuts: “Morgan, you don’t have real affection for Sean. You’re incapable of it. You just don’t want to lose what’s yours. I can relate, as you plainly noticed. It’s natural to want to protect what we’ve collected. But once Sean is gone, you’ll take some time and realize you don’t actually care; that you can’t. We have to play these parts—Jack has us against a wall. The court won’t try him until they find Sean, and they won’t stop searching until they’ve got a body. They could hold Jack for years while they search, and he’s sworn he’ll confess if that happens. Solitary confinement is not improving his mental state.”

This does nothing to quell her temper. “Screw Jack. He got caught, he’s in prison, that’s how it works.”

“Jack knows everything,” Banks responds icily. “If I could kill him, I would, but I can’t. So, it has to be Sean. When they find his body, they’ll likely dismiss the charges.” He turns in his seat, so that for a second I can see his eyes directly. “But it’ll be okay, won’t it? I think Sean is ready to go. I think he understands.”

I look away.

The benefactor continues: “This life wears a soul down. You start to see how subjective it all is, how little it means to be a person. You’ve haunted this earth for longer than you want. It gets tiresome, doesn’t it? No name to call your own, lying to everyone you meet, not even sure who you really are. “

“I know exactly who I am,” I tell my reflection in the window to my side.

“But no one else ever will,” he counters.

I stare into his reflection. “Does that matter to you? Because I’m coming to prefer it that way.”

Banks exhales, head bobbing back like a slide cocked. His eyes travel up, meeting something behind me.

The man in the back seat shifts forward, arm outstretched, hooking over my chest and arms, pulling me back in the seat.

Morgan launches for the arm with both hands outstretched. Fingernails dig into a blue tattoo, drawing fresh red to the design. I’m released; the same arm lashes out at her, fist to lips. The force of the blow snaps her back, head a hollow knock against the window.

My legs brace against Banks’ seat, pushing back, struggling now in an attempt to spin around, to punch—but I’m gripped by the shoulders, shaken hard. Too much stronger than me.

“Remember, don’t leave a mark,” Banks warns.

My attacker leans forward, seat creaking as two arms envelop me again—my resistance is overcome, and the crook of his elbow finds my throat. I’m squeezed with the broad part of his arm, world dimming as he cuts the blood flow to my brain.

Just as my vision narrows to two pins of light, I’m freed. Blood comes surging back in a dizzying rush, pulse pounding in my ears. As I sit stunned, I’m vaguely aware of more struggling. Morgan attacks again, broken bird thrashing.

“Could use a little help,” the muscleman intones, voice quavering as he struggles to control her.

“Get out. Help him,” Banks says to the man on his left.

A plaintive glance does nothing to change Banks’ mind. With a sigh, the driver opens his door and steps out.

I manage to turn, punching repeatedly at the muscleman’s face as he frantically shoves Morgan back. Blows land, but are ignored.

Her door is yanked open; two hands emerge from the dim to grip her by the waist, ripping her from the car and into the blackness beyond.

Round two with the big guy goes the same way—a hard shake, a shove to the side, his arms around my neck.

Banks unbuckles his seat belt, opens the door, and steps out of the truck.

I claw at the arm on my throat, kicking with my feet, aiming to bite, desperate for anything to change the situation—but the blood-black tunnel closes in again.

“It’ll be easy, Sean.” Banks again, except this time he’s at my side, in the open door.

His hand dips into the granite blazer and returns with a syringe. Underneath the gleaming pin is a tank half-full of a brown-black syrup.

“This is just heroin, Sean. A large amount of it. People willingly die for this drug every hour of every day. You will fade from this earth riding a shockwave of pleasure—most of us should be so lucky.” Then, to the man restraining me: “Take off his shirt.”

One hand grips the bottom of my shirt, yanking it over my head. He releases me to finish the job—I struggle, but the red material of my Holbox souvenir shirt binds my arms and blocks my view.

I’m stripped and then restrained again. Banks leans in, needle extended, tip directed at my skin. A soft shushing sound emits as his wrinkled hand presses the point in.

Sharp sting in my right arm, below the inside of my elbow. Terror gives me animal energy—I twist, pulling my weight from side to side, but black pitch pours over the flame inside me as some of the needle’s poison reaches my bloodstream. The opiate quells me, red blood browned.

I keep struggling, but the fire is out—what starts as a pleasurable tingle grows into a tidal wave of distortion. The old man holds my arms, gently pressing me down.

He starts to push. Softly, but the worn fabric of the seat gives under his pressure, as though the springs, steel and cushions have liquefied to a thick gel and I’m sinking through. The fabric slides across my back, shoulders, and ears. I’m devoured as Banks feeds me into the suburban. A last, gasping breath fills my lungs before the fiber climbs my cheeks, covers my mouth, and cloaks my eyes. Everything goes black.

 

 

4. I am the Moirai

 

I dangle beneath the car seat, lost to the purgatorial delusions of death by heroin overdose.

Coarse fibers of the cushion’s interior regenerate around the cookie-cutter hole left by my body, stitching the gap together from the outside in as the wound reverses itself. Only the silver thread of my fate, plainly visible to me now, stretches through to the world beyond.

I watch in abject horror as my silver cord turns brown in the span nearest my body, vine wilting away from polluted roots. As rot spreads up the line, it reaches the dilating hole where the portal threatens to close. Here the umbilical thins, withers purple-black, and breaks.

Last connection to fate severed, I begin to fall, reality drifting away. Way down we go. Just me and the broken thread trailing in front as I sink back.

No sound, no wind. Warm and dark and sinking. A seditious pleasure fills my chest, an overwhelming bliss like hot honey in my veins.

The heroin. I’m dying.

I shift in space, rotating slowly away from the car seat, now fifty feet away. As it tilts out of view, I’m greeted by my looming obliteration. It is not emptiness; it has some form, shifting and rippling in the distance.

Oblivion brings a familiar scent—brine. The accompanying name comes instinctively, battling clear through the opiate’s golden hum. I’m plummeting into the gulf.

Smell intensifies, now joined by the sound of churning water, until my blurred study of its writhing mass leads me to realize I’m moving much faster, that I’m moments from plunging into the deep.

And so the gulf embraces me, long-lost friend. Smoother, warmer entry than my dive from the Port Lavaca bridge.

Can’t breathe, but that doesn’t seem to matter. Don’t need to breathe anymore.

There’s no more floating. Something tugs hard at my legs, dragging me down. Twisting, I stare at my feet—they’re bound together by a rust-brown chain crudely anchored to most of a cinder block. The liquid into which I sink flows upward, through my clothes and hair.

Know these waters, but never knew what was at the bottom. Should have. These depths are death, and I bathed in it twice to clear myself away. But this is no bath—this is the abyss.

The need for air hounds me dully; I struggle to inhale, vaguely aware the water is only a drug-induced hallucination. My body won’t respond; the intense warmth that pulsates through me is smothering.

Need to breathe. Have to. If I don’t, I’ll die.

Right. That’s what’s happening.

Panic rises. I fight again to force my lungs to answer, even as the block drags me deeper. Don’t want to die.

Bestial terror begins to smolder under the damp blanket of the potent opiate. The same animal fear that pushed me off a bridge, that left the space between my scars, that shot Lowmar. Legs kick, arms wave, beating at the void, struggling to break the chain, fighting to awaken my breath.

Don’t want to die. Even a living hell is living.

Something snaps. I pull; seawater becomes air as it floods my mouth and throat. The chain slips and the fractured cinderblock continues its journey into oblivion without me.

The flow of water against my body changes direction, speeds up, pressure immense. I’m being lifted; I force my eyes open against the torrent. Silver filament reconnected, illuminating the sea, pulling me up and out of the depths.

I’m free in moments, into the blackness above, all perspective lost as I rocket into nothingness. Only the line of light in front of me breaks the ether.

Eventually, I slow. A man-sized figure stands in the distance, hand on the other end of the thread. By the time I reach him, I float forward at a gentle crawl.

The form holds the cord loosely in his left hand, like the leash of an old dog. The man is young, pale, and thin, with brown hair and a slight grin. White lines, serious marks a couple inches across, stretch over his torso. Freshly healed scars.

I’m fate.

As I approach, he lets go of my line. It floats there, defying gravity.

The trajectory of his initial pull leaves me drifting into my mirror image. His right hand draws back. When I’m within striking range it lashes forward, slamming open-palmed into my chest.

The untethered silver thread and I are sent plummeting back down into the void at blurred speeds beyond comprehension.

Everything ends, even death.

 

 

5. Living

 

Something tasteless invades my mouth, burrowing into my throat. Air penetrates my chest, stretching me, only to reverse the process. As soon as the process ends, it begins again. I’m being pumped, bellows stoking a spark.

I lift my hands to clutch at the thing in my face, but sharp pain fires atop my left hand, stopping me.

Pain. Thank God. Must be alive.

Where am I? How long did they have my body?

Vision fails me—blazing fluorescent lights sear my retinas and force my eyes closed. Have to rely on other senses, like the antiseptic odor with faint undertones of shit and vomit. The sharp itch on my hand is familiar; only been a few months since my last stay. Hospital.

So, what’s left of me?

Each finger twitches in succession. Functional, good. Then the toes; they’re fine. Everything is full of wool, tired, but attached.

Except, I’m here. Sean Reilly, in a hospital, presumably still in Texas. I force my eyes open against the dazzling burn and check my wrists—no handcuffs.

They don’t know. Not yet.

Goddamnit. I dig at my hand again, tugging IVs out of my skin. Ruby bubbles percolate to the surface of the fresh punctures.

How the hell am I alive?

Movement in the blurred distance—a body fills the room for a second, then flees.

I start working at the headgear, hands fumbling around the respirator inflating and deflating my lungs without my consent. Can’t tug it out; the thing is connected somehow. Start feeling the back of my head for straps.

“You’re a very lucky young man,” comes a voice. New figure in the room, white coat serving as camouflage against bleached walls. “Or unlucky, depending on what you were trying to accomplish. You should have used a gun; it’s pretty well guaranteed to get the result you’re looking for.”

No, they should have used a gun. Why didn’t they?

I point at the apparatus invading my mouth, eyes angry.

“Oh, I’ll take it out soon.” The voice comes closer as he reaches my bed. I shift uncomfortably as he takes a seat at the far corner, close to my right foot. “Garbage man found you in the morning, slumped up against a bus station. When the paramedics got there, they reported a dead body. Lips blue, temperature cold. Took them a while to realize you were still breathing. Sort of, anyway. And now you’ve cost a lot of good, busy people a lot of time, worry, and money. Like I said, use a gun next time. Save this room for someone who deserves it.”

Thanks, doc.

“Let’s find out if you have brain damage. You spent all night in a coma, so that’s a real possibility. You may not be able to walk or talk when I take this respirator off. Did you think about that?”

Take the damn thing off so we can find out.

He leans closer—balding, stubble around a fat chin. The doctor pats my foot patronizingly. “I bet you have a family worrying about you right now. You’re young. Treat this like a lesson, please. Shit or get off the pot; kill yourself or decide to keep living. Stop straddling the line, because you wind up wasting my time. And while I’m in here, an actual victim is out there dying.”

He leans over me, lab coat brushing my cheeks as his hands fiddle with the gear wrapped around my head. In a moment, the tension on the breathing apparatus disappears—only the muscles in my trachea hold it in place.

“This is going to be uncomfortable. Don’t throw up on me.” Both hands clench the respirator, withdrawing it tenderly from my face.

My throat spasms in the absence of the device that filled it for hours. The sensation makes me gag; I tilt my face down, air rasping through dry throat. A few seconds of privacy, my face buried in a hospital bed sheet, and I’ve got it under control. I look up and face the doctor.

“Follow,” he commands. A disposable pen is presented to my left eye. It moves the distance of my vision, then back again.

I’m rewarded with a huff. The doctor moves to my hand, squeezing a finger—I draw back.

“They work,” I tell him, pulling both hands to my chest. When they meet, my right palm smears across the droplets of blood on my left hand.

“What’s the matter? I know you like needles,” he says with a smirk.

Sarcasm coalesces, builds pressure, combusts—but I clamp my lips. The comment burns out in a dry mouth. I’m not even me, so I don’t need to defend myself. I need him to do what I want, which is to let me escape.

The doctor’s hand travels to my foot, which is clothed in a thin, white sock. He squeezes; I perform a little kick. The same with the other foot.

My voice softens. “I think they work, too.”

He slides back in the chair, reaching for a chart and beginning to mark forms.

“I’m sorry,” I say, voice hollow, emotion hiding in a closet behind my eyes. “That was stupid.”

The doctor glances up at me. “Good. Now, to the boring stuff. What’s your name?”

This part. They’ll want to know who I am, where I’m from. Who should pick me up, who should pay for my treatment.

“I’m not an addict,” I tell him, one hand nursing the holes in the other. “Check for needle marks. That was the first time.”

“I know,” he says, eyes focused on the pages in front of him. “I looked you over. Doesn’t mean you weren’t getting high another way, though. Name?”

“Derek Weaver,” I tell him.

“Address?” The question follows immediately.

“5124 Elm Tree Lane, Boulder, Colorado.”

Fast lies. The trick is not to overthink. Don’t overthink, but remember everything.

“Zip code?”

Could catch me with that one. I lift a hand to my head, waving fingers over skull. “Man, that’s weird.”

“You’re all right.” He sets the clipboard down. “Why’d you do it?”

Time to build a shadow and send it into battle. I force a smirk. “I didn’t plan on all this, not at first. Took a bus here, had to get away from home. Met a guy on the way down, and he made heroin sound like a good idea.”

The doctor shakes his head. “Tiny bit more, little more disposition to the drug—you’d be dead right now. You were lying on a knife edge.”

I pull my legs up, hugging my knees. “Yeah. Guess I felt like if I hurt myself, it would hurt them.”

“Your parents?” he asks.

I nod.

The doctor picks up the chart again, glances at it, then replaces the clipboard face-down. He looks up at me. “They really do something, or are you just a pissed kid?”

My eyes go wide and soft. “You see my scars?”

Hands clasp under chin. “So those weren’t self-inflicted? Jesus, you want me to call the cops?”

This earns a solemn shake of my head. “Dad did it, but he’s dead. Overdose, except his was meth. Funny, right? It’s just my mom now, and we don’t get along either.” I pull back, straighten my legs, and stare at the hands folded on my lap. This shadow is reluctant to reveal what he says next: “I have an aunt in Houston; that’s why I’m down here. She was supposed to pick me up.”

He stares, arms limp at his side. “I’m sure she’s wondering where you are.”

“Yeah, probably.” A few deep breaths come and go before I proceed. “You think I could call her? She can come check me out or whatever.”

The doctor slides the pen into his coat pocket and leans back. “Yeah, we can do that. We have to keep you through the night, but you can call her soon and let her know. A nurse will be by before long. Jesus, kid. You’re a mess.” He rises, chart clasped in one hand, and walks out of the room.

Well, he’s not wrong about that last part. Don’t understand why I’m alive. Whatever Banks needed involved my death looking like either suicide or an accident.

Don’t understand, but can appreciate the brutal symmetry of the whole thing. Nearly a year ago, Banks convinced me to fake my suicide and cover up Kayla’s murder. Now the wheel turns, and Banks fakes my suicide to cover up my own murder.

Except, I must not be much good at suicide. Somehow, I always wind up breathing in the end.

 

 

6. Waiting room

 

At ten minutes to midnight, I’m visited by a nurse with a checklist. I yawn between answers, feigning an exhaustion that slurs my words. Once she’s checked the boxes on her forms and delivered a fresh plastic cup of metallic-tasting water, she informs me I’ll be left to rest until morning.

Perfect.

When the door shuts behind her, I sit up and pull myself to the edge of the bed. Not sure how my knees will cope, so I support my body with hands pressed into the stiff mattress, gradually shifting weight to my feet. They hold firm, so I stand and take a few steps. Weak, but they’ll do. They don’t have any other option.

A cotton hospital gown slides open at the back as I turn toward the door, reminding me I’m not exactly dressed for public. I spend a moment with my arms twisted to tie the cords closed, giving me some sort of cover.

The linoleum floor is frigid through hospital socks. I crack open my doorway to the dim lights of the main corridor. The nurses’ station is unoccupied. Far to my right, a janitor pushes a flat broom. To the left, a vending machine glows. Red exit signs mark either end of the long hall.

I set off to the left, eyes fixed on the snack machine. Upon arrival I wait, hand on chin, and stare at the candy bars and chips within. From this position, I watch and listen. A nurse walks out of one room, closes the door quietly, and steps into the next. The custodian remains on his side of the hall.

Fire alarm nearby. Could pull it.

Can’t, though. Haven’t sunk low enough to cause the midnight evacuation of a hospital.

So I set toward the exit sign, feet sliding slickly across the floor. Pressing the doorway open concedes a staircase that only leads down a single floor.

Tension eases as I rest the door in place, deadening the sound before descending the stairs as rapidly as my post-coma legs allow.

The staircase ends with an identical door. The glass panel in the door reveals too little of too much: expansive lobby, wide open space filled with brochures, advertisements, and empty chairs. Don’t like this. Can’t see what I’m walking into.

The door above me opens—someone else enters the stairwell. I slide through my door immediately, options narrowing.

The vastness of the lobby overwhelms my ability to make a snap judgment. Multiple people at the edges of the space—orderly walking away with folder tucked under his arm, doctor talking to a nurse at a counter to the far left, patient in a wheelchair being pushed by an aide just past them. All are moving away from me, appear only for a moment, and disappear further into the hospital. Apparitions.

I continue into the lobby. One wall is consumed by a crayon mural put together by cancer kids. Wonder idly if the artists are still alive, or if they were rolled out of this purgatory and into the afterlife.

No one stops me as I move clear across the foyer, toward sliding glass doors. The hospital is graveyard quiet, haunted only by fleeting shades of blue scrubs and white coats as they maneuver between duties. The first set of doors open and I step into the small portcullis.

I’m not alone. Another body, doll-like in its stillness. The shriveled husk of a human, elderly lady hunched over in a wheelchair, wisps of gray hair on a balding scalp. Petrified woman—so still that I hesitate, unsure she’s real.

Clouded hazel eyes track from the floor to my face. I smile my greeting. She grins back, flawless false teeth a sharp contrast to the drawn, liver-spotted skin of her face. Another soul on the border, looking for the crossroads. I walk past her, last gates of the hospital sliding open for me.

 

 

7. The arch

 

Warm, damp night. The tall beige wall of the hospital spreads to my left, neighbored by a cement walkway to a parking lot that cuts a path through a neatly trimmed lawn. Beyond that, headlights speed past a raised section of highway. I’m in some sort of business district, but I don’t see any skyscrapers on the horizon. A suburb, maybe.

Reluctant legs are forced to run. The resulting pain is mine to endure, not theirs. They accept the argument, and my feet crunch across the lawn. I jump from sidewalk to pavement and dash across it. Small rocks dig into the soles of my feet and every few steps are transformed into a pained hop, but I refuse to slow.

The next building over is a bank. I jog past, certain there are cameras. The highway is just ahead, thirty feet in the air and surrounded by service roads.

Underneath it, the Stygian depths of darkness. It is a gaping wound of blackness in an already dark evening. The concrete structure of the highway frames it like some monolithic gate to another realm.

At the edge of the first road, I stop to brush the bottoms of my feet. My hand returns with a red smear. Need shoes, need clothes. Exposed.

A car approaches on the service road, headlights blinding me. I turn, hiding my face, but it keeps rolling. Learned to love the apathy of American society; if people cared about each other, I’d have a much harder life. Soon as it passes, I step on the pavement, jogging across the street and into the cover of the arch.

What seemed to be overriding blackness does give way to some detail as green and red light seeps in from nearby traffic signals. A stray dog, about knee-high and maybe forty pounds, licks at something on the cement in the far corner. Concrete ramps rise on either side of the short tunnel, meeting the elevated road. Where the slopes are highest, a nook tall enough to sleep under is carved out.

But, then what? Eventually it will be day, and I’ll still be in a hospital gown. Going to get caught if I keep this up. I need clothes.

Have to think. Have to stay calm. What would Morgan do?

Is she even alive? Shit. I press on, eyes on the ground now as I avoid a smashed beer bottle. The dog remains preoccupied with whatever stains the pavement. When I near the exit, I stop.

A thick bank of clouds ride toward me, shaded neon pink and burnt orange by the glow of Houston light pollution. Hadn’t noticed it earlier. Like the weather changed somehow, on this side of the arch.

My eyes are drawn from the sky to the ground: The other side of the highway hosts some sort of superstore. Short, tan building that stretches hundreds of yards, surrounded by an expansive parking lot.

Could steal something, dig through the trash—anything.

A light somewhere turns green, unleashing a couple of cars. I stay back, underneath the shadow of the overpass and watch. When they’ve cleared, I hobble across the street. Blood marks my trail.

A sharp sound startles me: The dog has started barking and baying in my direction in response to some imagined offense. Ears back, fangs bared, guarding the gate. No going near that one, then. 

The superstore parking lot is ringed with a small strip of grass; I stop here, letting the cool earth calm the wound on my foot. Looks like the store is open—lights beam through an automatic sliding door, and a smattering of cars fill the closest spaces in the lot.

Dumpsters will be behind the store. Or maybe I could smash a car window, take whatever is inside. Not crazy about either plan—dumpsters first; rather take trash than steal.

Except, near the far edge of the lot lies a small yellow shed shaped vaguely like a barn. Against hope, I walk closer for a better view. A white sign with red block letters marks the side: “Clothing Donation Drop Box.”

Looks like you can still get lucky in hell. I move along the perimeter of the lot, sticking to the grass when possible, until I reach the shed.

The donation box is made from wood, painted cream yellow with a metal hatch at its center. One of those trap mechanisms that lets you dump stuff in, but not reach through. A door is built into the side, but it’s secured by a steel brace looped through with a padlock.

A sharp tug only proves I’m not that lucky—it’s properly locked. So I go the hatch, pulling the heavy steel gate open. I stretch a hand in and test, letting the contraption slowly pin my upper arm as I reach inside. The tips of my fingers feel fabric and pinch whatever I’m touching. Manage to drag it up a couple of inches before it slips away. I give up, shaking the feeling back into my hand.

Not going to work. I return my attention to the small padlocked door, gripping the lock with both hands and pulling. Nothing, so I take three fast cracks at it, yanking hard. The wooden boards creak; a gap grows in the space where the metal clasp connects to the shed. Can’t break the padlock, but maybe I can get at the screws connecting the steel plates to the little barn.

I brace a foot against the side of the structure, redoubling my efforts. Another series of sharp tugs breaks open a centimeter of space between the metal and wood. As the gap widens, my struggle grows more frenzied, banging the door back and forth recklessly loud, interrupting a quiet night.

The latch breaks free. I fall back, one leg raised, rolling onto my ass. Everything hurts, but adrenaline overrides the pain, inner fire burning out the last of the heroin and resulting coma. Trying not to imagine myself—scuttling thing, naked under thin robe, frantic in my fear of the light.

The door to my treasure lies open: a couple trash bags of fabric, a few loose items. A car scythes through the parking lot; I duck inside the shed and close the door just enough to leave a sliver of streetlight to work with. With both hands I tear at the bags, tossing clothes into the light. Dresses and skirts. The next bag gives me some men’s clothes, blue jeans and sweaters. I start checking tags—whoever these belonged to was much taller than I am, but not much fatter. There’s at least a worn pair of jeans that will do the job.

A further search reveals two men’s shoes stuck in separate corners. Not a matching set, and each are varying degrees of too big for me, but it’s better than bleeding everywhere.

Time to get dressed. I lean against the little shed, sliding the jeans on. Even cinched around my waist, they hang past my toes. It takes some work, but soon the cuffs are a thick band of rolls that end at my ankles.

The hospital gown is ripped off, tossed into the far corner of the donation box and covered over with rejected clothes. My pale chest and the scars on it are presented to the night air and impending storm front.

A sweater comes next. I shake it, knocking away thick clouds of dust. Musty smell on my nose as the fabric rubs against my face, settling on my shoulders.

Then, the mismatched shoes; one is a couple sizes too big, the other clownishly large. But I’m dressed, at least. I throw the evidence of my disruption back into the shed and slam the door shut. The bleeding hospital escapee is now just one more homeless guy in a city full of them.

It’s a short walk back to the underpass and the nook where I hope to sleep. As I wait for the crosswalk to give approval to pass, I take note of the sole vehicle stopped at the red light.

Pickup truck, like half the cars in Houston. Someone has lifted it, wheels small underneath the elongated suspension. Exhaust pipes stretch up behind the cabin like an old steam train. The back window sports a rebel flag, and numerous bumper stickers adorn the tailgate, mostly about gun ownership and the secession of Texas from the United States.

Don’t know much about American politics, and don’t care to, but I gather the pickup belongs to a man with a rebellious spirit.

The wait becomes noticeable, though, as I’m trapped between a crosswalk that won’t let me cross his truck, and the traffic light preventing him from progressing. In fact, all the turn signals at the intersection are red, despite the complete absence of traffic.

I shrug, nodding at the driver and setting across the road. Not even on the top ten list of laws I’m breaking tonight.

But when I turn back from the underpass a few minutes later, I find the truck is still idling, the light still red. The signal must be broken.

And yet the truck remains, passively awaiting its permission to pass the otherwise deserted crossing.

Some rebel. Wonder if I’ll wake up to a city of similarly lost souls.

 

 

8. Hades

 

I awaken to raw, native fear. The cement above and below vibrates madly, ceiling chattering as expansion joints grind. For a moment, I am a bug underfoot.

Big truck must have passed. Open eyes confirm the navy blue of early morning has burnt away to the rising sun.

My body is a bundle, pressed into the small concrete nook. I unfold my arms and knees from my chest, hip and shoulder sore from the weight of my body pressing bone into stone.

The underpass is no longer empty. Across the little channel, hiding high up in the alcove opposite mine, is the swaddled figure of a body in a sleeping bag. A fellow vagabond.

My oversized left shoe threatens to escape as I shuffle down the asphalt ramp; I must stamp heel-first to keep it on. I reach the bottom and take a few steps from under the road and into my fresh hell. Morning brings a heavy flow of traffic; the intersection bustles with commuters.

When the crosswalk allows it I cross the street, heading back to the superstore whose donation box I vandalized last night. I pass it and cross another two streets, searching for friendlier ground. The morning is still cool, and after about an hour of walking I reach a busy shopping center. A dozen or so boutiques, bakeries, and restaurants. Cars congregate around a donut shop on the corner.

A woman and her two kids intersect me as I near the door. I hold it open, look over and smile, only to find she’s got a hand on the younger kid’s chest, keeping him at her side.

Right. I’m scary. At least, if you find poor people frightening.

So I abandon politeness and step inside, letting the mom open her own damn door. A few people are face-down into their sausage sandwiches; I move to the front register. Makeup bags under the eyes of the cashier, concealer layered thick.

“Excuse me,” I say. “Do you have a phone book I can use? Please?” Smiling eyes. Need to find the nearest bus station.

The clerk isn’t smiling back. “Are you going to buy anything?”

My hands pat at empty pockets. “I really just need a phone book. It’s kind of an emergency.”

“This shop is for paying customers only,” she informs me coldly, one hand tugging her hairnet into position.

A cup of pens sits next to the cash register—I reach in and withdraw a cheap Bic. “I need to borrow this,” I say, turning to leave. “Thanks.”

Back outside, I walk the perimeter of the shopping center, winding around to the back. Near the recycling dumpster, I find a pile of cardboard boxes. Some are damp with morning dew, but I manage to find one that’s relatively dry. I rip it apart until I’m left with a jagged-edged side piece.

With pen in hand, I set to work.

*

Anything helps.

I rest in the shade of a rectangular pillar near the central entrance to the shopping center, cross-legged on the cement. Propped up in front of me, my cardboard sign. Next to it, a dry cup I picked out of the trash.

Fishing for change. Just need enough for the cheapest bus ticket in any direction. The further I get from Texas, the safer I’ll be.

So I cast a certain shadow. Proud but broken, stoic face with wet eyes. As they approach, I point my plank of cardboard at them.

Each of them has a thread, and it can be tugged. Only mine has been severed. It seems to work, sort of. Bodies stream past; nickels and quarters collect in the cup.

But for the most part, I’m ignored. People excise me from their view with surgical precision, eyes jumping over the space I occupy to focus on a door, sign, or car in the distance. One out of perhaps twenty actually delivers charity. A few, though, have a more interesting reaction.

A woman and her young daughter approach. She’s in a blue dress paired with a striking black purse; a mid-level luxury sedan’s lights blink in the parking lot as she presses the key. Her daughter, maybe six years old, stares at me with mouth open.

Now I can’t be ignored. As the duo pass, the mother gives me a wan, apologetic smile. Sorry my daughter noticed your plight.

Once they’re past, I hear what the mother murmurs to her kid: “God has a plan for him, honey.”

And God’s plan for you is much better, apparently.

Sometime later, a tall man in blue jeans and a black blazer approaches with cell phone pressed to ear. He very nearly walks over me, distracted by his call—his shadow projects over my legs as he makes a last minute hop to avoid me. He looks down, angry I’m in his way. “Get a job,” he mumbles out the side of his mouth.

Nearly forgot what the real world is like—what normal people are like. All these shadow people, all this raw ego laid bare to everyone except the projector. The weakest ones have to reassure themselves they won’t end up like me.

Can’t possibly be bad luck. Because if this is bad luck, church mom and business man could wind up here themselves.

A teenage couple breaks my reverie. They’re close to my age, or a little younger. She’s pretty; nose pierced with a crystal stud that glints in the sunlight. They’re walking toward the donut shop, hands intertwined.

As they pass, the boy leans down and dumps the spare change from his pocket into my cup.

“Thank you,” I tell him. I crack a grin. “Stay in school.”

And don’t help anyone fake their death. Trust me.

An angry voice carries through the open door to the little restaurant. The cashier inside is asking if I’m still out here begging.

Still am. Don’t have a better plan until I can get a bus out of here. Don’t know where the bus station is, thanks to you.

Moments later, I’m forced to reconsider: A black and white SUV with a flat rack of emergency lights pulls into the parking lot. I pick up my cup of change, empty it into my hand, and slip this into my pocket as I rise.

Time to move. As the cruiser approaches, I am already halfway across the shopping center and slipping off to the right, behind the building and down the street. The cardboard sign spins its way into a nearby dumpster.

Please don’t follow me. Please don’t follow me. You wanted me gone, I’m gone. Job done, right?

I walk in tall weeds near the edge of the road, steps hobbled by the clown shoes on my feet. Can feel the police approaching; can hear the heavy vehicle crushing loose rocks of the worn road.

Every muscle tenses as the cops slow. Out of my peripheral, I catch a pair of uniformed officers: The passenger window is down.

“Hey there,” the nearest officer says.

I stop, turn, and face them. Not hard to look repentant and terrified. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m just starving, is all. Don’t mean any harm.”

Square-jawed white guy, black sunglasses wrapped around his eyes, Bluetooth headset in ear. Don’t like his look.

“You got a place to stay?” he asks.

I shake my head.

“There’s a shelter down the way. Keep walking down this road and then take a right at Fifth; you can’t miss it. Stay out of trouble, all right?”

The cruiser speeds off ahead.

 

 

9. Shelter

 

I see evidence of the homeless shelter long before the building itself. Men in ragged clothes, women with hair matted into dreadlocks. Backpacks and shopping carts, sneakers with torn soles turned to gaping mouths. People strung together by an overabundance of time, congregating near the promise of shelter.

When I actually locate the Star of Hope shelter, the door is obscured by a long line of bodies. From the conversation around me, I come to understand entry is barred until five o’clock each afternoon, and the line begins forming before then. First come, first serve, and everyone is booted out each morning.

Didn’t think there’d be a line. Then again, I don’t know anything about being homeless and broke.

With no better plan, I stand behind a man whose chest is covered only by the single strap of a green backpack. The zipper is broken; clothes are wadded inside.

Motley crew. Most look bored, impatient. A bedraggled older man crouching against a barred-up convenience store twitches, scratching at himself. Another is muttering an argument with no one.

When five arrives, the procession begins—a few steps every few minutes, and I still can’t see the door. Eventually, though, I reach it, body pressed against the reinforced plastic to hold the thing open just as the man ahead did for me.

Inside, tile floor and fluorescent lights. Metal chairs and plastic tables; everything easily wiped down. Big front desk with a stout woman standing near a computer—behind her, rows of lockers with dangling padlocks.

I watch the man at the front of the line. He steps to the desk when summoned, wallet extended, withdrawing a driver’s license and placing it on the counter.

I see.

She checks it; he hands over the backpack he’d been shuffling along with his feet. This goes into one of the lockers, then the man heads up the stairs with a green ticket in hand.

Hoping the ID is a fluke. Surely you can’t require a bunch of homeless people to have driver’s licenses—if they had cars, that’s where they’d be sleeping.

But the next two men repeat the ritual—driver’s license down, belongings handed over, then heading upstairs with a ticket.

My turn. I walk up to the desk, face tilted slightly down but looking up into the eyes of the gatekeeper.

Her hand extends, palm up. “ID,” she says.

“I’m sorry, I don’t have anything,” I tell her. “I just got in, I got robbed—I just need a place to sleep.”

The expectant hand shoots out, transforming to an arrow shooting toward the exit door. “Go outside, take a right, two blocks down, then take a left. That’s the DMV. Sort it out with them, then come back.”

“But that could take weeks, and I’m broke. I mean…”

My protest is cut short when the man in line behind me clears his throat. My cause is lost, and he can see it. Any further argument would only bounce off the folded arms of the woman behind the counter.

Defeated, I shrug helplessly, turn, and make my way through the line and outside.

What an absolutely stupid system. Another night under a bridge, then. And where did today get me? Not even ten dollars, and nearly arrested. At this rate it’ll be over a week before I can get a bus, and dodging the police the whole time.

Need Morgan. She must think I’m dead, though. And what if she’s still with Banks? Calling her—even if I could—might tip my hand, let them know I’m alive. Then I’ll have more than cops to run from.

“Hey.” Deep voice, loud enough to snap the fact I’m being addressed to the front of my troubles.

I turn. Tall black man, beer gut, basketball shirt and blue jeans. Only the boots give him away—not bad boots; worker’s steel toes. But worn beyond reason, metal plates raw through tattered leather. Threads connecting what’s left of the shoe to its sole are splayed wildly.

“Yeah?” I ask him.

“You need a spot? I see you over here looking all sad, coming out of that building, figure I know what the problem is.”

Eyes and voice sound genuine. I’m immediately looking for the scam. “A spot?”

“You know. Place to sleep. That place is bullshit,” he points at the shelter. “We got a camp. It’s pretty dry.”

“I’m okay,” I tell him.

“The hell you are. I see your face, son. Come on, I don’t bite.” He grins. Teeth yellow, white, purple, and one adorned with a gold crown.

“I’ll just sleep wherever,” I say, shrugging to the streets around me.

“You sleep here, the cops are gonna get you. They know about our camp, but they let it sit. Come on, follow me. Little bit of a walk.”

The man turns, boots deconstructing further with every step. As he walks down the sidewalk toward the next street, he doesn’t check to see if I’m following.

Should keep to myself. People are problems. But I don’t know anything about being homeless, especially not in Houston. Could be useful to learn a few things—like maybe a good panhandling spot, or how to avoid the cops. Sounds like this guy at least gets the second problem.

Goddamnit. No good choices. I set off after the man.

We cross through a neighborhood of identically small homes, groups of people congregating around ice chests of beer in appointed lawns. My guide waves, smiles, calls out names. They mostly ignore him.

An hour in, and I’m looking for the camp. No sight of it—just increasingly destitute streets. Worse, the sun is setting and I’m nowhere near a spot worth sleeping in. Soon, dusk’s final navy band dips below the horizon.

My eyes adjust, though. It’s never completely dark in Houston—street lamps, headlights, the gigawatt beacons of downtown’s skyscrapers. Can tan out here.

Haven’t said a word to my guide; I focus on staying far enough behind him to run if it’s a trap. Occasionally he looks back, grins. Makes me wonder if he’ll try to kill me. Doubt he knows how much experience I have with people trying to kill me.

Doesn’t mean someone won’t get lucky, though. The puncher’s chance.

We leave the sparse remnants of a collapsing housing project and reach the birth of a highway. As we walk alongside the raised road, the grass at my feet turns wet. Inch of water under the thick weeds—we’re near some sort of marsh.

“Not much further,” comes the gravel voice of my guide.

“I’m all right.”

We walk along the edge of the highway; a cement ramp rises, decorated in sandstone Lone Star panels taller than I am.

Then he stops, turns.

“Now, you know you gotta pay me for my services, right? Fair pay for fair work.” He grins, flint corn teeth exposed.

“You think I have any money?” I keep my distance.

The man straightens up and shrugs. Quite a bit bigger than me, and those boots look heavy. “I can hear change from a block away, so I know you got something.”

Didn’t walk all this way to get extorted, but don’t want to start a fight I may not win, either. “Yeah, maybe. We aren’t there yet, right? Fair work for fair pay.”

Eyes narrow, lips press together. I tense, ready to run or fight. But then he smiles wider. “All right, all right. Come on, young buck. It’s right here.”

As we continue, muck clinging to our shoes, we reach a point in the highway’s structure where the ramp ends and concrete pillars begin, supporting a road you could build a two-story house under. It’s all built on a cement floor, elevated a few feet up and away from the wet mud of the bayou. In this space, I find the camp.

The road above provides a fifty-yard-wide and miles-long corridor of concrete. At its far edge, pitch darkness serves as a third wall, giving the sense I’m entering a cave.

Central to the camp is an oil lantern burning atop a steel drum. A group of seven sit in its light, resting on sleeping bags or upturned buckets, chatting.

Outside the ring of lantern light, eyes glint and cigarette lighters spark. The space is littered with cardboard mats, empty cans, and forty-ounce bottles in varying degrees of empty. A strange smoke mists up from a couple of pipes clutched in men’s hands. Doesn’t smell like weed or tobacco.

The twenty-plus occupants come in a wide array of ages and races. Some read books or magazines, others talk, and a few seem lost to their own minds—eyes down, heads nodding arrhythmically. Suspect it has something to do with the smoke.

As I step on the cement platform, my guide turns on me and extends his hand.

I fish the coins from my pocket, careful to keep the few dollars I collected from view. Some quarters and dimes come up in my hand, which I deposit into his.

“What’s your name?” I ask.

“I’m Joe,” he says. “How about you?”

“Young Buck is fine,” I answer.

“Well, we got two of those. Have to see if it sticks.” He holds a straight face for a moment, then cracks into a smile. Those teeth again. “Welcome to camp, Young Buck.”

 

 

10. Plato's cave

 

Joe walks in, approaching the congregation who sit in a circle around the lantern, patting some on the shoulder and greeting most. Here, people do acknowledge him, smiling as he approaches.

Smooth cement columns connect floor to ceiling in a grid across the cavern, and host bodies who use them as a backrest. I spot an unoccupied column fairly close to the lamp, and decide this is now my home. The cement is cold, and the pillar’s rounded edge presses against my spine.

It’s dry, at least. And the fact there are so many people squatting here makes me believe the cops must not come often. Could be they turn a blind eye, like Joe said. Even if they don’t, it looks like I can run faster than most of the squatters here.

Everyone sits near or on some kind of pack. Duffel bag, luggage, backpack, shopping cart—they own stuff. I don’t even have a jacket. I’m the poorest person under the bridge.

Need to learn. Not even Morgan could teach me how to do this, much as I’d rather be with her. Her and the money—didn’t realize how easy I had it. That was a guided tour of vagabondry. This is a crash course.

The gang around the lantern seem familiar with each other. Older, mostly, beers in hand. Big forty-ounce bottles of cheap, strong beer are the weapon of choice, though a few cans make the rounds.

Some phrases are intelligible over the reverb inside the chamber. A discussion of one of the women’s mounting health problems, and another of a man’s efforts at avoiding his warrants. Could help with that one, but it’d raise too many questions. Best to cast a silent shadow.

Much of my eavesdropping is thwarted by Joe’s voice, which cuts clear over the general murmur as he delivers his solution to whatever issue he’s heard last. Guy just wants to feel important. Fair enough request from someone otherwise tossed aside by society.

Furthest from me, a line of people huddles under the ramp that guides the highway to ground level. They aren’t social; some rest in the dark space, laid out on sleeping bags. Others hold pipes to faces which are briefly lit by the flame of a lighter. Thick tendrils of smoke curl up the ramped ceiling, climbing overhead.

Wonder what personal apocalypse struck each of these people, or how many brought it upon themselves. Victims and victim-worship. 

At the pillar to the right of mine, far from the crowd, a thin twenty-something man leans over a book. A small light is clipped to its spine, shining over the words. An open package of sliced white bread sits next to him, half eaten. A red backpack bulges, resting at his side.

He looks over at me, smiles. “You’re going to start talking to me, aren’t you?” His voice is clear, directed my way.

The answer stumbles out a stutter. To reset, I smile. “Thought was just about to cross my mind.” I pause. “That okay?”

The hardback book is folded shut; he flicks off the little light and sets the whole contraption down.

I dust the coarse grit from my jeans while I walk over to where he sits, then take a seat a few feet away from him, leaning back on my hands.

“That wasn’t an invitation to come sit down, you know,” he says dryly.

Don’t give up on that fake smile yet. “Yet here I am. I’m new in town.”

“Where you from?” he asks.

“South,” I answer. “Still getting the hang of it all.”

In lieu of an answer, he looks down at the book. Brown skin, black hair curling unkempt over his ears, scraggly attempt at a beard coming from his cheeks in fits and starts. Canvas sneakers stained and muddy, one side of a shoelace frayed paintbrush flat, the other hanging stray. Can smell him from here—if that isn’t me, anyway.

Doesn’t matter. I need a friend. Well, I need information. And why not? Last time I made a friend, it went great. Left her tied to a hotel chair, surrounded by corpses.

“I’m Buck,” I tell him.

The response struggles out of him. Only one word grows through hard-packed soil and sprouts free. “Miguel,” he answers.

“So, what brings you here?” I ask.

Miguel rolls his eyes and points toward the ceiling.

“I couldn’t get into a shelter,” I continue. “Who has a goddamn driver’s license?”

He only smirks.

Not working—think I’m too cheerful, like I’m trying to sell him something. Forgot how to do this. Cold sweat forms; I’m floundering.

But he talks first: “You couldn’t find matching shoes, or what?”

An insult is something. I give a hollow laugh. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try me,” he insists.

“Last night I woke up in a hospital with no clothes. Heroin overdose, barely lived. Snuck out and broke into a donation box. Figured I was just cutting out the middle man.”

“They shoot you up with Narcan?” he asks. For the first time, his eyes meet mine.

So that’s how it works. Sins make friends.

Fake smile becomes fake chuckle. “I have no idea, I was out for like twenty-four hours.”

“I hate Narcan,” he says. “Once I got sick downtown, paramedic gave me a shot for no reason. Kills your high, makes you sweat, itch, ache. They give it to everyone, just as like a punishment for making them come out there.” He scratches at his forearm, where the barest outline of a human eye is tattooed, unfinished and faded.

“That sucks,” I agree.

The moment drags; I stare into miles of darkness behind the pillar.

But then Miguel saves it: “So, why’d you pull out two different shoes?”

I pause. “This is all I saw in there.”

“Someone didn’t donate two separate shoes, all alone. That’s fucked up.” He’s smiling, now.

So am I. “Maybe it was a one-legged guy. One-legged guys want to be charitable too.”

Miguel’s smile broadens; he nods toward the distance. In the general direction of his chin, an elderly man sits on the edge of a cement outcropping. The left leg of his green camouflage fatigues is sewn closed at the knee, and two crutches are propped beside him.

“Maybe you can trade one with him,” he says.

Miguel laughs. I laugh. Easy.

“Hey, you want some bread, man?” he asks, pinching the bag between two fingers and nudging it toward me.

I’m starving. “Yeah, I do—here.” I dig into my pocket, pulling a dollar free and tossing it. It floats down in front of his legs.

Three slices of half-stale bread land in my lap. Hard at the edges, almost like toast, if you ignore the source of the crunch.

I talk between bites. “Made a few dollars begging today, before the cops came. You know any good spots where I won’t get bothered?”

He takes the dollar, studying it in the faint light of the lantern. “I know some spots, yeah. They’ll bother you anywhere, but you can make a lot more than a few dollars. Young white guy like you looks safe, people will give it up. Just got to watch out for some of these guys.” Miguel motions around the corridor. “They’ll stab you if you steal the wrong spot.”

“Good to know. What are you reading, anyway?”

The hardback comes up in his hands, cover long gone, gold lettering of a title faded in the creases of the spine. “Fahrenheit 451. Love this book. You read it?”

I nod. Assigned reading, English II. Back when things like that mattered.

He taps the cover with dirty fingernails. “But if I were going to start burning books, you know? I’d probably start with this one.”

Miguel flips the cover open. A fully-stamped library card rests inside. “Not much else to do here,” he comments, though he looks out into the distance rather than at the novel.

A light glows in the marsh outside the cement enclosure, accompanied by a low rumble. Each intensifies until the source reaches us: headlights, attached to a small pickup truck. It jolts unsteadily over the wet terrain, tires slipping in wet muck. At a space where the drop between the concrete and surrounding earth is short, the vehicle turns sharply and drives inside our cave.

Inhabitants step back, clearing a space. Those at the walls sit up, shaking their neighbors. A few others disappear further into the hungry darkness of the underpass.

Miguel pulls himself up into a crouch, unzipping the front pocket of his backpack. Deep in its folds, he finds a roll of dollar bills that comes with him as he stands. Hard to see how much he’s got, but the top bill is a ten. Could be a hundred or more—maybe he wasn’t bluffing.

The truck continues to idle, sounds of its engine cascading against itself in the reverb of the cave. The doors open and three men emerge, green bandanas draped from nose to neck.

I pull myself onto my feet and lean against the pillar.

They move with purpose, congregating at the passenger side of the truck. Don’t see any weapons, but the men move with gun gravitas.

One man stands inside the open door while the other two take positions alongside him, a few feet away.

A loose group gathers in a semi-circle in front of them, until at last the center man turns to face the gaggle of drifters. This is their cue; bedlam erupts as they step toward the newcomers, cash in hand.

The man closest to the rush of customers takes the money one person at a time, counts it, then exchanges it with the masked man to his right for a plastic bag whose contents are invisible from here. Transaction completed, the first customer passes through the small hoard and into the cave. The process repeats and the group calms, a proper line forming.

Miguel walks up to the congregation, taking a spot near the back.

Cries arise as a man pleads with the three dealers; one of them launches a boot into the guy’s midsection. The rag-and-bone man collapses to the cement, pulling himself away as his attacker pursues. He moans piteously until the assailant backs away, resuming the work with his companions.

Shortly after Miguel receives his package, the men shove away the last begging stragglers and return to their places in the pickup. The engine bellows; black exhaust blusters forth and rises up to intermingle with the growing cloud of drug-smoke.

The truck backs into the marsh, and after brief struggles in the muck, it retreats in the direction from which it arrived.

I take my seat as my new friend returns, grinning. Two bags; one with a few nuggets of greenish plant material and another with a small dusting of crystal powder tapped into a corner of the baggy.

“I’m not sharing this,” he proclaims, smiling as he reclaims his spot against the pillar.

“I’m all right,” I tell him. “Broke anyway.”

“Come out with me tomorrow. We’ll make enough to get high as some motherfuckers. Only good thing about this life, you know?”

No, not really. Still, I did overdose on heroin this week. If that’s what we have in common, that’ll have to do.

The tunnel fills with the acrid odor of competing smokes. I glean through snippets of conversation that the green herb is called K2, some synthetic marijuana that knocks them on their asses, sending them nodding, drooling, and staring into space.

Others smoke out of round, glass pipes with no discernible substance inside them. These stalk into the night excitedly, or join others chattering away in the darkness.

I turn back to Miguel. A filthy cob pipe is clutched in his left hand, lighter on the leg of his jeans. He stares at the far wall, at the ramp where it slopes up to form the road. The lantern in the center of the chamber casts long shadows against it, so that the users in their various states of disarray cast distorted puppets against its surface.

Their silhouettes cut deep shadows against the soft yellow glow of the lantern, scarring the cement. A cave dweller lifts twig arms, guffawing at his own black fingers stretching across the wall.

More figures join the shadow play as they catch on. All eyes are drawn to the show, smoke puffing from lips in coughs and laughs. Everyone wants a turn. Bodies eclipse the gas lamp, scrimmaging for scrim, until three men so closely surround the source of light it’s effectively extinguished.

 

 

11. Allegory of the underpass

 

Must have slept at some point. Must have; no way I was awake for all of last night. Right?

It feels like it, though. Constant noise, either from the traffic overhead or my neighbors under the bridge. As it turns out, meth addicts do not keep regular hours.

Still, no police. That matters most.

I try to stretch, joints sore from pressing against hard cement all night, but nothing calms the burning pain in my shoulder and hip.

It’ll be comfortable on the bus out of here. Houston isn’t safe. Hell, there’s not a city in this country where I can be safe—but especially not here, in the same state as my warrants.

Something clicks behind me; I turn to find Miguel with a glass pipe to his lips, lighter in the other hand. Lungs pull flame down, burning the flecks of crystal into a white mist which, after running its course through his bloodstream, is expelled from pursed lips.

“Better than coffee,” he smiles, then coughs a couple of times.

I ignore this. “Hey, what’s the plan today? You mentioned a good spot to make some money.”

Miguel groans as he stands, one hand pulling the backpack up with him and situating the straps across his shoulders. “Yeah, yeah. Another day, another dollar, right? I know a place. We gotta be fast, though, or someone will have it first. You ready?”

I shrug. Am I ready? Don’t own anything, and no one knows I’m alive—not even Morgan. There’s nothing I can be except ready.

“Let’s go,” I answer.

My new guide leads, taking long strides. We exit the underpass, morning light burning away last night’s shadow theater. The highway levels into a residential street, first stoplight blocking a brigade of drivers on their morning commute.

“So how’d you wind up here?” I ask as we wait for the crosswalk.

He turns to look my way, squinting into the sun. “Did Dallas for a while, but burned out. San Antonio is badass but I got some bad blood down there. Houston sucks, but there’s a lot of it. Got trouble, just move to the other side. No one will find you.”

We cross the street. A shirtless man with plastic bags on his feet passes between us.

“I mean how’d you wind up here, generally. Homeless.”

Miguel spits, stops. “Bunch of people had it out for me. Never got a fair shot.” He keeps walking, past a corner store that’s all bars and bricks.

“I can relate,” I tell him.

“Can you?” Miguel asks. It sounds like a challenge.

I don’t even justify this with an answer, but instead I follow him through another crosswalk and down a sidewalk to the left. Still in the slums, where no store stands without iron bars across every window. What people I see are varying degrees of destitute, some clearly waking up from a night like mine.

Only the cars passing through embody the trappings of civilization that I grew up with. Travelers in steel bubbles, little Cousteaus in protective shells on their way to tamer ground.

“So what’s your plan?” I ask.

“Plan for what?” He turns, hands on the straps of his backpack, eyebrows drawn together. Somewhere between bemusement and annoyance.

“I mean, to find a place to stay and all that stuff.”

My new guide only laughs bitterly. “I don’t got a plan, homie. Make money, get high. World won’t let me do anything else.”

It never crossed my mind that a healthy, intelligent person would be satisfied with this. “What do you mean, the world won’t let you?”

“I mean it’s dog eat dog out here. And that’s what they see you as—a dog.”

We turn left again, and the road widens in preparation for a busy underpass not unlike the place I spent my first night. The intersection is packed, cars lined up twenty-deep in every direction.

“This is it,” he announces. “Look, here’s your first lesson—nothing in life is free. You want me to show you the ropes, but what do you think I want out of it?”

We’re stopped now, a dozen yards from the snarl of traffic. “I don’t know,” I say. “Why don’t you tell me?” Never make the opening bid.

“I want half the money you make today.”

Half. “For real?”

He stops and unzips the backpack. “Half of something is better than a whole lot of nothing. Trust me, you’ll still make more than you thought.”

“Make it worth my time, then,” I challenge him.

“If your time was worth anything, you wouldn’t be here.” Challenge answered. Along with some loose clothes and bagged food, a few cardboard rectangles fill the back of his pack. He pulls four free, thumbs through them, and hands one to me.

Homeless and hungry—anything helps.

“You don’t ask for money, that sounds greedy. Look sober, because no one wants to think they’re buying you drugs.”

“Okay,” I tell him, taking the cardboard.

“Stand over there, next to the crosswalk. I’ll be across the street. Light turns red, look sad and walk down the cars. They take off, walk back and hold the sign again.”

Got it.

“Cops come, start walking. They chase you down, worst you’ll get is a night in jail.”

I shake my head. “I can’t go to jail.”

My friend in sin slaps my shoulder. “It’s just jail, homie. You’ll survive.”

I’ll never get out. Don’t want him to know I have warrants, though, so instead I shrug and force a smile.

As I take my spot at the far edge of the intersection, Miguel jogs across a gap in the traffic to take his post on the opposite side. I lift the sign to my chest, displaying it to the line of cars.

 

 

12. Under each rock, a shadow

 

The indecent exposure of advertising my poverty feels normal after the first hour. I kinda like it, even. So used to hiding, wretched thing under the stairs, that it’s a sort of liberation to force others to acknowledge me.

Yes, I’m miserable. Help me do something about it.

Miguel didn’t lie about the money. Not that there’s anything special about these people, but there are a lot of them. The sheer volume of middle-class office dwellers on their way to work means the outcome is inevitable. Every three minutes a fresh line of cars arrives, forced by the stoplight to wallow in my misery as I bait each of them with wet eye contact.

Just a kid who’s down on his luck. Too tired and sad to write a compelling sign. Can’t you spare a few quarters?

I’m all shadow puppetry—turning myself into someone worthy of spare change. They’ve all got silver cords to tug.

Except for the police. They’re spared, and when one stops at my light I meander off in the other direction. What they want is to see me gone, and I’m happy to at least pretend to give them that. As a result, I’m not harassed. Begging may be illegal, but the cops here seem to understand that some fights can’t be won.

In three hours, I collect close to forty dollars. By the time the peak of traffic passes, though, I find myself on the receiving end of an angry stare. A stranger stands across the street from me—older man, long white beard and army fatigues. A tired Labrador moves with him on a tattered leash.

The angry stranger watches me with arms folded. I gather this is one of the competing homeless that Miguel warned me about. Dog and military outfit. Must be a professional; not sure I can compete.

The intruder’s patience wanes; he begins to vocalize his anger, shouting something at me which is lost in the rush of passing cars. As he finally starts across the crosswalk in halted, injured steps, Miguel approaches.

“Time to go,” he tells me, not stopping as I struggle to pocket the money I collected, carry the sign, and follow him.

We cross toward my competition. A litany of slurred curses comes from the man. Apparently, it’s his spot.

“Go to hell,” Miguel responds as he passes.

The man redoubles his insults, and the graying dog croaks out a hoarse growl.

Miguel turns, chest puffed, to confront his elder. “What’d you say?”

The older man waves his hand, muttering and cursing as he retreats from the challenge and hobbles to the place where I stood moments ago.

“Gotta stand up for yourself out here, homie. No one is gonna do it for you.”

The adrenaline abates slowly as the situation is left behind. I follow Miguel, but we don’t take the path back to the camp. Instead, we keep moving away from the highway, toward the neighborhood whose edge we passed on the way here.

A stone sign marks the entrance to the subdivision, but the words have been scrawled over with enough competing layers of graffiti that the end result is a child’s angry scribble. Cars lay slain in the street, suspension collapsed so the hulking frames rest on flat tires. The vehicles melt into the asphalt.

“Not worth being on the corner except during rush hour,” he explains. “Half the money, if you’re lucky. Hit it around nine and five and it’ll be worth your time.”

“Thanks,” I tell him. I pull the dollar bills from my jeans, preparing to pay him. As I count it, he stops, palm on my chest.

“You stupid? Don’t walk through a hood like this with cash in your hand. That’s how you get shot.”

I only glance sideways at him, peeling away about twenty dollars of my haul and slapping it into his hand. The rest goes back in my pocket.

Up to about twenty-seven dollars, after Miguel’s cut. Slow progress, but a bus ticket is a possibility. If I save up enough here, I could wind up in Canada in a few weeks. Find a job somewhere, maybe on a boat. Someplace far from the police. Might even make it back to Ireland someday, after enough time passes.

Find Morgan again, maybe. Don’t know how, but I want to. I don’t know what we are, but we can’t end like this. Torn away in the night, not knowing if the other is dead or alive.

“Ready for your next lesson?” Miguel asks.

Faces watch us from plastic lawn chairs on wooden porches. A group of men walk tightly-knit down the opposite side of the street; another huddles around the open trunk of a car from which bass thumps. All is backed by a series of identical one-story homes made unique only by the degree to which their paint has faded.

Shouldn’t be here. Don’t know what my guide is planning, but any unnecessary risk is too much. If I’m not begging, I need to be hiding.

“You’ve got to free your mind,” Miguel says. “See, they got your body. They aren’t gonna let you rise up out of this. But I’m sneaky; I built a tunnel.”

“Yeah?” I ask.

“Stay out here, I’m gonna get us something.”

He leaves me standing in the middle of the street as he veers into one of the homes, knocking once before stepping inside.

I bake in the midday sun, feet planted in the gutter between two houses. But within a minute, the front door opens and Miguel rushes out, hands in pockets. “Hey, man—look, the price went up. Give me the rest of your money.”

“What?” I ask.

“Price went up, I need eighty. Just give me the cash, I’ll split it with you.”

“Split what with me?”

“You know what it is, man. You’re dying for it. Give me the cash.” His outstretched hand shakes impatiently.

“No. Half my money, that was the deal.”

Miguel stares hard, silent for a moment. I turn away, looking down the street the way we came.

“I’m trying to tell you, there’s nothing you need more than what’s in that house. You walk away now, you’re gonna spend the night on the fucking cement under a bridge. This way, your body may be on the ground, but your mind is up there.” He points toward a gray sky. “Look, man, I’ll make sure you don’t overdose. I know how to handle the shit.”

“We didn’t—” I start to object, but stop myself. “I’m going back, Miguel. Thanks for the help today.”

I turn to walk away, but he grabs my shoulder.

“Hey, that’s not how this works.” Words fast now, voice tremoring. “You said you were down. We’re gonna make money during the day, get high at night. You give me a cut, we get the shit, we bring some more people in on it, get a cut from them—soon you got all the money and tar you need.”

A sharp shake breaks his grip on my arm. I turn to face him—can’t help but laugh a little. “I’m not joining your goddamn pyramid scheme. Thanks for the advice today, but I’m out. Good luck.”

Again I turn, and again he grabs me—this time, by the shoulder. “What the hell?” he asks. “Why does everyone gotta be like this? Whole world out to get me, man.”

I twist, rotating my arm to bring my elbow down hard on his forearm, knocking his hand away. Body tense—very aware of where his hands are, and where mine are in relation.

Beyond Miguel, a man in gym shorts and a wifebeater stops in the street. Further on, a man holds an idle weedwhacker and watches the show.

The situation breaks when the door to the house opens. A heavy, tall man walks out—gray t-shirt and nylon track pants. “What the fuck?” The question is simple, all-inclusive. He talks big, moves in loping steps. “Would you two take your garbage-ass drama and get the hell off my lawn?”

Miguel simultaneously apologizes and retreats. I do the same, torn between running and my desire to keep the dealer where I can see him.

At the curb, I have to swivel to avoid falling. I walk fast as Miguel continues to sputter excuses. The man—the dealer, I assume—stops at the edge of his lawn to deliver an ultimatum. “Nothing is free. I don’t wanna see your broke ass back here.” The words bid us farewell.

Miguel stops in the street to shout some more, and I speed up to build distance between us. Still, he catches up a couple houses down.

“Look what you did!” His voice is a hiss.

“Shut up, Miguel,” I say as I continue walking. Just want to get somewhere hidden and quiet.

“You shut up!”

“Okay,” I speak to the air ahead of me. Can see the neighborhood sign; almost free.

“That guy had the cheapest shit this side of town.”

I don’t respond.

“You’re gonna make that up to me.”

Still no response. One foot in front of the other, each step drawing me a bit closer to solitude.

The rant continues: “You’re just like everyone else. Fucking me over soon as you can.”

Yes, we all meet in the morning to plot your demise, Miguel. Still, I keep my mouth shut. He’s damaged, and not in control of himself.

But he grabs my arm again.

I turn—my free hand snaps out and knuckles collide with the wet rubber of his lips. Can feel his teeth past plasticine flesh; my knuckles slot between the hard lumps in his gums where roots connect to meat.

Not a real punch. Not a punch to knock out teeth or end a fight—just enough to wake him up. I wipe his spit on my jeans. “You did this to yourself, Miguel.”

He’s staring wide-eyed at nothing, shocked, one hand clutching his mouth.

“Hey, look at me,” I command, and wait until he does. “You’re a drug addict. The world you created for yourself, where everyone is out to get you, but you outsmart them by getting high? That’s complete bullshit, and you know it is. You live in an illusion crafted by convenience. Because if you’re right, getting high makes sense. But here you are, pissed off and upset, and why? Because you’re an addict and you can’t get high. You’re hiding from reality and until you face it, your life will continue to be miserable. You are the architect of your own destruction.”

He only stands, sheen of sweat under black curls. Fingers are removed from lip, examined for blood. There is none. His eyes sink to the street.

Miguel’s face contorts into some mockery of a snarl, pink inner lip exposed. The rings of muscles around his eyes constrict and liquid seeps out. Whimpers bay in his chest, culminating in a soft mewl from his mouth.

Tears fall. Sobs come in convulsive waves, and an apology croaks out as one arm extends and a hand lands on my shoulder. The other arm wraps around me in a cautious hug, and Miguel begins crying into my sweater.

My skin is wet with his sorrow. Gradually, reluctantly, I lift a hand and place it across his back, resting on the red backpack.

Goddamnit.

“Hey, it’s okay. You’re all right,” I tell him.

 

 

13. Fear the light

 

He cries the entire way back. When we approach the camp, he finally removes his arm from my shoulder and begins wiping away tears.

“Reality sucks,” I tell Miguel as I lean back against our shared pillar. “But you can’t ignore it, you can’t hide from it. It’s the truth. Living out of alignment with that is going to make you hurt.” Better to understand reality and manipulate yourself instead.

The poor guy just nods, face pale and eyes slack, lips contorted in his struggle to set them straight.

“You need to let yourself go. Just because you feel something doesn’t mean you need to be it. It will be okay. You’ll survive; just release yourself.”

“Yeah,” he says sullenly, hands folded in front of him.

“You’ll be okay. Trust me, I’ve been through this. I can help.”

*

We awake the next morning at dawn, rising wordlessly from our plots. Even found a few sheets of cardboard to use as a mattress, and my shoulder doesn’t hurt as bad.

Back to it. Miguel rises with me, same routine of puffing on the pipe before strapping on the yoke of his worldly possessions. Face drawn, sullen, pale patches around bloodshot eyes. Don’t think he slept.

Been quiet since yesterday. Don’t know how to read the guy—clearly, because nothing has gone according to plan so far. Could be he’s coming around to it all, looking at his life spilled out on the floor.

I remember—except I went through mine in a hotel room with a shattered knee, watching the news report on a murderer who committed suicide to escape justice. Still, though. Problems are relative, and he has plenty.

The breath of crisp morning in the air is only partly tainted by the back-tongue taste of pollution. We cross wet grass first, coated with dew and soaked beneath the soil. Soon the marsh ends and highway begins, plants thinning as they’re forced to grow over a layer of concrete.

“You got a sign?” I ask Miguel as we approach the intersection.

He stops, letting his shoulder go slack—the strap slides off and the backpack lands hard on the sidewalk. Miguel leans over, head heavy and guiding his slouch, digging through the bag before handing me a sheet of cardboard. Same sign as yesterday.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Yeah, man. I’m fine.”

He walks to my corner. No problem; I cross under the pass and take his. Rush hour is just opening its tap, steady stream flushing the night off the roads. The cup goes between my feet so that I can hold the sign, making a show of laboring to bend over and pick up my coffer each time a wave of cars arrives.

It’s only a matter of tugging the thread of social fabric that elicits sympathy and summons charity. Doesn’t work on everyone, of course—but it only needs to work on the category of people who would potentially donate. Someone willing to exchange the coins in their cup holder for a moral boost.

I’m good at appreciating them. Eye contact and a “Thank you, you’re a wonderful person.” That’s what I’m selling here, after all, and it’s the truth. I am homeless; I do need money. But I can’t stop thinking about the gears behind it all. Like I can’t let people just be; the cord that pulls them along is too obvious. For each motion, a motive.

The switch of the lights soon equates to a pull at the slot machine. As each column of cars stops, some abandon early—dashing into the far lane to avoid me. Those trapped are measured; anyone who looks my way is fair game. As the dollars drop, I find myself enjoying the performance.

Shadows rotate across the concrete as the sun nears its apex. The flow of traffic sputters, some lights netting only three or four cars. A glance across the underpass shows Miguel rests on the slanted incline leading to the highway.

I walk to him, transferring money from cup to pocket as I do so. “How’d you do?”

He doesn’t respond.

“You okay?” I press.

Miguel thrusts himself up from his resting position with both palms against the cement. He turns toward me, eyelids low and face cold.

Goddamnit. I didn’t see it soon enough.

Before I can get a word out, he’s on me—both hands out, shoving me. I backpedal, sudden headache from the sharp strain on my neck.

Don’t even try to talk, just bring my hands up and keep my eyes on him. At the intersection behind Miguel, a police cruiser waits at the red light, left blinker on.

I’m forced to focus on my immediate issue. The addict stands in challenge, shirt stained around puffed chest, hands knotted into fists, black curls billowing in the hot wind burning through the underpass.

“Give me all your money,” he demands.

Made a mistake. Thought I could open his eyes like Morgan did for me. But you can’t bring stories of light back to the cave; the dwellers will never believe. They’ve gone a lifetime having never seen it.

The money comes up in my hand, nearly forty dollars. I offer it to him. “Okay. Take it, I’m sorry.”

Miguel is broken, and I can’t help him. It’s a small price to pay for his exit. No one will fix this man except himself, and there’s hardly any self left.

He takes a step forward, putting him in arm’s reach of my cash. But another step follows, this one faster, and as Miguel crouches to waist height and collides with me I can’t keep my feet in position. The cement rushes to greet me, forcing the air from my lungs as the weight of both our bodies brings me down.

“Fucking choir boy,” he snarls.

A fist approaches; I twist, pulling a knee up between us as I push him away with both hands. We grapple, his hand on my arm and then reversed, fists approaching heads only to be caught at the elbow by the opposing limb.

His hand slips through and fingers encase my throat. The moment my airway is squeezed close, I begin swinging—two hits to the side of his head and I manage to shake free.

As I struggle out from under him, I hear shouting. Tall voice, made taller by the echo chamber in which we fight. Can’t give it my attention; Miguel’s hand grips my sweater, pulling it tight around my neck, threads snapping.

The robotic war cry of the siren—a claxon cacophony reverberating through the underpass.

The policeman jogs up, pepper spray drawn. I go limp against the cool pavement.

Way down we go.

 

 

14. The inferno

 

Forehead against the inside of the cruiser window, hands cuffed behind back. Pulse in overdrive; light-headed on adrenaline. Four-dimensional worm drawing me down a hole—everything shimmering, field of vision warping.

One.

Exhale. Can’t let my mind own me.

Two.

My ego is afraid because it’s in danger. Just relax. This moment is just like every other, inhale then exhale, each breath sawing away at the timeline until the day I sever it and die.

Three.

And this isn’t the end—not unless they print me. Until then, I’m just a homeless kid who got attacked by what is clearly an unstable maniac.

Sean Reilly is still dead.

The back seat of the cruiser is scooped out, so that when I lean back, the steel shackles around my wrists fit snugly into the modified cushion. Thoughtful, really.

Haven’t spoken yet. Cop is dealing with Miguel. The little addict is still arguing, cuffed on the ground and leaning on the car. Think he got maced—I was spared. When his head thumps against the bumper, the entire car reverberates like a drum.

Other people—always the problem. Never should have gotten close. I’m not like them. They’re unstable, chaotic. No one can be expected to suffer them. We don’t mix, not anymore.

Gonna have to mix with the cop, though. Big white guy, threw me three feet across the cement.

But at least I look better than Miguel. I complied—no arguments. Let me help you get those handcuffs on me, officer. You’ve got a hard job, everyone treating you like crap all day. You know, we could all save ourselves a lot of trouble if you’d let me disappear. Make that job a little easier.

And Miguel remains enraged, bawling at the cop, words burbling from snotty throat.

Helps my case. I’m just some guy who got attacked. Except that I’m not ‘some guy’, am I? I’m homeless; got the uniform on and everything. My money is on the pavement out there, scattering in the wind. That one hope for escape, evaporating in the breeze.

Not over yet. Still breathing.

The policeman steps away from Miguel and I watch as he approaches the door across from me. He opens it, leaning in with arms spread across the door and roof.

“You okay?” he asks.

The question leaves me twisting in the seat, hands pressed into the nook between door and cushion. “A little scraped up, but I’m fine.” I search his face for some clue to his personality—anything I can manipulate—but it’s all disciplined stone behind wraparound sunglasses.

“Mind telling me what this is all about?”

I shake my head. “I’m not sure I even know. I met him yesterday, we’re kinda friends, I guess. He snapped, like someone flipped a switch, and came after me. The guy is high as hell. His backpack is over there, you’ll probably find his stuff.”

Because screw Miguel, that’s why.

The cop’s voice is muffled as he stares over the top of the car at the backpack. “And you don’t mess around with any of that, right?” Tone of a man who only hears lies.

So I just laugh. “Look, man, I know how it all looks. But you searched me, I don’t have anything, and do I seem high to you?”

The policeman grunts.

If I can’t deduce what he wants, I can still make an estimation. Cops want kindness; subjugation. “Look, sir, I think you can see who the problem is here. I’m clean, I was defending myself. I don’t want to press charges or cause any trouble. I just want to get back on the road, get out of town.”

All I can see is his uniform and the black belt festooned with at least five ways to ruin a guy’s day. Hell, I’m wearing one of them.

He leans down to the window again, tongue rolling across the inside of his cheek. “You think he’s on anything dangerous? I need an ambulance out here? Kid won’t stop crying.”

“Might want to taze him a few times, keep his heart rate up,” I say, grinning. Jokes are good. Make people trust you.

The cop smirks, but says nothing.

Still need to answer his question, then. “I watched him smoke something this morning, either meth or crack. I don’t really know. He’s the kind of guy who would do whatever you put in front of him.”

“All right, fair enough. I’m not putting you in the same cruiser—I’m waiting for backup. Listen, you were panhandling out here all morning, right?”

No sense lying; he may have very well driven by while I was doing it. Need trust. If he trusts me, he can pity me.

“I don’t have anywhere to stay,” I say. “And no ID.” Might as well be on top of that one. “They wouldn’t let me in the shelter. Slept under a bridge, which is where I met him. I’m trying to get a bus ticket to Louisiana—have family down there.”

The cop shrugs. “Look, I got you panhandling, then this public disturbance, and you’re telling me you don’t have ID. Rule of three, man. That’s too many laws to break at the same time. I’m gonna take you to jail, they’ll process you, and you’ll be out in a day or two.”

He must see the despair painted across my face. “Hey, they got food and showers,” he promises.

Don’t need a goddamn shower. Need to get the hell out of here.

“Hey, man, please,” I tell him. “That idiot attacked me out of nowhere, why am I being punished? I could just walk out of here, save us all some time.”

But he’s done playing nice. “You have the right to remain silent; anything you say can and will be used against you…”

 

 

15. The type of dark souls cross in

 

The holding cell is packed with my people. Some are unconscious, stretched out along the wall or pressed into its corners. Four stand in a tight group near the phone, plotting. Others stand at far ends, lamenting their fate while staring through white bars. A small toilet in the corner flushes; a man zips up his pants.

Every few minutes, an officer comes to the cell door and points at someone who is then led down a hall to the right. Experience tells me they’re being taken for photographs and fingerprinting, so the police can figure out if the guy’s got warrants. This is how humans are processed.

The uninitiated treat this as a matter of course. It seems natural; a sort of tag and release program if you’re in here for a minor charge. But not if there are warrants involved—not if you’re me.

I’ve been processed before, meaning my prints today will connect me to the prints they took of Sean Reilly in Port Lavaca eight months ago. The empty coffin dug up, exposed—my original shadow set loose in the world.

Time divides me. Past and present Sean, in a jail cell, worried about life in prison for a murder I didn’t commit. Right back to the start.

Kayla is the cause. She clutches the cell, shadow stretched like a cypress under a streetlight. Slender arms encircle us, fingers casting silhouettes across the windows. Kayla gave me her death.

Stupid, spoiled kids make nasty revenants.

I stepped in something—piss, sweat, water—and so the bottom of my sock is cold and wet. They took my shoes when they searched me, eyebrows cocked at the mismatched pair.

A dead-eyed Hispanic woman comes to the bars, blue uniform baggy around bulging belly. A low buzzer sounds; gears grind within the gate, unlocking it. It rattles back across its metal guide in the ground, unbalanced wheel causing an asynchronous knock like Kayla’s finger tapping at the window.

When it slides all the way back, she steps forward and looks around the cell. Eyes lock on me. Her fingers aim, fire, hand recoiling back, thumb extended.

I’m being summoned.

There is no clever lie that will convince a jail guard to let me slip out the back, so I do not try. As I walk with her, the wet patch on my sock sucks to my heel. I look left and right for any quick exits. Could just run for it, maybe.

So this is where all my careful planning left me—hoping to dash out a fire escape and run from a building full of cops. I don’t even have shoes. But if the odds are anything above zero, they’re better than what I’m facing at the end of the hall.

Except there is no opportunity. This is a modern jail in a large city, and every door is secured.

There’s an opening to the right from which a sickly plasma glow emanates, and the grime etched into the floor is that much starker by contrast. At the guard’s direction, I step inside.

The processing station. A man in a gray shirt and jeans stands at a bank of computer monitors, yellow lanyard dangling from his neck, blank back of his badge facing me. His rimless glasses reflect the neon light of the screens; in lieu of eyes, his face has glowing blue rectangles. Gleaming oculi beam toward us then glance back down between hurried clicks of the mouse.

I’m guided to a table near the man with the computers. On it rests a stack of cards, a tin can full of ink pens, and a small blue rectangle.

The guard reaches past me, flipping the top up on the thin blue rectangle. Because artificial light burns through the room, the shadows have no choice but to coalesce at a single point, and it is the ink pad. A sponge in a pool of twilight—wet tar so dark it forms a well in the desk, a portal to a deeper place.

The guard prods my back, so I reach forward, fingers stretched to the puddle of nothing. When I press down into the sponge, the sludge crawls up to coat my fingers.

Impatient, she grabs my hand, guiding it to the card atop the stack, holding each digit in succession, rolling them from right to left across the little box set aside for each print. She fills in a number on the card, and then the form is complete—my fingerprints black holes like the paper was used for target practice at a shooting range.

From cord to card. The technician takes the slip and holds it up, admiring the imagery while blowing softly across the ink. Apparently satisfied, he gives a nod. The guard puts her hand around my arm and pulls me out of the light.

I turn back, eyes on the inkwell as I’m led away. They don’t see it, but I do: Five pillars rising from the murk, progressing into an ebony hand climbing. From hand comes forearm, shoulder squeezing through the four-inch gap, boneless octopus in a bottle. It pops into form, bones locking, as it squeezes through.

The head rises as a hairy bubble, face distended, until the jaw clears the rim and snaps into shape. With the freed hand as leverage on the table, the form presses, tearing himself free to the waist, each rib crystallizing as it reaches the air, body transmuted from liquid to solid. Legs follow as he rolls onto the desk, wet form leaving no trace where it lands. Both hands on his knee tug the last ankle free, creature fully birthed from the black. The shadow of Sean Reilly, reincarnated.

 

 

16. Printed

 

Way down we go.

Done nothing but descend a spiral staircase since our plane landed, since Banks shot me up and left me on the brink of death. Like I woke up in hell, but instead of climbing out I only wandered farther in.

The holding tank door snaps shut behind me. The shadow creature that crawled out of the fingerprinting lab blinks into existence then vanishes just as quickly, only to appear again within the cell. The shape of my body, but formed from the void. He is my name, my record, my drama—everything I shed.

Can’t believe I let it happen. Black ink all over my right hand, dark dusting revealing the loops and ridges that bind me to it.

Everything about the kid who gave his prints in Port Lavaca is gone. There is not a single thought in the brain of the naive teenager who wanted to help Kayla that could be recreated within me. I renounced my name, scarred my body, and became someone else.

But the prints don’t change. So did anything?

The technician will make a match—a computer screen will tell him I’m Sean Reilly, a fugitive. The tech was older, probably experienced. The result will be shocking, so he’ll be skeptical. There will be some private confirmation before he lets himself get excited. Can’t be every day he brings an end to a massive multi-state manhunt.

Excited, but hesitant. Won’t want to look like an idiot if he’s wrong, and they must get some wrong.

So he’ll go to his coworkers, ask them to make sure he isn’t mistaken. Anxious, but trying to play it cool in case it’s all in error. Ready to laugh it off. They’ll get the same result, though. A crowd will form as more people are drawn in, as they realize they’ve got something newsworthy.

They’ve got Sean Reilly in a cell.

My thoughts become action: The dead-faced Hispanic woman returns to the holding cell, this time flanked by two men. The first is the one who printed me, and the second is a tall black man in plain clothes. She points at me; their eyes follow her finger, then move back to the paper in her hands. Then back to me, then back to the paper.

Don’t go by the photo, because that won’t help. Nearly a year of Morgan changes someone at a level deeper than skin. But the height is right, and so are the build and eye color. Enough that they won’t let me go.

My shadow’s face twists into an excited grin. Gonna get fed.

I turn to the trio and walk toward the bars, stepping around three men holding court in the center of the cell. “What’s up?”

Might as well be words from a zoo animal. Just slack-faced shock.

The plainclothes officer—bald, black, salt and pepper goatee—responds. “What’s your name?”

“That’s complicated.” I watch the paper in his hands. “What does it say there?”

“It says you murdered a teenage girl.” He doesn’t even look at me.

Anger flares unexpectedly. “Then your report is wrong. What else does it say?”

The officer slides the first sheet away, moving to the next. “This one says you’ve been on the run for a while. Says you lied your way out of a police station once before.” This is said for the benefit of his coworkers, and accompanied by side-eye.

Twice, actually. Guess Mexico doesn’t count. And to be fair, Renaldo may have put it together if he hadn’t been shot. That was a smart cop.

He continues: “Says you faked your own death. Twice.”

“So do I get my own cell now, or what?” I ask.

“What’s your name?” he repeats, this time with ten pounds of authority in his voice.

“You can call me Sean Reilly.”

Words I never planned on saying again—the name is rusty screws in my mouth. Anxiety rises as the words exit. For months, this moment has been my greatest fear. Something to be avoided at all cost, up to and including suicide.

“Everybody comes home eventually,” he says.

“We’ll see,” I tell him.

“Bring him out here.” Words fly forth from parted goatee. I assume dead-face is his subordinate, as she steps to the gate and signals an officer across the room to unlock it.

The buzzer sounds and mechanism snaps, gate rolling back. The cell has fallen silent, and all attention fixates on me.

“Boo,” I murmur to myself. No one hears.

I step to the exit, hands clutching one another behind my back.

“You’re gonna behave, right?” the guard asks, hand resting on the baton at her belt.

“Apparently,” I answer. “I’m as surprised as you are. Where are we going?”

No answer. I follow her down the hallway; the gentleman with the goatee flanks me on the right. The technician has vanished.

We walk further into the jail—I watch idly as an inmate in an orange jumpsuit presses a push-broom against the floor and scrapes it toward the wall. We pass the room where I was printed, turning left.

Now the real cells begin. The first is large, housing about twenty men with space for twenty more. Inmates sit on bunk beds and read, or play cards at a small table. A television is just beyond the bars, bolted down and playing the news.

There are a few more pens on my right—these are smaller and house one or two prisoners. One stares at a partly finished game of solitaire on his floor. Soon, we’re blocked by a door; my escort nods at a man behind a thick plastic window. A buzzer sounds and the door opens.

I try to memorize it all, mapping the path mentally with each slide of my socks across the linoleum. Not sure what good it will do, but it’s the only useful action I can think to take. Seems like something Morgan would do.

At least, if she were as stupid as me. I tried to help Miguel—that’s the reason I’m here. She wouldn’t put herself in that situation.

We exit the highest security portion of the jail and enter a hallway that’s more workplace than prison. Decidedly friendlier—posters on the wall, a corkboard with notices, a water fountain.

A workplace, except that the doors lining these hallways have locks on the outside. I’m led to one, which a member of my convoy opens. Small room—table and two chairs.

Interrogation room. Memories.

“Have a seat,” my guide says.

I follow his order.

“You need anything? Water? Candy bar?”

“Water would be great,” I answer.

“All right, one water coming up. You make yourself comfortable, you might be in here a while.”

Of course. I sit down, settling in to wait. The moment I’m comfortable, my shadow blinks into existence, sitting across from me at the table. I nod at it, and it nods in return.

I don’t want to be here, but there’s nothing for that now. Seems quite likely that I’ll be in prison for a long time—potentially for the rest of my life, however short that may be. But someone else didn’t want me here, and the old man’s motives are becoming clear.

Banks went to great lengths to make my death look like either a suicide or an accidental overdose. My dead body was meant to be found in that alleyway, or else the police would assume I remained at large. That leaves Jack in limbo, awaiting my capture before the trial can begin.

Which is why I wasn’t just shot. Suicide, overdose—that all makes me seem guilty. If I’m assassinated, that lends credence to my side of the story.

At least, if anyone believes my original statement, where I described how Jack makes a living out of pretending to be dead. Since then, I confessed to Kayla’s murder in a suicide note, then faked my death to run away. Twice. Not the actions of an innocent man.

Sean Reilly’s shadow rests on elbows with fingers intertwined on the table. He turns to me, black absence of a creature, face welded into the gurning grin of a madman.

 

 

17. Since you've been gone

 

There is no clock inside the interrogation room, and after my water is delivered, time stretches out into one inscrutable moment. A gray hallway of infinite length.

If a man takes a step down an infinitely long hallway, has he moved? Not really. He’s still in the same place relative to everything else. Same deal with this room. I can pace, fret, scheme, but never move anywhere in relation to what’s around me.

At some point, polite decency is lost and I place the two chairs alongside each other so that I can stretch out across them, back against the wall. The shadow can stand.

My brain wants to worry. I want to worry—only natural. Can’t panic, though, because this will not end today. It will not end for months. A fight is over in minutes, a car accident in seconds. This is as dangerous, but drawn out interminably. Too much time to think.

Most people worry themselves into worse trouble than what they’re worrying about in the first place.

So instead, I count my breath. Takes fifty before the bronze bulwark of calm breaks the red haze. I stoke the calm, nurture it like a survivalist with an ember.

The sole concern becomes keeping the steady pattern: next breath, next number. Up to ten, then start over again.

My brain resists at first, darting off to worry over my impending demise. But I gently remind it of the current task, of the counting, and eventually my brain accepts this like an obstinate farm animal drawn to task. As time passes, boredom and frustration revolt against the peace, but they’re treated the same as the worry. A gentle calming, a firm prod back to counting.

The spell only breaks when a conversation begins just outside the door in my endless hallway. I recognize one of the voices. Will never forget it.

He’s arrived. Must be why I’ve been waiting for hours. Surely in all of Houston, there are detectives available for a case like this—but not if they’re waiting on the expert.

The realization lets loose a flood of memories: The first time I met the detective in jail, when I was accused of Kayla’s murder. Her bloated corpse, monstrous smile cut across her throat. Drain plugs on a table. Charged with murder.

Couldn’t stay calm. But back then, I had everything to lose. Now, there’s only my breath.

The door to my interrogation room opens to a uniformed policeman, but he does not come in—instead he allows a thick Hispanic man of medium height to enter. Wrinkled dress shirt untucked at the side where it meets the holstered pistol on his belt. Beneath that, pleated khakis with a deep coffee stain. Acne scars crater the stubble on his face. The smell of body odor joins him in the tiny chamber, sharp tang to his musk.

“Been a while,” I say, removing my legs from the second chair and pushing it toward him with my foot. Sean’s shadow flickers out of existence as the policeman enters his space.

“Jesus, you look ten years older,” Detective Alvarado says as he grips the chair by its back and, with some deft maneuvering, drags it around the perimeter of the room and over to the opposite side of the table. “Wasn’t sure I was going to see you again.”

“I just can’t quit you,” I tell him, tilting my chin until the vertebrae in my neck pop where tension has built.

The detective looks up at me as he sits down, studying my face. “That’s a joke, right? Glad you’re in a good mood. I mean, I wouldn’t be, if I were you.”

“A bad mood never helped anybody,” I tell him.

“I suppose that’s true. That something you learned on all your travels?” Then, as though it’s just occurred to him: “Sean, you’ve been read your rights, correct?”

This bit is for the half-globe of black glass affixed to the ceiling, the camera recording our show. My reflection is strange symmetry across the curved surface. “Yeah, they read them.”

“And would you like a lawyer present?”

“Eventually, yes. We don’t need him right this instant, because I’m not going to say much. I have a story to tell, but I need to figure out the best way to tell it.”

He leans forward, folding his hands on the table between us. “The best way to tell it is to me, right now, so you establish that you’re being open and honest from the very beginning.”

“You feel good about lying to suspects like that? That’s a dick move. You know there’s a world of lawyers out there who disagree. People who don’t want me to wind up in prison,” I tell him.

Detective Alvarado rocks back in his seat, arms dropping to his sides. “Come on, Sean. I waited a long time for today. I wasn’t sure I would catch you. And I gotta say, I’ve been doing this a while—never met someone cornered like you who actually got away. We had helicopters, boats, dogs, ATVs, you name it.”

Not giving him that. They never caught me in Florida; how do they know for sure who they were chasing? “No idea what you’re talking about.”

Now he grins, though there’s no mirth in it. “You aren’t escaping again, though.”

I shake my head and turn to the door. “I’m not breaking out of here—I’m walking out. I didn’t murder Kayla McPherson.”

This earns a deep sigh. He withdraws a small notepad from his pocket, along with a disposable pen. “So, what’s been going on?”

“This and that.”

Detective Alvarado snorts softly. “That all you got for me?”

“I have a question, actually: What’s next?”

He drops the pen from its ready position; it rolls away from the pad until he stops it with the palm of his hand. “Well, you’ve been caught. You’re not going home, if that’s what you mean.”

A single laugh escapes. “I know. You might be right about my having changed, but I haven’t gone crazy. I mean, what’s next after this room?”

The detective leans back and puts both hands on the table. “We’re transferring you to Port Lavaca, where you’re standing trial for the murder of Kayla McPherson.”

“Who I didn’t kill,” I tell him.

Alvarado finds that pleading yet stern balance of a disappointed father. “You left a suicide note, Sean. You confessed.”

“Fake suicide, fake note.”

He slaps a hand on the table; the pen shoots off and onto the floor. “Come on, man. No one’s going to buy that. If you want to save your ass, it’s time to be honest. Show some remorse. That’s the difference between life in prison and a needle in your arm.”

“No,” I correct him, throat clenched. “You gave me two outcomes there, and they both involve me being guilty.”

The detective starts to speak, but stops. He braces one foot against the leg of the table, arms folded behind his head. Deep pit stains in his shirt.

It takes him a second to get going again. His voice is low and serious when he does. “The first time I interviewed you, I had you pegged as a scared kid. Scared because you killed someone in the heat of the moment and were about to go to prison for it. But looking at you now, that’s gone. You changed. You’re just going to play games here, aren’t you?”

I match his tone in kind. “Tell me what you want. Do you want the truth, or do you want to wrap this up and go home?”

He laughs once before he answers. “How about both?”

“You’re a long way from home, detective.”

 

 

18. Bury me in handcuffs

 

The detective pauses for a moment, then leans down to pick up his pen from the floor. When he re-engages, it’s with the pleasant voice. “You don’t need a lawyer to tell you how to be honest, Sean. If you’re innocent, give us the facts. We’ll investigate.”

“I’m smart enough to know what I’m not smart enough to know, detective. You do this every day; this is only my second time. There’s a lot of shit to unpack here, and I need advice on how to do that.”

Detective Alvarado leans in, hands resting across his elbows on the table. Little plastic thing tilts in his favor. “Fine. What can you tell me today?”

A thousand different lies flash through my mind, but I can’t land on one. Whatever I say here may very well decide my fate in the future. Every word will go before a judge and jury.

“The man I call Jack Vickery—I don’t know what you’re calling him now—convinced me to fake my death and run. The same guy who actually killed Kayla McPherson, like I said in our first interview.”

“And why would he do that?”

“You’ll have to ask him.”

The detective leans back, lets his fingers drum across the table twice. A poker twitch, like flipping back the corners of his good cards.

“Why do you think we would be calling ‘Jack Vickery’ anything now?” he asks.

Damnit. This is why I can’t talk; everything I say opens doors I don’t want to walk through. How would I know Jack is in jail, if I weren’t in Florida with him?

“Because of my original statement,” I lie. “I told you his name. You said you were going to investigate if I told you the truth—did you?”

He dodges this accusation then redirects, making his goal clear. “If you’re a victim here, that’s an even better reason to tell me the truth. Come on, man. Why don’t you tell me everything right now?”

“I’m not an idiot. You wouldn’t be pushing me this hard if it wasn’t to your advantage—so you’re going to have to wait until I can talk to a lawyer.”

The detective sighs, running a hand across his face. “I don’t know what you are, Sean, but you’re not an idiot. I’ll give you that.”

A knock at the door punctuates our stalemate. Detective Alvarado checks his watch then rises, pad and pen in hand.

He opens it a crack; murmurs are exchanged before he turns to me. “Let’s just go, Sean. They’re ready to take you back.”

I stand up, knees popping after hours at rest, hip still sore where I landed after the fight with Miguel. “Back to Port Lavaca?”

The uniformed police officer at the door waves me forward, pair of handcuffs gleaming in one hand.

“Back to Port Lavaca,” Alvarado confirms. “Come on, let him cuff you.”

I turn, obedient, hands behind my back. With an impatience that comes from ritual frustration, the cop yanks each arm an inch further into position. The metallic click of the cuffs tightening is soon joined by the sensation of cold metal on my wrists.

Detective Alvarado puts a guiding hand on my shoulder, walking with me. At a fork in the hallway, he leads me right, and the starry night of streetlights filtered through old Plexiglas fills a doorway at its end.

Walking with hands cuffed leads to a hunched gait, always leaning forward further than is comfortable.

“Now, I want you to prepare yourself,” Alvarado says as he guides me forward.

“For what?” Not a time when I’m looking for surprises; anxiety flutters.

His hand squeezes my shoulder. Genuine affection; makes me wonder just how my hunter sees me. “Just walk to the van and get inside. Okay? Try and ignore everything else.”

Sean’s shadow dashes into view, ether body passing through the police blocking his way. The creature is downright giddy, prancing ahead of the group toward the exit, where he waits.

The policeman walks around me, double-timing his way to the door and pushing it open with both hands on the lever. It opens; about thirty feet away, a white van is parked, lights on and engine running. ‘Harris County Department of Corrections’ and a serial number is tattooed on the side.

The shadow slips through.

Between the van and I are six or seven policemen, standing at various points in a column leading to the waiting vehicle. Behind and dispersed between these officers are the press. A lot of them.

Some look half-robot, bulky cameras strapped to waists and fused to hands. The war machines are fixated on strapping reporters with piercing eyes and perfect teeth. Some hold microphones; others, cell phones.

Sean’s shadow stands in the center of the column of police, arms raised, hands wafting the attention toward his face. Basking in the glow, black depths deepening. All about him, the culmination of my sins.

This is what he’s here for—what all uncontrolled shadows want. Attention. To be re-entered into the minds of the populace with his newfound infamy, to be alive again.

Their questions come at once, a cacophonous argument against no one, a dozen voices competing.

When I take my first step outside the jail, only one word breaks above the barking: Sean. Then the questions take form as I move and a succession of reporters get their chance.

“How’d you do it?”

Luck. Luck and Morgan.

“Is there anything you’d like to say to the McPhersons?”

I didn’t kill your daughter.

“Did you turn yourself in, or were you really captured?”

That’s too painful to answer. Thanks for the faith, though.

“What do you think about the charges against you?”

I think I’m innocent of the biggest one. Don’t know how much prison that leaves me with, though.

I’m halfway to the van now, and have managed to keep my mouth shut. Well aware that anything I say may wind up coming out of a prosecutor’s mouth during the trial.

Except my silence only excites them further. Some push forward, microphones extended, only to be met with the impatient arm of one of the officers.

Alvarado doubles his pressure, shoving me toward the van. The side door slides back on its tracks, leaving a gaping rectangular maw. I stop with my shins at the step, trapped until the detective’s hand on my arm balances me to the point I can climb in. When I tip to the right, I’m supported once more by his calloused paw. Once I’m fully inside and the door is slammed shut, I’m able to lean back on a pleather bench. Got the place all to myself.

As the police begin bundling the press together and motioning them back toward the parking lot, Sean’s shadow seems disappointed—beckoning them back to him, though he’s thoroughly ignored.

One young reporter waving a cell phone manages to slip past and approach the van. His face meets mine through the tinted glass. “Sean, do you have anything to say to your parents?” he yells even as an officer approaches.

Yeah. You’re probably going to wish I stayed dead.

 

 

19. Ghost pains

 

Three hours in a van. No music, no conversation, only handcuffs digging into my wrists and periodic twisting to relieve the pain in my shoulders. Sean’s shadow sits on his hands, staring out windows so heavily tinted we can only just make out the swamplands of Houston terraforming into the coastal plains of Port Lavaca.

Every mile, I’m dragged deeper down. So far from the ledge that blue sky liberty is a fading memory. Every second brings me closer to my open grave.

A one-mile causeway stretches across the bay separating Port Lavaca from the next town. It’s the same massive bridge I watched from the beach that long night of searching for Kayla’s body, then jumped from once it was found. The center of the bridge arches upward, rising yards above the rest, allowing ships to pass underneath. We cross that now, gulf below us.

This is where you were supposed to stay, I think at Sean’s shadow.

The shadow doesn’t respond, and only stares out the window.

So I look ahead, toward our destination. Nighttime only makes the refineries more prominent, networks of lights, steel, and flame—alien habitats. This beach has cancer—a growth of metal pipes, smokestacks, compressed gas. Pressurized chambers of toxins; burners and steel drums. They emerge malignant from the pale, peach coast. Tanks tower hundreds of feet in the air, connected with labyrinthine pipes. The knotted steel is crowned with flare stacks burning ten-foot red flames.

Nothing has changed. Same wind-worn buildings, anything over a single story a novelty. Anemic palm trees and pickup trucks outside Tex-Mex restaurants. The high school stadium’s chain-link fence spells out a tattered greeting in styrofoam cups, half of which have fallen and are trapped between fence and wind.

The jail is a flat, dull afterthought, just a dirty vestige of the stately three-story courthouse to which it is attached.

We park near the back; I have only caught glimpses of my driver through the steel gate that separates me from her. She exits the van wordlessly.

I’m left inside as the vehicle, air conditioner dead, quickly heats in the balmy night. Sweat beads across my forehead, dripping down my neck and onto the collar of the filthy sweater that’s become as much a part of my body as the hair on my head.

No less than four uniformed officers approach when I’m let out. One to hold the door, another to hold me, and two off to the sides in case I run for it.

Get the feeling I’ve got a reputation.

The process is silent, and as soon as my feet are on the parking lot pavement, a hand is on my back guiding me toward the jail. I notice a single white news van parked fifty feet away, but a policeman is at its driver’s side window talking to the occupants.

The shadow of Sean Reilly looks longingly at it, but seems unwilling to leave my side, whimpering along like a puppy hating its leash.

My stewards speak over me, half in code beyond my understanding. What I do get is that they’re anxious. And why not? I escaped similar situations twice before. No one wants the embarrassment of a third strike.

The entrance to the jail summons vivid memories of an experience somehow more alive than the present. When I was led through here nearly a year ago, it was unthinkable. I was Regular Boy. Then, the slow realization I wasn’t leaving—the first true terror in my life. Not sure if it still ranks top five at this point.

Fixed that mistake. Regular Boy is dead and gone; never going to feel that kind of terror again. There is only my life left to lose, and life leaves everyone eventually.

I’m searched another time, hands gripping my thighs and calves in a gated hallway just past the first door. When they’re done, I’m pushed into the next room—a humorless chamber with three thick steel doors. My handcuffs are removed and I spend time flexing my wrists and shoulders. All of the officers save a single Hispanic man leave the room, and my anxiety rises a notch.

“Strip.”

He watches as I comply. I’m barely able to stand the smell of the sweater as I tug it from my chest; in patches it sticks to my skin where muck and sweat congealed to a paste. Then the jeans and bloodstained socks, and as I was unable to steal undergarments from the donation box, I am nude.

The guard turns his back to pull something from a nearby cabinet—a folded orange jumpsuit and a pair of bright orange plastic slippers.

“Through here,” he commands, motioning with one thumb to the door off to the side.

I obey, walking naked across the cold room and toward the door, which he opens. It’s the sort of space you could clean with a garden hose: a tiled chamber with four shower heads and no privacy between them.

Still, kinda looking forward to it. I do need a shower, even one like this.

When I’m done, he tosses me my new uniform. Orange shirt and sweats, stiff fabric that collects no heat and offers no comfort. The plastic sandals come last, so clumsy on my feet that I must walk with a certain show-horse gait to keep them from slipping off as I move. Sean’s shadow marches alongside in full parade step.

My right cheekbone aches unexpectedly. Ghost pains—last time I walked these halls, I got punched in the face for no particular reason. Wonder if it’ll be more of the same now that I’ve returned. At least this time I’ll be punching back.

The guard leads me deeper into the county jail. Everything darker, dirtier, and damper than its Houston counterpart—bulbs out, graffiti etched into walls, corners of torn notices clinging obstinately to the tape stuck to plaster walls. A safety notice that has yellowed with age must be twice as old as me. Time appears to have its own particular way here.

We cross the big holding cell, though this one only houses four inmates, each sitting or lying on the filthy mattresses they call home. They are consumed by distractions—magazines and newspapers, or a television with a jagged and static-strewn image just past the bars. Brief pang of dread: would rather spend my time alone. Prefer solitude.

But I’m spared—we keep walking. Near the end of the hallway, two cells share a dim bulb that sits in the space directly between the brick wall separating the chambers. This casts a forty-five degree triangle of darkness across each call.

“This is you,” my guide instructs, pointing to the cell on the right.

I nod. My own private hell, at least.

No fancy remote buzzer system here—just a ring of keys jangling as the gate is unlocked and pulled open. I step in, slipping the sandals from my feet and leaving them near the gateway. With a twist of a key, I am locked inside. Fading footsteps tell me the guard is gone.

When I turn to look back, I see Sean’s shadow standing outside, hands clutching steel bars, peering in at me. Brow drawn, shoulders sunken, back collapsed. The thing appears stressed.

Beyond the bars, Sean’s shadow removes its hands and inches away from my cell. It stands, wet tar figure so dark as to be cut out from the fabric of space-time, carved free by some unholy scalpel.

Seemingly heartbroken, it raises one arm and waves twice.

Of course. The shadow of Sean Reilly isn’t imprisoned—he’s out there, in the minds of reporters, readers, media. On documents in front of jury selection panels, attorneys, and judges. While I’m in here, he’ll be out there thriving. The Sean Reilly the world wants to see.

That’s what shadows are, after all. The me inside their heads, collage of news clippings and fragments of footage. What they think I am, reborn.

What a load of shit.

 

 

20. Cells

 

It’s a naked two-inch mattress so stained I can’t tell what color it came in, set atop a steel platform bolted to the brick wall. However, it is the most comfortable place I’ve slept since I shared a bed with Morgan in Mexico. As a result, only as the footsteps of a guard—boots, cork heel, click tap, click tap—echo down the narrow hall do I awake in the morning.

The jail drags itself from slumber with a vicious hangover: Shouts fired between guard and inmate, the rattle of bar on bar as someone shakes their door. Prisoners build a sport from making the noise, crescendoing gradually into a cacophonic racket.

I do not partake. There is nothing to do in my cell except wait. Nothing for me to get up and do, no one for me to see. The only useful thing I can do is make time pass as painlessly as possible.

So I’m not in a rush to get out of bed. It’s one of the only things I have to do today. Why hurry to get it over with? Instead I wait, count my breath, and take in the motion around me. Can count sounds from six distinct sources, including a guard whose voice travels the halls. Hostile shouts follow him—mostly in Spanish, all from the inmates.

As the morning wears on, the guard’s footsteps grow close enough to force me to turn my head and acknowledge their source. A Hispanic man, tan uniform of a jail guard, baton and pepper spray on his belt. Same one who watched me shower. He pauses in front of my cell, tray of food in his hands.

“Hello,” I say, still lying flat across the mattress.

The word sparks some internal debate within him. His mouth opens, stubble carefully manicured into the shadow of a goatee around his lips. But no words come; instead he leans down, pushing the tray through the two-inch slot at the base of the cell, and walks away. He was talkative enough with the other prisoners.

Breakfast is two pieces of bread with a cellophaned slice of cheese between, plus a little carton of milk. I devour this, feeling the gnawing in my stomach subside as something is thrown to the pit.

Calories consumed, I return to my bed and lie down, setting myself to the task of waiting.

Sounds simple, but it’s a torment all its own. The mind hates stagnation, demands we further our own narrative. Frustration rises and falls in waves, cresting with an angry desire to do something, anything. Pace the cell, punch the walls.

I let it wash over me as I lie in bed. My suffering is inevitable, but I’ll be damned if I do any of the work for them.

Stone walls bear the marks of past prisoners who embraced the anger—rage has scraped paint from the brick, and mania has scarred marks into the mortar. But that’s what the cell was designed to do. It feeds off despair, panic, and guilt. Post-medieval torture: breaking on the mirror.

Deep into the afternoon, a new man approaches. This one is older, white, clean-shaven, and fat. There is a set of keys in one hand and a cell phone in the other. He focuses on the phone while he walks, keys jangling in time with his left foot.

“Sean Reilly,” he announces on approach, eyes still on the phone. “You’re probably wondering why your cell is so bare.”

Not really. But I wait until he continues: “We consider you a high-risk prisoner. Because of that, nothing goes in or out of your cell unless I personally inspect it. Bedsheets are too dangerous for you to have. Is that understood?” The man gets the whole threat out without taking his eyes off the screen in his hand.

I like the other guy a lot more. I keep this to myself, though, and instead just nod in agreement.

The man who thinks withholding bedsheets will establish him as some sort of authority in my mind does not leave. Instead he finishes sending a text, then keeps talking: “Your attorney is here.”

My mind shoots to my last Port Lavaca public defender—the cluttered office, the useless advice. Not sure how, but some sort of lawyer will be necessary if I’m going to stand a chance. But if he’s useless, how am I going to do his job for him?

“Stand up,” the new guy commands. “Put your hands through.” He slips the phone into his pocket and seems angry about having to do so.

I rise, pushing both of my hands through a slot in the door, fingers interlaced. Cold handcuffs are attached. When I withdraw my wrists, the gate is unlocked and slides open. My feet slide into the plastic sandals before I exit the cell.

“How’s it going today?” I ask, following the officer down the narrow cell, catching glances from the four other prisoners here with me. No one says a word.

The guard has already returned to his phone. Looks like a conversation; chat splays across the screen in competing bubbles.

“This is the cleanest I’ve been all week,” I note. “Bed’s not bad, either.”

Still no response. Past the block of cells sits a vending machine—ancient Coca-Cola device, half-lit, cards slipping from their slots in the selection buttons. Through a push-lever door to my left, I spot a fire exit sign, dim on one side where the bulbs have died. To the right, a room with a small window in its door.

He opens this door with the edge of his hand, still gripping the phone. Inside is a dim, dirty, expansive space. Round table, four chairs, with a dozen more pressed against the wall. Some kind of general-purpose meeting room.

I’m pushed into the room, and he remains at the door. When I look back, his finger directs me to the closest chair.

“Sit down,” the guard commands.

As I comply, I try for conversation again: “What’s your name?”

“Warden Jeffries.” He aims the words downward, into the screen of his phone. “This is my jail.”

Not a guard, then. “Doing okay today?”

Nothing. Instead, he opens the door for a new arrival.

What precedes the newcomer is a smell: cigar smoke, like a scorched field of wild herbs. The man enters from the boots up; ostrich skin, little goosebumps where the quills were plucked. Blue jeans, silver belt buckle, white button-down shirt with sleeves rolled up around knobby wrist bones and gnarled knuckles. Sunglasses hang from collar, sagging neck browned by southern sun. Gray sideburns to gray eyes, hair ashen with fading black streaks. A skeleton covered in something—not skin, too worn and rough for that. A man made of leather, of cowhide dried in storm-worn barns.

Not the same attorney. Can’t be any worse. He makes eye contact. I grin; he smirks, stepping into the room with a quiet thanks to the warden.

But he’s not the last to enter. Another figure follows—a younger woman, clutching a redwell folder stuffed with papers and a slim laptop over that. Behind a pair of rectangular tortoise-shell glasses lies a face carefully coated in makeup, concealer covering the worst of it, with strategically placed contour lines sculpting lesser bruises into beauty. She follows the man slowly, with a strange step, feet not operating in complete accordance with one another. One of the red flats moves slower than the other, though I can’t make out which is the culprit.

Straightened red hair—could pass as natural, but definitely a dye—and pale skin. Lips painted so as not to appear so; an organic shade of pink that some women wake up with. Same trick with her fingernails, which I notice as she places the binder and laptop down on the table. Painted, but painted to look like perfect recreations of natural nails.

A lot of work went into making herself appear to be a normal woman, an assistant to an aging attorney. Then, she’s used to putting in the work required to blend in. After all, without a sheet draped over it, a ghost is just nothing.

I smile at the woman who is unmistakably Morgan in disguise.

“Nice to meet you,” I tell them both. “I’m Sean Reilly.”

 

 

21. Ashes

 

“I’m Lester Grayson. This is my assistant, Allison,” he says. Voice like rocks crushing coals in a fire pit.

I only glance at Morgan. I’m acutely aware that the warden stands just in front of the door, ten feet away, clutching his phone.

So I focus on the leather man. Face a worn map, its creases paths to his default expression: grim determination. The miasma of cigar odor only thickens, though the spiced char is welcome relief from the damp musk permeating the jail.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Grayson,” I tell him. “Are you a public defender?”

“No,” he answers. “And you’ve got to decide if you want him or me.” A hand knocks down onto the plastic table—gold watch and wedding ring, both antiqued with wear. “I’m not charging you anything, so we’ll both cost you the same.”

“You’re my attorney,” I say. “I met the other guy already. He’s shit.”

“Yes, he is.” He reaches for the files; Morgan lifts the laptop with one hand, and he pulls the folder from under it. “Are you innocent?” the lawyer asks idly, thumbing through the documents with his tongue pressed to the inside of his cheek.

“Of what?”

His little huff of laughter smells indistinguishable from cigar smoke. The lawyer turns his head, eyes fixing on the warden. “I think we’re safe in here,” Grayson announces. “He’s got cuffs on him, plus he’s just a runt.”

The warden nods, slips phone into pocket, then turns and exits the room. When the door closes, I can still see his shoulder through the window.

Soon as the door shuts, my new attorney stares fixedly at the clock across the room from him, frozen unnaturally in concentration.

Morgan reaches over to the folder, sliding a paper from the bottom. It appears to be an email, with heading data covering the top half of the document. None of the addresses or names are familiar to me, so my eyes find the body. Buried in a perfectly bland introduction, a sentence breaks midway, and there I find my message:

Speak carefully. We’re here to help you. This man is my friend and you can trust him. He owes me. Limit your exposure to what they can prove. Leave Banks out. Do not mention Florida, do not mention Mexico, do not mention me.

Objections burn in my chest, but I only look up and nod. Morgan slips the sheet back into place.

The attorney reanimates, eyes meeting mine. “What have you said so far?” he asks.

I look directly at Morgan. “Not much. Just that I have a story to tell, and that Jack murdered Kayla then convinced me to fake my death. Wouldn’t go any further without an attorney.”

He presses on: “Nothing about the past year of your life? Not to anyone, not even a cell mate?”

“I don’t seem to get along with people too well, lately.”

“Good. People are mostly useless,” he mutters. “Well, did you kill the girl?”

“No. I didn’t kill Kayla McPherson,” I tell him. “I was framed. Jack convinced Kayla to fake her death. I found out, and she had me help her. I went along with it, fudged the facts like she asked. She was supposed to disappear into the wild, and I was going to be back in Ireland, so what did I care about a little lie to a cop? The first time I knew anything was wrong was when the cops showed me a picture of her corpse, and I came clean. But they still thought I did it, and my shit attorney told me pleading down to thirty years was my best option. Jack offered me a way back to Ireland, and so I ran.”

“Okay,” the attorney answers. “As crazy as that sounds, I do actually believe you.” He doesn’t let there be a pause for us to acknowledge our mutual connection through Morgan, but slides directly into the next sentence. “Let’s talk about your case. Before your apparent suicide, a grand jury indicted you for capital murder, which is a felony that can carry the death penalty in the great state of Texas. However, you staged your suicide before you had an actual trial. Because of the suspicious circumstances, no death certificate was issued—it left your situation in limbo. But now that you’re back, the grand jury indictment stands and the trial can proceed.”

He raps a fist against the table; the sound of his knuckles is pure bone against plastic. A millimeter of thin membrane separates his skeleton from the room.

“And then there’s ‘Jack.’ So far, everything they know about him comes from you. He’s got no identity, no prints on file, and hasn’t said a word. The corpse they found him with is just a misdemeanor. He bought it from a hospital—that’s ‘dealing in dead bodies’ and ‘improper transport of a corpse’ under Florida law, two crimes that netted him a year in prison. Except anyone with any kind of sense knows a guy caught like that was probably in the process of doing something a lot worse, so they’re charging both of you with Kayla’s murder. That brings us to the kid he was arrested with.”

Me, of course.

Grayson continues: “The police think that might have been you. Well, one cop in particular.”

“Detective Alvarado,” I offer. “He asked me about it yesterday. Told him I had no idea what he’s on about. Heard that kid left a lot of blood behind, though.”

Grayson waves a hand dismissively. “Maybe they’ll decide to test it, but it could add weeks to the schedule. This is a relatively small district, so not much in the way of resources. Here’s how I see it going—and if I’m wrong, well, I’ll sneak you some smokes in prison someday.”

The lawyer leans back in his chair, letting one leg extend fully and groaning as he does so. “They want someone to hang. Let’s say, hypothetically, that it was you in Florida—that you lied your way out of a police station, somehow escaped a massive manhunt, all that. Even if they can prove it, it’s small potatoes. Three years here, five years there. That costs time, costs money, it’s complicated and confuses the jury. It also opens the door for me to ask a lot of embarrassing questions, like exactly how an eighteen-year-old kid with a broken leg managed to elude them so completely. But if the prosecution can stick you or Jack with capital murder, none of that matters.”

“So what do they think, then? Me and Jack killed her together, planned it together? Why?”

He shakes his head. “Don’t think they know. They got you running, so that says guilt to them. But you pointed the finger at Jack, and they find him under extremely suspicious circumstances—he looks pretty good for it, too. So I think they want to throw two cats in the box together, shake it around, and see what happens.”

“But I’m innocent. They do that, what do you think happens?”

He shrugs. “Twelve idiots are gonna decide. Lots of reasons to say you’re guilty, and I’m gonna assume you’ll both be saying you’re innocent. What are idiots gonna decide? Probably the stupidest thing they can. Could be you’re both guilty.”

Morgan speaks: “Those don’t sound like great odds for the county, either. What happens if they say, ‘not guilty?’”

His hand slices out, flat, over the table. “Stop stealing my fire. I’m getting there. Right now, you’re a suspect—how does ‘witness’ sound?”

 

 

22. Been real

 

“That sounds like an improvement,” I tell him. “But why would they? Seems like they’ve got more on me than they have on Jack.”

He nods, slowly. The man moves at his own pace.

“That’s the biggest problem, and I’m open to any suggestions. But look: Jack’s shady, you’re cleaner. He’s some kind of professional criminal, but your record was sterling. Given the circumstances, anyone would tend to point their finger at him. Aside from lying to the cops, seeing her last, all that—you left a suicide note claiming you killed her. Why?”

Because Banks made a pretty credible offer and Morgan followed through. I can’t tell him that, though. “Jack made me write the letter in exchange for helping me escape. The deal was that I’d take the blame and he’d help me disappear back to Ireland. He wanted to be cleared from the investigation, because I already told the police about him. Not that they listened.”

Morgan speaks up, challenging the addition to my story: “Why’d you take the offer? That’s stupid.”

Can’t trip me that easily. “I was afraid of him. He killed Kayla; he had a gun. And, he said he could get me back to Ireland. It may seem stupid now, but in my head, I thought if I could make it home, everything would be okay. We’d hire a lawyer from home, and he’d deal with the charges internationally or something.”

Pale arms fold across her chest, broad square of a stick-on bandage on one forearm. Damage from our last fight, or maybe Holbox. She can’t have healed yet, not from the broken toes and black bruises.

“Not perfect,” Morgan states flatly. “Still easy to buy the police’s story: you lived in the same house, you fell in love, she rejected you, you murdered her. The parents’ story is inconsistent, but now they’re saying you were obsessed with her. They never heard of Jack and don’t know if he’s involved.”

“Obsessed? Ask them to prove that. She was a pretty girl who I lived with—along with her parents—but that was all. Kayla never had any feelings for me.”

“So you killed her,” Morgan says.

The analog attorney, all rusted cranks and squealing pulleys, intercepts: “Don’t get discouraged—my assistant is only describing the fight ahead.”

No, she’s challenging me to do better – to work the way she trained me to work.

The lawyer continues: “Sean, you’ve got to help me convince them we’ve got a better way. I’m willing to bet that if your testimony could prove Jack committed the murder, they would offer you a deal. Maybe even let you walk free. The last thing the county wants is a ‘not guilty’ verdict coming from those twelve idiots.”

“Are they always idiots?” I ask, smirking.

“Everyone’s an idiot, son,” he answers. “You in particular. You’ve got a lot of questions to answer if you’re an innocent man. I’d think about that—if they catch you in one lie, anywhere, you’re screwed. That includes whatever you say to your fellow guests in this shithole. The state only wants good witnesses, and that means reliable information. And only information that can put Jack away.” He emphasizes the final three words.

This gives me pause. The only solid evidence was stolen in Holbox. No more blood-coated knife, no more cell phone. What I can prove without that? Still, this is my only hope. Not abandoning it now. “I can tell them something,” I lie.

“Well? You’re the one with the memories,” he drawls. “What’s in there that connects Jack to something concrete, to something that establishes he killed Kayla all on his own?”

Morgan’s note crosses my mind, shuts the gate on the immediate responses: the criminal ring, Banks, the fact she could testify and prove everything. All the obvious ways to prove I’m innocent—at least, if they’d believe it. But there must be something.

“I need a little time.”

He leans forward with both arms on the table, back collapsing into a sigh. “You had eight months on the run to think about this,” Grayson states. “I’m inclined to believe an innocent man would have given all the thought a man can give to the thing. After eight months, you would know.”

I stare up at Morgan, whose eyes meet mine. Hard stares meet, but mine melts away, inviting her into deep pools of misery. “The circumstances were different.” Up until a few weeks ago, I had conclusive proof Jack committed the murder. There was no reason for a backup plan.

“Buy him time,” Morgan says. Not the supportive input a paralegal might give an attorney, but a directive. She is the real client.

“Done,” he answers. He reaches into his pocket and returns with a cigar in plastic wrapping, which he removes by shoving the head of the cigar against the table and pulling the plastic tight against the rounded end. It splits, breaking free. The roll of tobacco goes up to his lips, clamped in time-worn teeth.

“Pretty sure you can’t smoke in here,” I tell him.

He bites into the tip of the cigar, leaving a gaping wound in the tightly packed tobacco. The nub is spit out onto the table, next to the folder. His lighter is unleashed; the cigar’s end sparks flame. His diaphragm pulls, sucking the fire into himself. When he exhales smoke, I can’t tell if it’s coming from the cigar or from smoldering resin in his lungs.

“Listen, kid,” he says after a second drag. “That warden out there, he wants me to like him. Saw what I pulled up in. Know why I can smoke in here? I drove up in a nice car and I gave him a cigar. That’s it. Your buddy, Jack? He’s in a state pen, serving his time for the corpse. They got regulations, they got a big chain of command and someone checking logs. Here, they got that guy, and he makes up the rules as he goes.” The lawyer leans forward, voice a barely discernible crackling bass. “Watch yourself in here.”

The rapping of my knuckles across the table is punctuated by the rattle of my chain. “Understood.”

Grayson rises, chair grinding across linoleum floor. Morgan gathers the files and laptop, sweeping the cigar nub into the folder and brushing the ash from the desk.

“Okay” he says. “You head back to your cell and rack that brain of yours. Remember: testimony that can prove Jack killed her.”

The pair turn to leave, leather man and painted woman. Something unexpected in me lashes out, longs for another moment with Morgan. Emotions that have been dead since I cheated death in the hospital resurrect with fury.

Words form, sentences coagulating in my blood, script a thousand love letters painting my veins. Jaw clenches; lips seal. My only mercy is that both of them leave the room too soon to catch the wet sheen in my eyes.

The warden is poor replacement. He laughs at the expression on my face. “Starting to get real, ain’t it?”

I straighten my spine, sniff hard. “What’s real never hurts. What’s real just is. It’s the stuff that isn’t real that gets me. Know what I mean?”

“Not a goddamn clue. Get up. Go cry it out in your cell, running man.”

 

 

23. Glass half

 

Morgan is back.

Not sure how or why. Banks had her last—could still have her now. Would explain why she showed up like this, offering help only on the condition I leave the old man out of my testimony.

So my leather attorney could be from Banks as well. Another crooked lawyer paid under the table to clean up his messes.

Or maybe Morgan isn’t with Banks. Maybe she broke free, maybe Grayson is actually a friend. Tempted to believe she wants to help. It was real enough when she launched herself at two of Banks’ men to protect me, layering a fresh beating atop the one she hadn’t yet recovered from. She fought for me.

Doesn’t matter either way. Never has. She’s still the best plan I’ve got. Convincing the prosecutor that I’m innocent, that I can put Jack away—that could work. That could keep me out of prison.

Just got to figure out how.

A presence disturbs my light, casting a shadow across my intertwined thumbs. I jolt upright, glancing up at the intruder. So tuned to the sound of this place—I’m shocked I didn’t hear him coming.

He’s appeared from the right, the same guard from before. Hispanic, bald, stubble shaved into a tight goatee around his mouth. Heavyset, part muscle and part fat. A tattoo sleeves down to his elbow, some tribal bullshit.

With my food in one hand and the other clutching a bar of my cell, he leans down and slides the plastic tray through the slot at the base of the bars, scraping my dinner across jailhouse grime. His arm flexes as he pulls himself upright.

The man makes eye contact before turning away.

“Hey,” I say to his left shoulder. “How’s it going?”

He pauses, fingers still touching the bar. Can see him working things over in his mind.

I press: “They warned you not to talk to me, right? Don’t worry, man. You know what’s up in Port Lavaca. They blow everything out of proportion.”

The man grins, turning to face me. His mouth opens and then shuts.

Come on, I’ve got you listening now. Only a matter of time until you’re mine. “That sounds like something a liar would say, right?” I fill in for him.

“Yeah,” he answers. Success.

I let the Irish accent through a bit. “Man, I’m a teenager. I’m not even from this country. There are a lot scarier guys in here, I’m sure.” I nod at the larger holding pen down the hall.

“They say you escaped jail twice,” he offers. “And a manhunt in Florida.”

So he’s been reading. Why not? Celebrity guest; I’d want to know everything too.

I wave a hand dismissively. “That’s bullshit. Just ghost stories, man. They’re messing with you.”

“Then what’s up with those scars?” he asks.

Right. This is the same guard who watched me shower. “Got cut up in a fight,” I answer. “Being homeless and broke when you’re my size is no game.”

He grunts before providing a response. “They say you murdered a girl. Kayla McPherson. I went to school with her, you know that? I was a senior when she was a freshman.” Voice flat. He needs reconciliation. Or, maybe info for his boss.

“So I would have missed you at Calhoun,” I tell him. “And no, I didn’t kill her. They think I did, though.”

He barely nods.

“I bet everyone here says they’re innocent,” I continue, filling in for him again.

This time he smiles. “Not really. Most of them are proud.”

I smile too. People like smiling; builds trust. Trust or intrigue, either of which will work here. “What kind of criminals do you usually get in here?”

“Drugas,” he says in Spanish. “Mostly traffickers, gang members. I-35 runs straight up from Mexico, so when the dope comes, it stops through Port Lavaca. They fight over the supply, couple murders here and there, the usual gang shit.”

So no one else here is accused of murdering an innocent teen girl. I unfold my legs, leaning back onto my bed with arms braced behind me. “So did you like, know Kayla? Or just go to school with her.”

He shakes his head. “Her freshman year, we were in band together. Talked to her a couple of times, but I didn’t really know her.”

“Kayla was in band?” I ask. “I can’t even imagine that. When I met her she was already a senior, and too damn cool for band.”

The guard chuckles. “Yeah, she played flute. Don’t think she liked it much.”

“I’ve got no musical talent myself,” I say. “What did you play?”

“Snare,” he says, bracing his arms in position as though he’s letting off a drumroll. “Drumline, baby.”

Another opportunity for a smile. “You like it?”

“Hell yeah. I’d do it for a living if I could,” he answers.

“Not a lot of professional marching band work,” I supply.

He laughs at this. “No, I guess not. I don’t care what it pays—got to be better than this place.”

“Well, at least you’re on the right side of the bars,” I offer. “Probably better food out there.” I look down at the tray—carton of milk, piece of plastic-packaged American cheese between two slices of bread.

The guard clutches the bars of my cell, looking for a moment like he might be imprisoned as well. “I still gotta come back here every morning, keep making that money. Bills to pay, baby mama, all that drama. Look, I have to get back to it—I’ll be in the shit if they see us talking. They had you out on some Hannibal stuff, like you were gonna bite my fingers off.”

“Hey, it’s all good. You’re the first person who’s been nice to me in a while. What’s your name?”

A door opens somewhere else in the jail; he jolts, shoulders rising even as he sinks an inch. The guard looks left, then right. “Mike,” he whispers, walking away.

“I’m Sean,” I call after him. He probably knew that.

Mike seems like a nice enough fellow. Must want something out of me—a confession, maybe. Some information he can take to the prosecutor, earn a gold star from his boss. He’s on the right track, noticing my scars and trying to connect them to Florida.

But ultimately, an amateur. Still, who knows what he might do if he thinks I’ll give him what he wants. Either that, or the guy just wants to be friends—either way, I’ll make use of him.

Way down we go.

 

 

24. Agoraphobia

 

Even when the warden is only a few inches tall and stalking toward me from the far end of the hall, he commands attention. Shoulders up, right hand on his phone, left one holding something. He moves imperiously, eyes down, divorced from the tension that permeates his jail. The cell phone, annoying distraction that it is, becomes a totem of authority. No one else is allowed to use one while in the building, including the guards. This is his house, and he may as well be in a robe and slippers.

With each step, the figure grows in stature and details clarify. Wifebeater undershirt, lines of fabric visible underneath the beige uniform. Gradient tan across his forehead where a hat habitually rests, bulge in his cheek holding a wad of tobacco. The object in his hand is a letter, clutched between gnawed fingernails. The envelope has been opened, jagged tear across the top.

By the time the warden reaches my cell, he is life-sized.

“Hello, sir,” I tell him.

“Your attorney wanted me to make sure you got this letter,” he says.

“What about the letters he doesn’t want to make sure I get?”

The administrator slides the letter between two bars; it falls to the floor of my cell.

“Whether or not you receive any mail is at my discretion. Is that clear, boy?”

I groan inwardly, but show nothing. “Clear.”

The administrator turns—work boots, steel toed—and I get a glimpse of his phone. Another chat. He marches back up the hall, leaving me to unravel from the bed and pick up the letter Grayson thought it important I have.

The address is hand-written, addressed to the county jail, to my attention, and affixed with three stamps. A single-page letter juts from the torn edge, already pillaged by the warden.

This is pulled to my lap next. I check the top of the letter—it’s from my parents. They must have come to the States when the news broke.

Don’t want to read this. Can’t think of them; they make me weak. Instead of reviewing the message, I turn the paper over in my hands, scanning the page for any hidden codes, holding it up to the light to see if anything is embedded inside.

Must be a good reason Morgan and Grayson want me to have this. Can’t only be sentimental value. Right?

But my search turns up nothing. It appears to be a normal letter. Could be something hidden in the message, though—a reference only I would understand. That would be more Morgan’s style.

So I force myself to read the thing. It’s written on a page of college-rule paper, in blue ink and in my mother’s tiny script. There isn’t a single blemish or scratch on the page.

The first two paragraphs are information on their lot in life—the emotional roller-coaster of thinking I am going to prison forever, then dead, then alive, then on the run, and then captured and right back where I started. For the most part, not a condemnation, but an update: they moved, Dad got a new job, and my cousin had a baby. Life goes on.

She closes out with this:

It doesn’t matter what you did, it doesn’t matter what you’ve been through, we will always support and love you. We will come visit when they let us. Let us know how we can help. Love, Mum and Dad.

I read the note backward and forward, picking out the first letter of each sentence, of each phrase, of each proper noun, mentally plugging them together. But, there is no hidden code. It is only what I feared: a letter from my mom and dad, telling me they’re okay.

The letter falls to the jailhouse floor.

Goddamnit.

There is no further down to go. I’ve found the bottom.

What have I become? Hear from my parents for the first time in almost a year, and all I feel is disappointment there’s no code from Morgan.

Just can’t—can’t face it. Don’t feel like I should, especially not now. I’m not that Sean. That Sean is a free-roaming shadow doing tricks for attention. I’m a ghost with threads cut, who looks at people as puppets. At least, everyone but Miguel—and look where that landed me.

And Houston. The people, the modern civilization. It wasn’t so bad in Holbox, where no one spoke my language, where I was still alone. But here, in what is basically my culture—I just don’t belong. Something in me, something fundamental, has changed. Broken?

No, I’m not broken. I’m a goddamn weapon.

Still. My parents. I lean forward off the bed, retrieving the note from the ground. Force myself to treat the letter with a kind of reverence, carefully bending it back to its trifold form and placing the message inside the envelope for protection. I lift up the thin mattress, sliding the note between it and the bunk. The least I can do for my parents.

Long dead conversations with Jack, Morgan, and Banks haunt my evening. Warnings of what it means to be a ghost, an outsider. A week ago Banks thought I wanted release, because only a sociopath could enjoy this life. Said I must be tired of all this running.

But I’m not.

I could run again. Lie my way back into the wilderness, except this time, remain alone.

Then maybe I am a sociopath. I’ve got no problem manipulating everyone I meet. I even kidnapped a woman in Holbox—tied her up at gunpoint. Granted, it was Morgan’s idea, but that doesn’t excuse me.

I’m not Jack, though. Right? That’s a real sociopath, a man willing to gleefully take advantage of any situation that benefits him, even if it involves murder. I don’t—I just want to be left alone. I lie because I have to, I don’t go around burning men alive and—

Breathe in, breathe out. No reason to be this upset alone, in my own head. Bad enough to be trapped in a cell, and it would be that much worse to be stuck with someone who wants to tear me apart.

I force myself to breathe, to avoid thinking. It almost works.

That evening, Mike brings dinner by. There are other guards in the corridor, so he doesn’t stop to talk. When I take stock of my tray, though, I find there are two slices of individually-wrapped cheese between my bread.

 

 

25. Coal smolders

 

I shuffle along with hands cuffed in front of me, past the big holding cell to the right. Seven prisoners now, and I recognize none. Must cycle through them fast. There’s a murmuring general interest in me as I pass, but fear of the warden keeps excitement to a minimum.

He’s got a plastic-wrapped cigar in the pocket of his army-green pants, so even though he hasn’t mentioned where I’m being taken, I can guess. Wonder if Morgan will be there.

The administrator pushes open the door to the small meeting room. Cigar smoke climbs along the ceiling, gray coils creeping toward the exit. Morgan and Grayson are in attendance; she’s flipping through a stack of documents and the attorney is still, save the fumes rising from the cigar between his lips.

The warden closes the door behind himself, and does not stand sentinel as he did before. When I approach, Morgan kicks a chair out toward me; I sidestep it then sit down, chain of my handcuffs clanking on the table where I rest my hands.

“Hello,” I say to the silent pair.

The lawyer breaks his petrification to lift a hand to the cigar and tap it twice over a pile of ashes on the table. “Hello,” he says in greeting. “You get the letter?”

“The one from my parents? Sure. Thanks for passing it on, I guess. Did I miss something, or…?” I leave this open-ended. Maybe there really was some code I just didn’t see.

“Thought some love from your parents might cheer you up,” the attorney says. “Gets lonesome in a jail cell.”

“I like lonesome,” I answer.

Grayson pulls the cigar from his lips and stares into its burning tip. “Yeah? Must give you lots of time to think. You have something for us?”

Not quite. I brace my foot against the table leg; the whole thing slides an inch toward Morgan and I pull back. “If I just tell them everything, what’s to stop them from using that to help put me away?”

Grayson clucks his tongue. “We’ll get them to agree not to. But I can’t do that until I have something to get them interested, which is where you come in. Prosecutors get jerked around all day long with promises of information that never pans out. Turns out sitting in jail all day gives criminals a lot of time to plot.” He pauses. “Not that I’m saying you’re a criminal.”

“I’m definitely a criminal,” I tell him with a wave of my bound hands, chain clinking. “But I didn’t murder Kayla.”

Silence ensues as they both refuse to speak on my behalf. I take the moment to formulate my response. “I have something, but it’s not perfect. There’s not a lot I can say to prove Jack murdered Kayla, and I realize that’s what they want. But I can prove he murdered someone else, after Kayla, and I can prove this second murder with real evidence. You said so yourself, Grayson—anyone with sense knows Jack was up to something when he was pulled over with a corpse in his trunk. Well, I can tell them exactly what he was doing, and confirm it.”

Morgan’s response is immediate: a straightening of the spine, tightening of muscles. Fingers clench the closed laptop. Fierce eyes seek mine.

I mouth one word: Holbox. Sorry, Morgan, but you’ve gambled with my life before. Your turn. Cole is the best answer I’ve got.

The leather lawyer huffs out a grunt. “Well then, give me something solid. Not the whole story, not yet, because we don’t want to blow our load without a deal in place. But something that will force them to listen.”

Have to think. How can I protect her, but damn him? “A man named Ronald Silver died in a trailer fire in Ocala, Florida. Jack made it look like an accident, but he murdered someone.”

The red hue of Morgan’s cheeks is noticeable primarily at the edges of her face, near her hair and neck, away from the layer of foundation. The thumb of her left hand presses down on each finger until it pops.

Grayson exhales slowly. “That doesn’t prove you didn’t kill Kayla,” he notes. “And it places you in Florida.”

“Nothing proves I did, either. Just circumstantial shit, plus a suicide note I wrote under duress. What I’m offering is concrete, real proof that will put Jack away for life—a trail of evidence proving he murdered a man. If it means saying I was in Florida, we’ll just have to make that part of the deal.”

“I want more, kid,” he grumbles.

Morgan interrupts: “I think that’s enough to get them listening.”

Grayson turns to stare at her. “You keep asking me to do the impossible, then stopping me when I make progress. You want this kid free or not?”

She gives, eyes darting down to the table.

“There is no Ronald Silver,” I say. “Whoever Jack killed, that’s not him. Jack made that fire look like an accident to cover it up. If anyone looks into Ronald’s death, they will find fraud.” Just as much truth as I can spare.

The leather man whistles softly. “That’s something, I guess. We’ll see where it takes us.”

It takes us to the insurance company and to Banks, eventually. Can’t even look at Morgan, for the heat radiating off her. I’ve just lit one end of a very long fuse, and if no one manages to kill me before it burns to the end, she and all her connections risk obliteration.

She’ll have to trust me. I can lead us out.

The leather man speaks: “Well, okay then. I’ll call a Florida fifth circuit prosecutor tonight, let him know what you said. Let’s see what happens.”

Morgan says nothing, just rises and collects her things, out of the room before Grayson has time to stand up from his chair.

 

 

26. In search of lost time

 

“How come you always look so calm?”

Mike’s voice is the first signal he’s arrived. Once again, he’s slipped silently from the side. That bugs me—I do nothing but lie here and count my breath, trying to map this place out by the sounds it makes. But I can never tell when he’s coming.

The breakfast tray that’s slid along the floor has four slices of cheese and four pieces of bread—doubling up. Whatever I’m doing is working.

“This whole place is supposed to tear a person up,” I tell Mike, putting a hand up to my temple. “It wants you to sit alone and worry for days, breaking yourself down. I’d rather not take part. And, thanks for the extra food. Haven’t been eating too well, lately.”

“Yeah, well, don’t tell anyone. Shit, at least you cooperate.” He stands within reach of the bars, running shoes shoulder-width apart and duck-footed against the floor.

“No reason to be a jerk.” I lean up, folding my legs under me, feet warming under my knees and back straight against the brick wall. “How are you doing today?”

Mike forgot to shave—the stubble on his jaw and cheeks grows in patches. That explains the goatee. He leans in, shoulder pressing on the bar, tan uniform crossing into my cell.

“To be honest, it feels like I’m in hell,” he says. “Up late last night arguing with baby mama about child support. This place doesn’t just eat up prisoners, man. Gets to me, too.” Mike stares at his feet and lowers his voice. “Let me ask you, man. Just a hypothetical. I drive over that damn bay every morning. Let’s say you could do it all again, but not get caught, and you had money…” But he hesitates, stutters. “Wait, I mean like—just, was there anything good about being able to jump in and let everyone think you were dead?”

“My baptism,” I offer. “Because I came out clean, you know? After I jumped off that bridge, I looked back at my life and realized I didn’t have much control over how it turned out. I was just reacting, just caught up in the same crap as everyone else. Being able to start over, yeah—there’s something good in that. I’m not the first guy to fake his death, people do it for a reason. Now, having to run and hide, being falsely accused, that’s been hell.”

The guard nods sagely. “I mean, I…” then he stops, almost starts again, but presses his lips shut.

My legs unfold as I stand up and stretch—thin orange uniform lifting over my scars as I raise hands to ceiling. “Everyone I knew thought I was dead. There were funerals and everything, even if they thought I was a murderer. But I was alive. So what died, you know? Not me.”

“No one died,” he says, lips smacked.

“But it felt the same way to them. Up until last week, some people still thought I was dead. So what died?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know, man. You tell me. What died?”

“Everyone’s expectations for me died. The little box they put me in got buried. For the first time in my life, I was completely free. I could see clear.”

Mike looks back, checks both directions down the hall. “Damn, man, now I want to do it. Look, I’m kidding.” His voice drops again. “They talk about your case. At first you said someone else killed Kayla. You know anything about all that?”

Testing the waters. If he already knows, then what’s the harm in my telling him? I want to lead him along, though. Let him think I might make him a hero by spilling something vital, sure. As long as it makes him more likely to do what I want. And today, exhaustion has his guard low.

“They’re trying the other guy along with me,” I tell him.

Now he’s excited. “They say, uh, no one knows who he really is.”

“To me, he’s Jack Vickery.”

The name electrocutes him. He jerks away from my bars and nods, hands straightening the tuck of his shirt, fingertips dipping past his belt. “He’ll be here in one day.”

“What?”

A door opens somewhere. Mike raises a hand, one finger extended. “He’ll be here in one day,” he whispers, then turns and walks down the hall.

Now that is useful information. They must be transferring him here for the trial. Jack. Within a few feet of me, in the same building. Less ghost, more poltergeist.

Not that there’s anything particularly dangerous about the guy, not in the normal way. He’s not big, he’s not strong, he’s not some trained soldier.

At the birth of civilization, mankind collectively decided to become prey, and outlaw predators. A kind of universal peace treaty, enforced by law and order, allowing cultures to develop.

But when the world laid down its arms, Jack picked up a knife. When they saw an opportunity for peace and unity, he saw opportunity. Our social structure is only a defect to exploit.

And he will be here, in this jail, tomorrow.

 

 

27. Ninth circle

 

No cigar this time, but a cowboy hat occupies the center of the table. Morgan dispensed with the redwell of documents and carries only a legal pad and pen, arms stretched around them, nails displayed. Another shade of normal, painted to look like the lives we lost.

“I hear Jack is being moved down here today,” I say as I walk in, hands cuffed, and take my seat.

“News to us,” Grayson intones. “But makes sense. They’re expediting things. They want their trial.”

“So, what about my offer?” I ask.

“He didn’t bite,” my attorney answers. “The prosecutor here won’t even consider it. All that shit in Florida has to be moved to Florida, and Kayla’s parents would be left with no resolution. Mostly, I think he wants his chance in the spotlight.”

I raise my hands in disbelief, which rewards the room with the piercing clack as the handcuffs reach their limit. “So, what? Proof that Jack killed someone else is useless?”

Grayson leans back, as though my words were a blow to his dignity. “To quote the Calhoun County District Attorney, his duty is ‘to ensure Kayla McPherson’s murderer is brought to justice.’ And Ocala didn’t think it was worth the battle, given Jack may get the death penalty here anyway.”

I lean forward on the desk, hands on either side of my head, chain stretched across my forehead. “So this is really happening.” All that time on the run, and I never thought this far into what happens after I’m caught. Always fixated on the arrest, on the first few nights. “I’m going on trial.”

The conciliatory tone in Grayson’s voice is oil in water. “Well, we’re not quite there yet. Jack’s attorney doesn’t think Jack is competent to stand trial, so he’s going to be tested by a shrink. So are you.”

“Jack’s not crazy,” I tell them. “He just doesn’t care.”

“That’s pretty crazy,” my attorney disputes.

I try to swat his statement out of the air, but only manage a clink of my handcuffs and raise of a shoulder. “That kind of crazy is inevitable. Why do I have to take the test? Aren’t you supposed to stop shit like this from happening?”

Grayson’s voice is hissing steam, now. “Because you hung me out to dry, you little punk.” The lawyer turns to Morgan. “Last week, paramedics found him in an alley, mostly dead. Heroin overdose. Sean here ran out of the hospital in the middle of the night—got him on camera, ass cheeks and all.” Then the sun aims my way again. “This is how it works: you lie to me; bad shit happens in your trial. If I knew from day one, I could have headed this off. Now they’re worried you’re suicidal, which means you can’t assist in your defense, which means you have to take this test.

My cheeks burn. I stare down at the table, searching for the words. Can’t bring that up without bringing up Banks—or do I pretend I’m an addict? What was I doing for the past eight months anyway, if I can’t tell them about Mexico?

He presses on: “So, would you bless us with a little truth? You suicidal, or what? Do you want to go to prison or not?”

“It was personal,” I answer. “Irrelevant.”

The lawyer scoffs and waves a hand at me. “Personal, hell. I can’t help you if you won’t help yourself. That means equipping me with all the facts. Instead, you’ve got yourself into a mess.”

The best I can do is to stare at the center of the table. Air conditioning pushes ash across the white plastic surface and into view. “So, what kind of mess is this? What do I have to do?”

Grayson relaxes a notch, molten steel cooled in water. “It’s a dangerous kind of mess. Everything is videotaped, everything can be used in court. Just you and a psychiatrist.”

Morgan fills in where he gives up: “You’ll answer a bunch of questions on a scorecard, then talk to the counselor. The test is designed to be manipulated; if you think you’re cheating it, chances are, the shrink will catch you.”

With my skull clutched in sprawling fingers, the chain leaves indentations across my forehead. “Designed to be manipulated? What the hell does that mean?”

Her voice bridges the gap between me and Grayson. She knows the truth, at least. “Means you should be either be honest or extremely clever,” Morgan answers. “A lot of people in your position want to take an insanity defense. So, there are traps to catch fakers.”

“So I should just eat the test, or what?”

Silence. No one fills it; the vacuum draws an adequate lie from me, something to relax Grayson. “That’s the first and only time I did heroin. A moment of weakness; I was homeless and broke for months, constantly on the run. I got the dose wrong. It was an accident.”

“Doesn’t look good,” the attorney groans. “And sounds fake.”

This is how I find out I’m doomed. When we start arguing, when my lawyer is already pointing to reasons we’ll lose. Not giving up, but devolving to chaos.

“Okay,” I say quietly. “It’ll be fine. I’ll do the evaluation, and I’ll be careful about what I say.” Then, desperate to change the subject: “What am I supposed to do about Jack? You already told me this jail isn’t safe, and he’s got no problem using murder to solve his…well, his problems.””

The leather man chuckles once. “Well if he kills you, everyone will know you’re innocent.”

But Morgan is scratching furiously on the second page of her legal pad. She presents it, flipping the cover page up for a second. The message is composed in a frenzied scrawl: Stay alert, arm yourself.

She flips the page back down, sliding the notepad under the cover of her arms.

“Great, everyone. Thanks.” I place my forehead on the table, eyes closed. A brief admission of defeat before I pull myself upright. “Okay, yeah. When is the psych evaluation?”

“Soon,” Grayson says. “Try to get some sleep. You aren’t dead yet.”

 

 

28. Jack

 

I am a stone in the river of souls.

Breathe in, breathe out. Mind clear, no mental dialog. Only a heightened focus on the air against my skin, the mattress under me, the sound of the jail.

This place eats time. I only meditate to medicate—it’s anesthesia, and doesn’t solve the issue. Every moment I spend here is one stolen, another brick added to my cell. The walls are carved from pure oblivion.

Nothing can be crueler. Even pain and suffering are sensations that matter, that affirm existence. But time is life force; each person only has a small allotment. As I kill time, it murders me.

Past the buzz of fluorescent lights and the low-level chatter of the prisoners in the large center cell, a metal door opens. It does not close for some time; three breaths. Longer than typical, if a single person were walking through.

I bring my gaze up from the floor and through the bars of my cell. Warden Jeffries enters, walking backward and paying close attention to whoever is coming next.

A thin man in an orange jumpsuit walks in halting steps, short chain between his legs stuttering his natural gait. Head freshly shaved, pale skin a thin membrane over a man I know mostly as a skull and a smirk.

The warden moves away from me, toward the other end of the jail, motioning the prisoner and accompanying guard down the hall.

Jack Vickery follows. Just under six feet, muscle and tendon leaching into skeleton. He plods along, surrounded, seemingly compliant. In moments, he’s around the corner.

I listen as a cell is opened—the unmistakable rattle of heavy steel. Clear across from me, at the opposite corner and out of sight. Still, maybe only a hundred feet between us.

Last time our fate was in each other’s hands, I played a game of mutually assured destruction. I’d stay quiet if he would. It worked—I walked out, and he got minimal time.

But that’s not an option anymore. If we both stay silent, we’ll both stay in prison until we die. Our only path to freedom is straight through each other. Can’t think of anyone I’d like to have my fate tied to less.

The schemer. The psychopath, the stranger. No limit to what he’ll say or do to get his way, because he doesn’t care.

Do I? Am I only afraid of Jack because he’s capable of the same things I am?

“Guess you saw him come in?” Mike asks. He’s at the edge of my cell; only the outer sliver of his face and belly protrude into view.

“Yeah,” I say.

“That’s the guy, right?”

“That’s the guy, Mike.”

His face twists into a grin. “He kinda looks like you. You know that, don’t you?”

“We don’t have anything in common,” I lie to him.

“Don’t you?” Mike asks, stepping the rest of the way in front of my cell, tray of food in his hands. There’s something extra on it, a yellow package. Some kind of candy. He slides the tray under the slot in the floor. “I got him showered and suited up. You both had fake names, but they found out who you were. No one knows who that guy is. So he’s kinda like you, except more. Right?”

I lean against the stone wall, pressing the back of my head against its cool surface.

“And you were talking about how great not having a name was,” Mike continues, oblivious to my discomfort. “Jack said he enjoys it, too. Also said he liked his privacy.”

My voice is cold, even though my plan has always been to keep this one happy. “Maybe it’s all a case of mistaken identity. They just got us mixed up.”

The guard huffs sarcastically and cocks an eyebrow. “Hey, you better eat fast—they got a counselor lady setting up in the meeting room.”

“Thanks. And thanks for the candy,” I force myself to tell him, unfolding my legs to lean forward and collect the tray.

Jack is a real psychopath. That’s not me; he didn’t turn me into him.

The moment Mike leaves, I take the candy-shelled chocolates and examine the package. No obvious tampering; seams are intact. I squeeze the wrapper, pushing the air around inside to check for leaks, maybe a pinhole from a needle.

Nothing obvious. Still, though. How can I trust anything, with him here?

I’m still studying the unopened package of candy when the warden shoves open the jail door and walks into the main corridor, body preceded by the glowing cellphone in his hand. If he turns left, he’ll be walking in Jack’s direction. Right, mine.

He shifts right, stalking down the hallway. My turn. Before he’s halfway to my cell, he puts the phone away and starts talking. “Come on, stand up,” he commands. “Put your hands through the gap, don’t make me wait. You know the drill. Time for your crazy test.”

“My crazy test?” I ask even as I comply, setting the uneaten food aside and walking to the edge of the cell. The bars are cold against my forearms.

The warden uses a single hand to pull the cuffs from their holster and slide them over each wrist. “Yeah, you know—this is the part where you say you’re crazy, that it was really your split personality who killed the girl. Everyone tries it. Don’t blame you. That’s the big get-out-of-jail-free card, right? Can’t be guilty of murder if you’re crazy. Come on then, let’s get this bullshit over with.”

He shoves my hands back against my body and unlocks the cell door. When it’s open, he tugs me through, hand on the chain of my cuffs.

 

 

29. Competency

 

The large meeting room previously used for my conferences with Morgan and Grayson is transformed. Everything has been rearranged to make space for two small desk-and-chair combinations, the sort found in schools all over the country. At the edge of the room, a small digital camcorder sits atop a tripod, red light glowing.

An elderly Latina woman presides over the desk opposite mine. Hair wrangled into a bun it’s frizzing to escape, nails a garish pink, wrists draped in gold bracelets. Lying atop a peacock-patterned top is a turquoise necklace, wet drop of aqua-colored stone resting across the collar which flares up to her jaw. Aged eyes milken, staring through me at the spirits beyond. Some high priestess, here to divine the contents of my soul.

Warden Jeffries stops me with a hand on my shoulder as I take a step toward her. I’m tugged roughly back as he unlocks my cuffs. When I’m freed, the heavy hand finds itself on my shoulder again.

I’m led over to the desk clearly prepared for me—a small, sharpened pencil and thick paper booklet are the cherry on top. The warden guides me into the chair, then kneels down, his hand grabbing my ankle over the orange uniform, yanking it closer to the leg of the table. The handcuffs are attached to my right leg, tethering me down.

My keeper rises and stalks out, shutting the door behind him, though his shoulder shows through the slim window where he keeps guard. I look at the test book in front of me—pale blue cover, on which the words Sean Reilly are printed amid madlib legalese. The date is hand-written onto the top right corner.

“Hello,” the woman says. Her voice is dry-aged. A lot of makeup went into attempting to make her look younger than she is, and she still looks to be in her late sixties.

“Hello,” I say back. “You’re the counselor, right?”

“That’s correct, Sean. I’m Dr. Laura Silva,” she answers congenially. “And after our time today, I’m going to write a report and submit it to the court.”

“And what’s the report all about?” I ask, testing her honesty.

“This is what’s known as a 46B ‘Competency to Stand Trial’ assessment in Texas. We’re going to start by having you answer the questions in the booklet in front of you. Take your time and answer honestly; there’s no way to get a bad grade at the end of this test.”

She thinks I’m worried about grades. I choke back a laugh—haven’t thought about grades in a year. My latest assignments have all been pass-fail.

The blue paper cover of the test booklet is peeled back to reveal a series of tightly packed questions. There must be hundreds, and for each there are five potential answers ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree.’ I flip to the final page to find the last question is the seven hundredth.

This has just become a monumental task; she earns my blank stare. “What is this supposed to tell us, anyway? I mean, specifically. Does anyone really think I’m so stupid that I don’t understand my own trial?”

She folds her hands, sagging skin connecting like webbing to seal the gaps between her fingers. “Intelligence isn’t the only factor in a competency test.” Her voice drips patience and understanding—a veterinarian soothing a dog that’s about to be euthanized. “The State requires that you are capable assisting in your own defense. That requires you have your own interests in mind.”

Huh. “So they’re worried that I’m suicidal—that I’ll confess to anything, even lies. Is that about it?” I ask, thumbing the test in front of me, folding back a corner and letting the pages flip down one by one.

Dr. Silva swallows, drawing her folded hands back closer to her chest. “I don’t know what they want, Sean. I’m only here to determine if you’re competent.”

“But you just alluded to my being suicidal, so you must know at least that much,” I point out.

Her response is quick: “You’ve been through a lot, Sean. We want to make sure you’re okay.” Pink nails grip the turquoise amulet.

“Yeah, I can tell you’re all very concerned with my health,” I comment, leaning over the test and folding back the cover. “Everyone wants to make sure I live long enough to get executed.”

I pick up the pencil and stare down at the first question: You should always follow the rules, even if you are certain you won’t be caught.

The circle in the middle of my range of options is filled in. There are a lot of useless rules out there.

I feel distressed when I am alone for long periods of time.

I sometimes feel angry for no reason.

I believe someone is poisoning my food.

Must be one of those trap questions Morgan warned me about. No one could be that crazy. Could they? I did just spend so much time staring at a pack of candy that I forgot to eat it.

I disagree anyway.

Soon my mind dulls to the stack of questions, answering them without thought, slowly grinding my way through the pages.

I believe everyone is out to get me.

I sometimes feel alone even in the company of others.

My current legal situation is distressing.

I believe that sometimes, someone else has control over my mind or body.

For every relevant question, there are eight that seem asinine and one that’s insane. Occasionally a question is a direct repeat of a previous one, but as I find myself looking back to prove this, I become aware of the psychiatrist and her accompanying camera watching me work.

I abandon the mission to backtrack and check my past answers. Must be a trap to catch the dishonest—don’t need to look back unless it’s to confirm a lie, so I just forge ahead.

Pretend you took something from the store and got arrested. You didn’t mean to do it, and you feel very sorry about it. Should you tell your attorney the truth about what happened?

Depends on your attorney.

Some of the other questions scratch the surface of the legal system: what a judge is, what a jury is, what happens if someone is found guilty. Others weigh the contents of my soul.

I would feel upset if someone accused me of a crime I didn’t commit.

It wouldn’t be safe to let someone who recently committed a murder live in my neighborhood.

A murderer should be brought to justice.

Lying is never acceptable.

A person should be held accountable for their actions.

Eternal judgment is the weight of a man’s soul against his actions. Light soul, heavy actions.

 

 

30. Purgatorio twain

 

She spends an eternity examining my answers, ticking through them with a black and silver pen, taking measure of my soul. The turquoise amulet dangles over the pages, shadow swinging back and forth across my test booklet.

Finally, she looks up from the paperwork and observes me. My eyes lock on hers, but again, I feel no connection. She’s looking at the back of my skull.

“Is it ever okay to kill another person?” she asks, finally engaging me directly.

“Only in self-defense.” In fact, I’ve done it before—but that’s hardly relevant now.

The answer is filed away in the machine of her mind, and a new question takes its place with unthinking quickness. “Is it ever okay to lie?” she asks.

“Yes,” I answer, but do not elaborate. Want to see what she does with the silence.

The psychiatrist is still, waiting with me. I follow my breath out of reflex, but can still hear hers—the wheezing bellows of an elderly body operating. A minute passes, maybe more. She’s played this game before.

Finally, I fold. “If a stranger walked up to you on the street and asked for your home address, are you obligated to give it to them?”

“No,” she answers.

I lean forward, and the handcuff lets out a loud clack when they catch against the table leg. Her eyes dart to the commotion. “And what if they were pushy when you refused? Would it be wrong to give them a fake address?”

“No,” she repeats.

“So, let’s say the stranger wants your full name instead of your address. Are you duty-bound to tell someone your full name? Is it a breach of ethics to choose not to tell people anything about yourself, if all you want is to be left alone?”

Painted fingertips touch the center of her amulet. “Well, I suppose not,” she answers. “Most people want to, though. We are social creatures.”

I tap my fingers across the desk, this time turning to the vacant stare of the camera. “Well, I’m not, and it isn’t a crime. So what’s wrong with telling someone a story if it gets me out of the room faster? I don’t owe them anything. Acting evasive only makes people more curious, so I lie instead. A boring answer draws less attention than no answer at all.”

“What about the people you do know?” she asks.

“There aren’t any.” Well, there’s one. But if I told you who, it’d ruin her life.

My answer is tallied in the machine; couplings connect, actuators shove forth the next question. “Okay. If the prosecutor told you that you killed Kayla McPherson, what would you say?” Across ten fingers, she has five rings of brass or gold—more turquoise, with an odd ruby or emerald.

“I’d tell them the truth: that I didn’t kill her.”

The explanation is slotted in. Hydraulics hunch, metrics are taken, and a new question is produced: “What do you think you deserve, Sean?”

“Deserve for what?” The question comes naturally.

The seeress folds her hands in front of those garish pink lips. “For your life. What do you think would be a fair place for you to be right now?”

I only stare at the outline of her head against the whiteboard behind her. She’s blurred in the contrast, hair in loops and frays like plasma across the surface of the sun.

“I don’t think I understand the question,” I answer.

“I mean, assuming you’re innocent and all of that—where do you think you should be? I assume not here.”

“I understand why the police arrested me,” I tell her. “I get why you think I did it. I left a note, I faked my death, I lied. So, I don’t know. I don’t know where I belong. I know I didn’t kill Kayla, but I don’t think there’s some grand conspiracy out to get me.” Other than the one, anyway.

Her eyebrows raise; the only outward sign my answer has registered. The diabolic robotics in her head work their computation; I can only assume the machine is made of brass and gold, and adorned with the gaudiness of turquoise. Its sole purpose is to weigh men’s souls.

She changes tact. “What comes to mind when you imagine receiving the death penalty?”

“Suicide,” I answer flatly.

She makes some marks on the legal pad off to her side. Can’t possibly be enough information to be meaningful; I wonder if this is only for show. “When and why did you start doing heroin?”

“That was my first time,” I tell her. “I didn’t know how much I was supposed to do—guess I overcooked it. I didn’t try to kill myself. It was an accident.”

She leans back, one hand on the table. Running full steam now. “Why and when did you decide to use heroin?”

My cheeks burn as I’m forced to admit a weakness I don’t have. Not that she’d believe the truth—that a crime boss was trying to make me disappear quietly. “I’d been a homeless fugitive for eight months. I didn’t have a place to sleep, so I figured I would try and make the street a little more comfortable.”

“You tried heroin to help you sleep?” Clear skepticism. I’m losing this one.

“I was tired,” I tell her. “Tired of everything. Being on the run, running out of money, always moving, living day-to-day. Avoiding the police isn’t easy. I wanted something to put some joy back into my existence. It wasn’t a good decision, just a desperate one.” Sounds like something a drug addict would say.

“When you jumped off that bridge in Port Lavaca, did you think you’d survive the fall?” she asks.

“I hoped,” I tell her. “I knew there was a channel cut into that part of the bay, I knew professionals jump from that height and make it fine. I watched some videos online and got a feel for how they managed it. I might have died, but the alternative wasn’t much better. As a calculated risk, it was a good one.”

I kick forward with my shackled foot; the sudden clatter causes the pen to drop from her hand. “Sorry,” I murmur. “Not the most comfortable setup.” I shake my ankle, letting the chain rattle.

The seeress leans back, thumb and index fingers braking the bridge of her nose with a gentle squeeze. “And what about in Florida, when you cut yourself to stage your death? Did you think you would survive then, too?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I answer, ignoring the bait. “For someone who professes to care about me, you sure are willing to set traps. So let me ask, is it ever okay to lie?”

One hand fidgets with a heavy ruby ring that’s slipped sideways; she shifts it back. She sighs, heavy exhaust filling the air.

My question is ignored entirely. The contraption has reached its final verdict, and her tone makes this clear. “Throughout this conversation there’s been a theme: that your life is cheap, that you’re willing to risk death. Why do you feel that way?”

“You know all those billions of years that existed before you were born?” I ask.

“Yes,” she answers.

“It wasn’t so bad, was it?”

 

 

31. Proceedings

 

Three days pass before I’m back in the very same room, now rearranged to its previous state, with Morgan and Grayson in their respective positions.

The leather man speaks, peering at a set of documents in his hands through scuffed reading glasses: “Above-average intelligence. Trauma survivor; post-traumatic stress disorder likely. Suicide risk; preventative measures recommended. Test results shows propensity for anxiety and paranoid thoughts. Understands the potential consequences and general nature of his legal situation. Competent to stand trial.”

“Congratulations,” Morgan says. “She thinks you’re smart.”

“Great, and I’m paranoid and traumatized. What about Jack?”

Grayson tugs a paperclip from the documents, flipping two pages down onto the plastic table. “These are only the summaries. Full report is due in a few more days. Here we go: Presented himself as sincere, polite man with high regard for my profession, likely as an attempt to win favor with me. Redirected all questions about his personal life to my own, which he consistently spoke about in a positive manner. He responded courteously to each question asked. Extremely manipulative; no meaningful information was gathered through the course of a three-hour oral interview, and test results showed no abnormalities. He understands the potential consequences and general nature of his legal situation. Competent to stand trial.”

I scoff. “He’s playing her.”

“And she knew it,” Morgan points out.

“It still worked, though. My report says I’m suicidal and paranoid, and his shows he’s a healthy, normal guy.”

My attorney intervenes: “No, it shows he’s really good at appearing to be a healthy, normal guy. Underneath, he’s a cold-hearted sociopath and a master manipulator. That’s what I’m going to tell the jury, anyway. We should talk about this post-traumatic stress disorder, though—”

But Morgan cuts him off. “These reports make Jack look like the sort of person who could manipulate you into helping him with Kayla, into jumping off a bridge.”

I rest my head in my cuffed hands, palms pressed into my eyes. They continue babbling around me.

“That’s how we’ll put this to the jury: you were manipulated and framed, and already prone to depression. Everything about Jack is an act. He’s got no history, no one knows anything about him—not even his real name. If I can get him on the stand, I can eviscerate him. Won’t happen unless his lawyer’s a moron, though.”

“Or if Jack insists on it,” Morgan says. “Could be some way to bait him.”

My frustration mounts. “He’s going to be as careful as he can. He’s made a clear statement with that psych exam. You two are out of ideas.”

Morgan pats both hands down on the table, grinning. “Hey, check this out.” One hand retreats, diving into the folder on her lap. A folded newspaper is drawn forth, which she opens—the Houston Chronicle, yesterday’s date.

Down at the bottom-right-hand side of the front page: SECOND DEFENDANT IN PSEUDOCIDE MURDER.

There is an image block directly above the text, shared between my mugshot and Jack’s. Except where they see my face, I see the living void that is Sean’s shadow, a tarry blackness too deep for any toner. He’s spreading.

“The news is breaking.” Morgan prods me with the information. “This story actually suggests you could be innocent.”

I scan the two paragraphs of text available before the break to page eleven. Hardly states I could be innocent—only that maybe I didn’t act alone.

“No? Nothing?” Morgan asks, sliding the page an inch across the table. Those human-colored fingernails again.

“The narrative is changing,” Grayson intones. “This is only the beginning.”

I look up from the paper and direct my attention to the lawyer. “What comes next?”

“Jury selection starts next week. Should take a few days, and we’ve got some pre-trial motions and hearings to take care of. Trial could begin in fifteen or twenty days—like I said, they want to move fast.”

“So I’m screwed, basically,” I say. “I mean, I see you’re in here trying to cheer me up. I wouldn’t need cheering up if I wasn’t screwed. Odds are, I’m going to jail for a long time.”

“Listen, it’s not—” Morgan starts.

“Wait, shut up,” Grayson mumbles.

She looks at him, shocked, though the old man’s gaze remains focused on his own gnarled hand and tarnished wedding ring, deep gashes cut into soft gold.

“Why did Jack want to burn a body so bad?” he asks the ring.

“What are you talking about?” Morgan asks, leaning in.

“Well he bought a body from a hospital, right? Then he kills this other guy instead, for good reasons I’m sure Sean can explain. But either way, he was going to burn a body that day. So what’s the deal?” Grayson looks up at me. “This has got to tie into the fraud you said he was committing, right?”

Can’t answer that. I’m torn from my self-pity; the excuses collide and tumble through my chest, belching out as stuttered syllables before I compose myself. “I don’t know. I mean, yeah, it was weird. He wanted to burn a body in a trailer. He’s insane, don’t ask me to try and figure out what’s going on in his head.”

Grayson only huffs out a laugh, looking up from the ring and at me. “Don’t bullshit me. You aren’t old enough.”

Reflexively, I find myself staring at Morgan. That won’t do—my eyes dart to the door.

He rises, chair scraping back against the floor. “Well, I can’t help you if you won’t help yourself, but you better not bitch about whatever comes. Get some rest. You’re right—you’ve got some hard times ahead.”

 

 

32. Rattle ghost

 

My mind stretches to encompass the jail, its buzzing lights, hard latches and snatches of argument. Speaker fuzz of the half-broken television, hushed whisper of conversation, Spanish curses shouted between racket of bar on bar.

At night, the rolling boil cools. The atonal hum of the vending machine, something that falls below the daily tension of an active prison, becomes prominent. A refrigerator coil runs sharp against its neon light, which bathes the far wall of the corridor in a cherry glow.

Better to listen to the jail than to my brain. You don’t exist in this place, you become it. But when the jail’s sleep is interrupted, so is mine.

A sound that shouldn’t be interrupts my dream, half becomes it even as the real-life intrusion tears me from one reality to the next. A shuffle maybe, a grunt. The clang of metal against metal—hard, sharp, once.

Silence. The sound of my own blood pumping drowns out the vending machine; I force deep breaths, send my ears searching for the sound.

I turn in the bed, rolling over onto my side and opening my eyes. See what I expect to see: pitch black, except the soda machine lighting the back wall in a red haze.

Heard something. Know I did.

Another sound: metal on metal. A gate latch popping open or closed.

My heart hammers against my chest again. I lift my knees, leveraging my weight to shift silently to a standing position. My socks touch the jailhouse floor I know to be cold, but I feel nothing.

A shadow crosses the crimson light, blacking the jail out for a moment. Eyes capture maybe a single frame of movement, but catch the familiar shape of the same uniform I’m wearing now. A prisoner, free in the halls.

I don’t dare move, attention devoted to my senses, eyes searching the blackness for motion. There is none.

Slow dawning as I find the shape of a shoulder eclipsing the glow of the far wall. There is someone directly in front of my cell, standing motionlessly. I search for the rest of the body, but it melts into the darkness. Something gleams from his midsection. He’s clutching a key ring, bone fingers spread between the bits of metal to keep them from rattling.

Know it’s Jack just by the shape of the skeleton.

“You’re leaving,” I say, voice low.

The shape doesn’t respond. My eyes watch the glint of the metal loop in his hands. He could come inside and kill me. Or try, at least.

“You’re just mad you didn’t think of it first,” the voice responds. Melodious, like music, no two words the exact same pitch.

“I’m innocent. I don’t need to run.”

This earns a derisive huff. “Innocent of what? This whole thing is a show. Law is just luck, it’s just the right people knowing the wrong things. Only reason I’m in here is because you told them what we did out there. Except you’ve done worse, and if you haven’t, your luck just hasn’t run out.”

I open my mouth to argue, but decide it’s pointless. He won’t listen, and he’s right anyway. Plenty of crimes in my past.

The figure vanishes, crouching low, body pooling into the blackness. Jack rises, then turns and walks away. Moments later, I hear another metal latch—this one softer, not a cell door.

My pulse recedes as tensed muscles angrily digest their own acid. As I regain control, I notice something glinting against the linoleum floor. The key ring, just outside the bars of my cell, well within arm’s reach.

 

 

33. The river Lethe

 

Light coalesces on the keyring, gathering in a crescent moon glint to contrast the dark. The individual keys are splayed out, jagged edges barely discernible against the tile floor.

Don’t know what time it is, but night has set. I can unlock the door as quietly as Jack, just slip out the exit. Gotta get fresh clothes, first thing. Probably better off naked than running around in a prison-orange jumpsuit. Also, I can’t go vagabond in a little town like this. Everyone knows each other. There’s no anonymous pool to drip myself into.

But we have wilderness. Lots of it, just hundreds of square miles of farm land and deer leases, the untamed nothing between cities that is to Texas what space is to stars. Not a survivalist, but that’s a lot of hiding space. Then I could link up with Morgan somehow, have her grab me—

It could work. I could earn my time back.

Somewhere in the darkness directly ahead of me is the cyclopean camera, capturing my every movement. Assuming the thing is worth a damn in the dark. Assuming it’s even working. Can’t expect too much in this place.

Night air. The rush of escape, of feeling everything I was melt away under the pressure of one foot in front of the next. How many times have I embraced the thrill?

Moments from capture or death. No time to think, just the immediate terror, the naked dash into the city, the euphoria of each passing second.

And Jack’s having all of it. What have I become?

That’s not freedom either, though. Being hunted, always afraid. The faster I run, the further I sink.

That’s why I’m not like Jack. He revels in his crimes, refuses to evolve. The romance of racing to oblivion.

Cool air fills my lungs as my diaphragm tugs toward the earth. Can feel it rise and fall with each breath. Doesn’t matter where I go. Always going to be here.

I step away from the bars, back to my bed, and sit cross-legged.

Some time passes before a low moan breaks the silence. Half snuffling whimper, half animal baying. The sound of a man not completely himself, broken and humbled. The sound of a prison guard waking up from a concussion—confused, brain re-booting, trapped, and in pain. Soon, shouting and the rattle of metal on metal fills the hall as a man’s low groans amplify to howls of alarm. The baleful wail continues until the lights are flipped on and a uniformed body runs toward the calamity.

Prisoners jeer and shout; steel clangs. Behind the loud taunts, some murmuring—guard-to-guard as the rescuer attends to the victim.

He returns to view with his fallen comrade. Mike. Dried blood crusts the side of his face and he limps unsteady, arm around the shoulder of his compatriot, fawn-legged.

Interesting.

A bit later and the warden arrives, along with some men in blue uniforms. The jail’s steward strides out in front of the police, but a hand on his shoulder stops him. One of the officers pulls him back, then points toward the corner, away from the scene. When the jailer argues, the cop turns heated, face red. The policeman apparently wins; our administrator takes his place in the corner.

The real police take over. Their attention is focused on the opposite side of the facility, at Jack’s cell and out of my view. Through all of this, the keyring remains just within reach, and a dozen yards past that, the warden stands.

I whistle. Nothing. “Jeffries,” I call.

The man glances up, eyes widening.

“You’ll want to pick this up,” I tell him, looking pointedly at the key ring on the floor.

“What the shit…” he mutters. Warden Jeffries walks to the keyring as though it may rise and strike him. As the keys are claimed by his hand, he looks up at me with a confused expression. As his body rotates away, his gaze remains until he’s forced to look forward, hand slipping the keyring into his back pocket.

The jail is consumed by the fallout. Breakfast isn’t delivered, and policemen with cameras spend hours shuffling up and down the hallway, radios chirping to one another as the scene is cataloged.

To my joy, one spectacle is repeated several times over the hours: the dressing down of Warden Jeffries. Multiple officers confront him, all condescending sneers, questions that aren’t interested in answers. The jailer only stutters, hands raised to fend off accusations. He let one of their big suspects escape.

Several times, I see him reach for his cell phone, then slide it from his pocket just far enough to check the screen. Can’t touch it now, and that seems to eat at him.

I sit patiently, trying to quell the nausea that’s been metastasizing since Jack vanished.

Mike. Could have sworn I was leading him along, building a repertoire. Dangling the prospect of valuable information in exchange for his friendship, for the extra food.

Snippets of our conversations that seemed inconsequential find new importance in light of last night. The casual complaints about his family life. His interest in my experience starting fresh. His need to escape this very same jail, for many of the same reasons as me.

And that Jack could disarm him—maybe. Could lure him close, attack through the bars. Mike’s a big guy, though. Probably been in a few fights.

It all seems a bit convenient. Never could hear him coming.

As afternoon rises, I sit cross-legged, watching the jail hum in the heat. A stream of uniformed policemen has come and gone, walking through the entrance and then out of sight as they cross to where his cell lies.

Not just uniforms, either. Men and women dressed in suits walk among them, cell phones in hands. Treated with deference, stepped around with an apology. Officials.

The weight of Jack’s actions tips the jail into his corner, and I’m left high and out of mind. When they do look my way, they share a general sense of wonderment. I am the good one, the one who didn’t escape.

They’re done yelling at Warden Jeffries, and I watch as he alternates between rage and shame, muscles in his cheeks bulging as teeth are ground together. They’ve invaded his home, taken it over, and he can only stand and watch. Worse, the prisoners are watching it unfold, stripping him of the thin veneer of authority he seems to feed from.

At last he cracks, pulling the cell phone from his pocket and staring hungrily into it. His thumbs dance over the screen in rapid-fire frenzy. Can only imagine a woman, maybe a series of them, who he’s enamored with. Anything to escape the jail.

Ultimately, everyone under this roof is a prisoner.

Finally, the warden steps away, apparently summoned to the lobby. He returns moments later, looking relieved to be out of the line of fire, and approaches my cell.

“Your lawyer is here. Come on, hands,” he says, tremor behind his voice.

Sweat-lines across his uniform, pits drenched. I thrust my hands forward through the gate; it takes him both hands and two tries to get the handcuffs secure as I politely ignore it all, then step through the portal once it’s pulled back.

The prisoners in the central pen are sitting in their bunks, enjoying their full view of the investigation, jeering and insulting the officers from the safety of their cages.

With his thread so clearly exposed, I can’t help but give it a yank. “You a little jealous?” I ask the jailer.

He snorts. “Of what?”

“Jack escaped. You’re still trapped here.” Can’t help but goad the worthless bully.

As he pushes open the meeting room with one hand, he shoves me through—strong hand on my back propelling me forward. I stagger halfway across the room, balance finally tipping. My shoulder catches the fall, meat of my arm cushioning the blow.

Morgan and Grayson rise in protest.

“I’m fine,” I say from the floor. “I had it coming. Was honest for a minute there.”

The warden huffs, sweat-sheen glistening across his pale face. He glances once, nervously, at the attorney, then pulls the door closed behind him and leaves.

 

 

34. Beanstalk

 

“Thanks,” I say as Morgan helps me up. Once I’m upright, I take my waiting seat. “Don’t guess they found Jack?”

Grayson gives a single shake of the head.

Good. Best if he remains missing.

Morgan leans forward. “What happened?”

The seat is cold; can feel my hipbones press into the metal. The words come too fast. “Jack took out a guard last night. Mike. I think he might have been in on it, but he limped out of here with a bloody face this morning. Before he escaped, Jack stopped by my cell. He left the keyring on the ground, within reach.”

Grayson slaps both hands down on blue denim. “But you didn’t run. Didn’t even try to grab them, not once?”

“I didn’t even try. You need that footage.”

The old man nods in assent.

“Why didn’t you escape?” Morgan asks. Wonder if she’s disappointed.

“Because I’m not Jack. Speaking of which, does anyone know where he is?”

“No clue,” she answers.

Should have taken that for granted. If this was planned, Jack would have planned ahead.

The earth churns into the sounds of my attorney’s voice: “What makes you think the guard was in on it?”

I give one wistful shake of the head. “We got to talking a few times. Just killing time; he knew all about my case. But some stuff he said, like asking what it was like to be a…to be someone like me. Maybe that wasn’t just idle curiosity. If he disappears after the smoke clears, we’ll know.”

“He will face repercussions for this,” Grayson points out. “Gonna get fired, at least. Jack have enough money to compensate for that?”

It’s Morgan who answers. “I saw the guard. Bloody face, bruising on his neck—real injuries. Looks real enough that he won’t get in any legal trouble. So he gets medical leave then loses this crap job—what’s that worth? Ten grand?”

The lawyer leans back, again studying his wedding band. “And Jack has that kind of money?”

“Yes,” we answer in unison.

“He bought things while we were together,” I follow up. “Including a used car. Never seemed to have any trouble paying for stuff. Always cash.”

My attorney straightens up, back rigid against the chair. No groan this time. Salt-cured hand finds a cigar inside his jacket pocket, which he prepares as we sit in silence. Fire fills his lungs, its gray defeat slipping from his lips.

“So he has money. You ever wonder how he got it?” my attorney asks. “No, never mind, we’ll get to that. Since you aren’t going to help me, I helped myself.”

I swallow.

Grayson continues: “Jack’s escape changes everything. The entire landscape shifted—look, I had a busy morning. Before, when I tried to convince Florida to turn you into a witness, a district attorney down in Ocala confirmed that someone named Ronald Silver died in an RV fire. He looked into it a little, and it was weird, but not weird enough to make him to fight the Calhoun prosecutor. Still, he told me Ronald was cremated shortly after his death, and the cremation papers were signed by a ‘Melinda Silver.’ Except Ronald had money; he died in a nice camper, there were insurance policies—and no one came sniffing around, not even Melinda. It sounds like there were payouts, but we don’t know to whom. That’s as far as the district attorney went with it, and the cops wouldn’t tell me shit. But let’s say Sean told us the truth about Ronald Silver never existing. That means Jack must have falsified whatever led them to think he did.”

Getting dangerously close, Grayson. Goddamnit. Melinda is Morgan, of course, and her insistence on signing the cremation consent nearly got her caught.

Morgan’s hands fold in front of her; my gaze travels up from porcelain fingers to red hair, to the glasses that reflect the lights above. But she’s watching him, and doesn’t answer the questions in my eyes.

The lawyer continues: “So Jack was playing at insurance fraud. He planned on staging this fire, which is why he had a backup body. Somehow, he must have got his hands on that money after it was paid out. ‘Melinda’ is probably an accomplice.”

“You said Florida didn’t care,” Morgan points out. “What’s the difference?”

“Title eighteen, part one, chapter ninety-five, section nineteen fifty-nine of the United States Code. Committing a violent crime in the aid of racketeering activity, which includes creating fraudulent identification documents, is a federal crime. That means the murder of Ronald Silver—or whoever it really was—is a federal crime as well.”

“Give me the bottom line, man. You’re killing me.” I let the words fall free.

Grayson seems happy to oblige: “So I’ve got a friend, sort of. We have a relationship built on intense hatred and begrudging respect. He’s a federal prosecutor in the eleventh district court. I sent him everything I have, everything the Ocala D.A. put into email, along with my theory, and the fact Jack escaped. He emailed me back an hour ago.” Willowed thumb taps on the oversized rectangle of a smartphone in his pocket. “Said he was interested.”

“And then what?” Morgan asks.

So much smoke escapes his lips it seems the man must be animated by some internal combustion. “Well, then it’s now. Only been an hour, give the guy some time.”

The lawyer looks to his right at Morgan, then at me, getting nothing but expectant stares. So he continues: “The feds can do what Florida couldn’t. They can drop down on this little town like a comet. Sean could have immunity.” Grayson knocks the cigar on the edge of the table; ash tumbles like leaves in autumn.

Even the makeup can’t completely hide the blood draining from Morgan’s cheeks.

The diesel engine in his gut rumbles along. “Now this is going to be dangerous, because we’re opening a broader investigation into what happened. Now that Jack’s run off, it’s the right play. You’re innocent, right? And you’re not stupid. We can navigate this.”

Morgan folds her legs, perching over them, long red hair touching her wrists. Her glasses are pressed high up the bridge of her nose, eyes fixed on the attorney. “And they’re just gonna take Sean’s word for it when he says he didn’t kill Kayla?”

The leather man shakes his head. “If Sean tells the truth and remains consistent, and if his story leads to actionable new evidence against Jack, then I think we can get him immunity. He could be free in a month, maybe with some probation. It’s worth the risk.” He punctuates his decision with two taps of the cigar against the table. “We don’t do this, they’ll just try Sean here without Jack. That’s a gamble. It is my extremely professional goddamn opinion that it is a lot easier to convince one federal prosecutor you’re useful than to convince twelve jurors you’re innocent.”

My one-time guide remains sculptured obstinacy, unmoved by his argument. “And for Sean to receive this immunity, he’s going to have to tell them every single thing he can about his time with Jack. Including all the stuff you know he hasn’t told us yet. Right?”

Grayson sighs. “Yeah, that’s how it works.” He looks at me. “Yes, our client has been less than forthcoming. But he didn’t murder anyone, did he? That’s what matters. The rest is just little details we’ll hammer out along the way.”

The truth comes easy: “I didn’t kill anyone while I was with Jack.”

Morgan did.

She only stares, so I speak again: “I can do this. Trust me.”

 

 

35. Didn’t I see your light on?

 

The bread’s been moldy since Mike ghosted. Back down to one cellophaned slice of cheese, sometimes with shoe-prints on it. No sign of the warden lately, and the new guard refuses all attempts at contact.

I made my choice. Could have chased Jack into the wild. I did not.

The distance between us. I am not normal, but I’m not that, either. Even if Mike agreed to it, I couldn’t have brought myself to hurt him like that. But for Jack, causing pain is nothing.

At the bottom of it all, I don’t want to hurt anyone. Hell, trying to help Miguel is the reason I’m in this cell. So if I am a sociopath, I’m a nice one.

I’m not like him, then. The knowledge calms me, allows me to settle into a rhythm. Each day is cut into long blocks of meditation, counting my breath and becoming one with the jail. There is no boredom. Preventing my mind from panicking up and down Escher stairwells of hope and madness requires my full attention.

On the third day, my replacement guard—heavyset, blonde hair in a ponytail jutting from the back of her cap—approaches my cell.

“Hands,” she commands.

I rise, taking a moment to step into my sandals before presenting both hands through the door, fingers balled into fists, wrists pressed together. The guard fumbles the cuffs, and it takes three attempts to place them on me.

Properly secured, I withdraw my hands as she unlocks the gate. She waits until I take the lead, staying behind and directing me with sharp calls.

This time, we don’t stop at the meeting room. We walk past, into the front office of the jail. Light beams through dirty plastic doors. My sentry opens the way for me, and I step through.

This is new. The sun dazzles; sunburnt retinas. Closing my eyes only turns the world crimson.

Excitement rises as we approach the back entrance to the courthouse. My guard holds the door so that I can walk through. Not sure what’s happening, but at least it’s different.

Air conditioning and beige carpet, freshly vacuumed. Light fixtures in the form of stately globes are spaced evenly down a hallway accented with oak floorboards. Still the jail, just the theme park section made for the public. The trappings of justice.

Two figures wait near the end of the courthouse hallway: Morgan and my attorney. He’s wearing a sharp navy suit, but no tie.

“We’ll take it from here,” Grayson says, smiling at the guard. “Thank you.”

She nods curtly, then turns and walks back to the jail proper.

Before I can ask what this is all about, Grayson starts in: “Well, we got their attention. The feds, I mean. There’s a crew down here waiting to talk to you. Answer their questions directly, and don’t offer anything extra. Be honest. If I tell you to shut up, do so immediately.”

“Wait, you mean they’re here? Now?” Not what I was expecting. I lean against the wall, suddenly needing the support.

The attorney cracks a grin. “I was told to get results, so I did. Your trial could start in a week, Sean—we have to move fast. Now listen—” But he’s interrupted.

His would-be paralegal steps between us, one hand clutching my fingers. “Actually—I need a minute first,” Morgan interjects. Her free hand clutches a doorknob to my right. As it’s pressed open a hair, only darkness fills the gap. My old companion steps around me, fingers tugging mine inside.

The door hits my shoulder, hands bound as I’m dragged by my counterpart. She flips on a light; we’re in an abandoned meeting room, oval table surrounded by padded leather chairs. The door is shut in our attorney’s face, and she releases my hand.

“Do you have any idea what’s about to happen?” Morgan asks, feet inches from mine. Closed toe, no heel.

My foot inches forward until our worlds collide. Our lips touch, though hers remain still. Warm and soft in a world where nothing is. She allows the connection to hold for a second before leaning back an inch.

“Focus. This all points back to me,” comes her whisper. Can feel the words across the stubble on my cheeks as much as hear them.

“You’re dead,” I answer. “And you’re going to stay dead.”

“How? You’re about to start putting the whole story down on paper. They will analyze every detail. If you lie, they’ll kill you for it. If you tell the truth, they’ll kill me. I signed those cremation papers. You’ll need to explain how Cole found us, why he was looking. I murdered him, Sean. Not Jack. If this is properly investigated, they could find me all over that trailer.”

Still drunk on her touch, I rest my head on her shoulder. “The trailer is smoldering in a junk heap somewhere. Look, it’s natural for you to be afraid. Control is your thing, and I took it from you.” My hands hang, clutching one another.

“You should have escaped.” She softens her voice, one hand around my shoulder, arm resting across my back. Morgan smells like home.

“You’re going to have to do the one thing you can’t,” I say into her pale blue cotton blouse.

“Oh?”

“Trust me,” I answer, then lean back. “Like I always trusted you.”

Morgan groans, craning her neck back to stare at the pale ceiling and shadows playing across it. “You trusted me because I know what I’m doing. This is not the time to get even.”

“I trust you because I love you,” I answer.

Morgan’s response is reflex: “You don’t love me.” Her hand runs through the short hair that grows wild on my head, then comes to rest on my neck. “I just messed with your head.”

“You don’t understand what love is,” I inform her, collar of her blouse trembling in my breath. “So how would you know?”

“You’re an absolute idiot, Sean Reilly,” Morgan says. “Even when you think you’re making sense.”

“I’m aware of what you are, what you did to me—how you manipulated me. I’ve known every step of the way. Doesn’t change how I feel.” You were always my favorite answer.

Her hand trembles then slides away, fingernails leaving their last impression on my skin. “You can’t love me, Sean. That’s stupid teenage garbage you developed because you needed me. Stockholm syndrome. I never let you think you had a choice, I just dragged you around because—I don’t know. But you can’t love me. I’m not even sure if I’m your guardian, or your…your whatever.”

A hacking cough sounds outside the door—a warning from Grayson.

“You don’t understand why you took me in,” I tell her. “It scares you; it was a stupid decision. In Mexico, you had a chance to correct it. You didn’t. So here we are, at the result of a choice you still don’t comprehend. But I understand, and I can guide us out of here. You just have to trust me.”

I turn, twisting the cold brass door knob and tossing it open with both hands. She doesn’t move, and so I stop.

“I knew,” her whisper reaches my ear. “I knew what would happen to Kayla. It wasn’t the plan, but I could have stopped it.”

I step through the frame. Morgan remains still, breath escaping as a shuddering sigh.

 

 

36. Sin eater

 

She thinks Kayla’s death concerns me. It does not. Well, only to the extent it can keep me locked up. Kayla helped frame me—her selfishness set my catastrophe in motion.

Not that she should have died. But Kayla was prey, Jack was not, and Morgan had to decide if she wanted to stand between a psychopath and his thrill.

“What drives him?” I ask Grayson as we stand in the hallway waiting for Morgan to emerge.

“Who?” he asks. Three cigars, gold bands glinting, poke from the pocket inside his suit.

“The prosecutor. What’s motivating him, here?” Give me a thread I can pull.

Morgan steps out of the side room, batting at her cheek with a sponge, compact open in hand, small mirror flashing. She continues the operation as we make our way down the hall.

“He trades in crimes. In sins.” Grayson makes no attempt to lower his voice, which bounds through the stone hallways. “Give him more misconduct than you’re worth, and he’ll give you safe passage out.”

We cross a stone foyer whose floor is carved with the shape of Texas, Lone Star placed over Calhoun County. All the ceremonial trappings that lend these places their power. That, and the armed policemen.

The leather man holds up a pink card, comparing it to the number on a bronze plaque next to a door. Satisfied, he opens it and walks in.

I follow. Morgan’s little makeup mirror snaps shut.

Inside, three people sit at a long wooden table whose fascia stretches to the floor. Behind them, a video camera on a tripod faces the wall, inactive. At the opposite side of the room is a rectangular card table with a plain white tablecloth. Three folded chairs lean against the wall nearby, looking like they came straight from a Baptist pot luck.

We move to the cheap seats, and with cuffed hands I struggle to unfold a chair for myself—but Morgan takes it from me, pushing it open and pressing it to the backs of my knees. I lower myself into it, hands in my lap.

The man who sits at the heart of our tribunal wears baldness like Caesar’s laurel wreath, scalp ringed by dark hair that guards the shining bald patch. A brown stain on a standard-issue white button-down peeks from just behind the half-Windsor knot of his tie. No watch, no wedding ring, but a pair of thin round spectacles catch the glare from overhead and cast his eyes as great circles of light. Another arbiter of the underworld.

The woman to his right is fixated on the laptop in front of her, fingers poised over keys. The dark-skinned bald man on his left only watches with folded hands.

My lawyer is the first to speak: “Good to see you again, Dick. I appreciate your coming all this way.” He addresses the man at the center of the wooden table.

“I’m sure we’ll both feel differently soon, Lester,” the man responds. Then he directs his voice at me: “I am Assistant Special Prosecutor Richard Wright from the United States eleventh district court.” Despite the obvious and awkward pause, he does not introduce his cohorts.

The silence is too weird, so I fill it. “I’m Sean.” I wave with both hands, as has become my custom.

“Nice to meet you, Sean,” Mr. Wright says. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Synchronized with his speech, the woman begins typing, fingers a consistent chatter over the keyboard.

“I’ve heard a lot about me, too,” I answer.

“We’d like to videotape this conversation, if that’s all right with you,” he states.

Grayson nods. “Go ahead.”

The woman at the laptop rises to lift, redirect, and fidget with the camera. In moments she announces its activation, then returns to her computer.

My lawyer introduces our film: “For the record, this is an informal interview which my client volunteered to take part in. In no circumstance will I allow him to incriminate himself if he could be implicated as participating in the crimes he would like to see brought to light.” Grayson’s rough hand briefly pressed against my forearm. Skin like a monster movie prop.

“Well then—let’s begin,” the district attorney continues, sheen of sweat forming across the strip of forehead that stretches from just above his eyebrows to the back of his scalp. “Sean Reilly, we believe you have first-hand knowledge of a murder that took place in Ocala, Florida roughly eight months ago. In the interest of justice, we’d like whatever information you can provide.”

A familiar groan stops me from answering—the leather lawyer leans back in his chair, left hand under him to relieve the pressure on his hip. “Now we’ve established what you want. How about what we want?” he asks.

“Okay,” Mr. Wright replies, opening his hands to the courthouse meeting room. “And what do you want, Lester?”

Charcoal voice sparks flames. “Well, Dick, I want to set an innocent client free. The only crimes this kid committed were under a threat to his life. He didn’t murder Kayla McPherson, but he can help you apprehend the actual psychopath who did. The fact anyone thinks this teenager with no criminal record could be at fault, instead of the nameless drifter with the corpse in his car, who also just escaped from jail, is an insult to the entire justice system.”

There is no pause between the end of Grayson’s statement and the prosecutor’s rebuttal: “And his statement will conveniently shift the blame from himself onto others, despite the fact he wrote a confession and spent nearly two weeks with said nameless drifter. Right?”

Grayson starts to stand, but some pain prevents him, and he settles for leaning forward in his chair instead. “Well, we could call the other defendant in, get his side of the story. Oh, right—he escaped. Sure sounds guilty to me.”

“Obviously this space was not equipped to handle a criminal of a certain capacity.” The prosecutor’s disdain is palpable.

I start to speak, but Grayson’s hand cuts me short.

“A different capacity than my client,” my lawyer states. “You reviewed the footage of Sean refusing to escape, I take it?”

Mr. Wright raises his hands, tone conciliatory. “I saw that your client passed up the opportunity to escape. I understand from our correspondence that he may have something of value to tell us. I am not convinced Sean is innocent. However, we have independently confirmed what little information you provided. We wouldn’t be here if we didn’t think Sean had some value to add.”

My attorney knocks once against the plastic table. “And Sean isn’t going to provide it without the chance to earn use and derivative-use immunity. Anything coming from the information Sean provides today cannot be used against him in court, ever. Is that acceptable?”

The prosecutor’s hands come unfolded, presenting pale palms. “Immunity is a possibility,” he confirms. The words make my heart shiver. “It all depends on the value of Sean’s information.”

“I’m an open book.” Biggest lie yet.

“Then let’s begin.”

 

 

37. Sum truth

 

The truth is a quantum event, occurring only in that rolling accident we call the present. Ungraspable, forever streaming by as we float into the next moment. As the present turns past, so goes the truth.

Should we witness the event, our memories store it. But our minds are not cold storage—they are pulsing, twisting things whose tendrils twist data into a shadow puppet show of our own subconscious design.

There is no truth, then, that can be offered. There is the event and three surviving memories: Jack’s, Morgan’s, and mine. The other two will never talk. Past reality, if there even is such a thing, is mine to claim.

The only problem is the evidence. My tracks in the clay, preserved. Alone, they tell no story—they offer no truth. They are immutable, and must be accounted for.

My task is to craft a lie which can support the leaden weight of evidence. Once again, I am left tracing constellations out of scattered stars. What I build must be a statue to my innocence, but with the load of any material evidence on its shoulders. If evidence overburdens my construct, everything will lie in ruin.

Each breath is counted.

“Sean Reilly, did you witness Jack Vickery commit murder?” Mr. Spencer asks.

The leather man mumbles softly: “Keep it simple, kid.”

“Yes,” I answer. Mostly, anyway.

“Do you know the identity of the victim?”

“Yes.” Morgan’s husband.

The cadence of the questions is stuttered by that answer, but the prosecutor quickly recovers: “Who did Jack murder?”

This one will be news. “A California sheriff’s deputy named Cole Durham.”

The sound is sucked from the room. My own attorney’s breath catches in his throat, leading to a single cough and the ensuing waft of cigar smoke.

The third man, the one who hasn’t been introduced, leans over, clutching the district attorney by the sleeve. They share whispers.

Once the district attorney is released, he continues: “How do you know that?”

Grayson intercepts: “He’s not answering that.”

I nod to the lawyer, then address the tribunal. “The answer to that starts here, with this.” I press my finger into the desk, handcuffs knocking against the surface. “Everything I’ve been accused of happened because I was at the mercy of the psychopath we know as Jack Vickery.”

Grayson pats the table once, with his hand, and I stop talking.

The question is carefully rephrased. “What was a sheriff from California doing in Florida?”

My attorney remains still. Must be just as curious as the prosecutor. I take this as a signal to continue. “Hunting Jack.”

“Why?”

There’s no answer I can put to words. He was hunting Jack because he was trying to find the woman sitting a few feet to my left. He was murdered because he couldn’t let Morgan go.

Grayson steps into the void left by my silence. “My client’s hesitation is owing to the fact he’s never pled the fifth before. He’s about to do so now. If you want precise information that may serve to implicate my client, he’ll need immunity first.”

This earns a nod of my head. “But maybe we can compromise. I may be able to prove Cole met me here, first, in Port Lavaca. It happened while I was in jail the first time. If there are visitor logs, check them. Other than the consulate, he’s the only one who came to see me. Cole Durham.” I spell his name.

The prosecutor leans forward, fingers intertwined, elbows pressed together, collar of his suit deformed into an open maw. “Why did he come to you, if he was looking for Jack?”

A few seconds of silence subdue the room as I shift in my seat. Grayson nods his permission. “He said my case was just like one he was trying to solve in California,” I answer. “Cole may have reached out to the police here in Port Lavaca as well.”

Mr. Wright turns to look at his compatriot. Some wordless agreement is reached, and then he returns his attention to me. The next question comes softer. “Who is Ronald Silver?”

“A forgery,” I answer. “A false identity created to perpetrate insurance fraud. The dead body labeled ‘Ronald Silver’ was, in fact, Cole Durham.”

“And who is Melinda Silver?” he asks.

We’ve reached the portion of my structure. “A homeless woman Jack bribed,” I answer. Evidence of Morgan’s existence must be accounted for somehow.

Morgan leans back, arms folded across her chest, apparently unimpressed with the thin cover I’m providing her.

But the district attorney changes tact: “Explain your relationship with Jack Vickery. When did you first meet him?”

“I drove Kayla to the house where he was staying a couple of times, but never got out to meet him. Except one night, I found a bag of cash in her room. When I cornered her, she told me all about Jack’s plan to fake her death and collect on her insurance. Once I got involved, she agreed to call me after she disappeared, so I would know she was safe. But when she never did, I thought he might know something, so I knocked on his door. He didn’t answer my questions, but after I was charged with Kayla’s murder, he bailed me out under a fake name. That’s where Jack made his offer: If I took the blame for killing her, he’d smuggle me back to Ireland.”

“That’s a terrible offer,” the prosecutor states flatly. “I don’t believe that.”

The framework of my story is exposed, skin peeled back. But I am not alone—I brought a guide.

“Is that a question?” Grayson asks. “My client was terrified and facing a murder conviction he was innocent of. Terrified teenagers don’t make good decisions.”

“Doesn’t look too scared to me.” Dry voice.

“You get used to it,” I answer. “And you’re omitting key facts. At that point, my public defender was telling me to take a thirty-year plea bargain. I know what happens to scrawny, non-violent teens in prison. Suicide sounded better, so even a plan as bad as Jack’s was my best bet.”

“And for weeks after you accepted Jack’s offer, you willingly followed him around, helping him commit further crimes? Help me understand,” the prosecutor presses.

I lean forward, presenting my cuffed hands on the plastic table. “I was seriously injured during my high dive, and completely helpless. After that, I didn’t have much choice.”

Mr. Wright’s skepticism transmutes to a tangible force in the room. “So this crazed killer kept his end of the deal?” Great eye of the law bearing down on my fiction; the lie of my life.

Nothing to it. I’ve become this. “He dragged me around at gunpoint for two weeks. I couldn’t walk, couldn’t run away. The first real chance I had to escape, I took it. I can prove all of that.”

He runs a hand over his scalp, ruffling the two rows of black hair so it stands like horns. Then his hand makes a return trip, smoothing over the mess. “Jack needed you dead. If you’re injured, it’s that much easier to kill you. I’m not buying it.”

I twist my hands inward to grip the chain binding me, pulling it taut. “Then you need to think a little harder. I had just given a police interview in Port Lavaca where I said Jack really killed Kayla and that I was framed. If I am murdered, that helps confirm my statement. My belief is that he was going to kill me in Florida, where there was less chance of a connection to Kayla being made.”

The prosecutor pushes his chair back, reclining as his chin dips as he stares over the rim of his glasses at the space between us, as though my lie is artwork he’s judging. “But someone was already onto him,” Mr. Wright says, voice cooler now, fingers tapping across the desk. “I’m hungry. Anyone else hungry? What do people eat around here?”

“Dairy Queen,” I supply.

“Great. Look, give us a little time. We need to make a few calls.” The prosecutor reaches back, hand outstretched toward the camera. With a slide of his thumb, it powers off.

 

 

38. Halftime

 

A few wordless moments after the trio have left the room, Morgan rises and follows them. Desperately want to talk to her, to review my plan, to hear her take on it. Can’t, though.

Grayson remains, leaning back with his hands on the chair under him, lifting his hip from the cheap, hard seat.

“How you feeling?” he asks, words riding the scent of cigar exhaust.

It is pointless small talk, so I ignore the question and ask what I really want to know: “How’d you meet her?”

The leather man just grins, baring yellow canines. “Been meaning to ask you the same thing.”

“I plead the fifth,” I answer.

“Likewise. Look, despite all the surprises, you’re kicking ass. Assuming all this ends well, you should consider law school—seriously.”

“Whatever,” I mumble. “I don’t need you to try and make me feel better about all this. Everything I know about the law, I learned by breaking it.”

Grayson pats his own knee. “Be that as it may, right now they’re huddled somewhere, searching the web and making calls, trying to verify your story.” He swallows; can hear his sandpaper throat rasp. “If you were being honest, they should come back in a lot better mood. Immunity-granting mood.”

My legs come unfolded as I slump in the chair, hands between my knees. “I don’t know how to prove Cole was murdered—the body was cremated.” I open my hands, searching my palms for answers.

“You don’t have to do every damn thing for them. They can figure some of this out themselves, and some of it may never be proven,” he counsels. “Sad fact is, that’s how most of these trials go. Just witnesses and some circumstantial evidence. They’ll be glad to take it.”

Studying his face is more geological survey than simple recognition. “You sound disappointed about that.”

“I’m not shedding any tears over Jack Vickery. The whole damn system is the problem.” The next words are a low grumble, almost imperceptible. “I know you’re not giving them the whole truth; just make sure you don’t say anything they can prove wrong later.”

A snow flurry gusts up my uniform to the base of my skull, spine a frozen pipe. If he knows, they might as well. Gambling my life along with Morgan’s.

“I’m going for a smoke. You stay here.” Grayson rises with a pained groan, favoring his left leg.

He leaves me alone in the courthouse meeting room, bound to my thoughts. Everything, the entire great nothing of it that I have, is mine to lose. If I fail here, it’s back to oblivion—circling the drain at the same speed the earth orbits the sun.

My breath is there for me, as always. Focusing on it is my escape, my trick to ghost reality itself. Never need to add to my own suffering – my enemies will have to earn it. Gradually, my mind quietens. When it falls silent, the full construct of my ego collapses. There is no one at home to be bothered.

The prosecutor and his team return before Grayson, though he trails just behind, coughing into his closed fist. No sign of Morgan.

But the district attorney is speaking before he even sits down. “Okay, we’re listening. Sonoma County did indeed lose a sheriff’s deputy named Cole Durham, although only as a missing person. The visitor’s log does show someone with that name visited this jail while Sean was held here about eight months ago.” The man almost sounds wistful.

“Told you,” Grayson remarks, eliciting a disgusted grunt from the district attorney. “That deputy sheriff’s ashes are in a can in Florida somewhere.”

Morgan opens the door, breaking the tension. Shoes knock against the floor as she walks directly to her seat, acknowledging no one and nothing.

“Congratulations—I now believe that Sean isn’t totally full of shit,” the prosecutor reiterates. “But now I need to make certain that he doesn’t only have this information because he helped commit the crimes. The story is missing some pieces.”

My lawyer reeks of his last cigar, and as he shifts, the ruffling of fabric seems to free more smoke into the room. “And what do you propose we do about that?”

The district attorney shifts in his seat, squaring his shoulders on both elbows when he leans forward. “I need total honesty. Straight truth, no bullshit, just everything Sean knows.”

“Then send your friends outside, along with any recording devices, and let’s see what we can do to set your mind at ease and earn that immunity,” Grayson offers.

The prosecutor nods, then lifts both hands, palms up. As though lifted from their seats, the typist and the unidentified man rise. She takes her laptop, and he picks up the camera tripod as they move toward the exit. As the door swings shut behind them, we’re left alone with Mr. Wright.

“Now then,” Grayson states, voice loud. “Everyone pull your cell phones out and put them face-up where we can see them.” He sets an example by twisting in the chair, struggling to pull an oversized, gleaming glass phone from a tight jean pocket and placing it screen-up on the table.

Morgan and the prosecutor follow suit, the latter of whom points his phone at us, turning it on to demonstrate he’s not recording.

My lawyer continues to guide the discussion: “We’ve been told there are no recording devices in the room, and I’m taking the prosecutor’s word on that. You wanted to ask questions which would verify Sean’s innocence. I will not allow Sean to divulge details on any crime which would not be covered under the immunity we expect if we satisfy your curiosity.”

The district attorney nods, then hunches forward, launching into his pursuit. “You mentioned you were incapacitated throughout the duration of your time with Jack, at least after you faked your death the first time. That does help explain your apparent willingness to travel with him. Can you prove that?” he asks.

I look to Grayson for direction. Can’t prove it without admitting I was in Florida.

The lawyer juts me with his elbow. “Go on. We got to take the plunge eventually.”

Feels unnatural. This is one of those facts that opens the floodgates. “I broke my knee in the fall from the Port Lavaca causeway. After that, I was basically helpless. When I was arrested with Jack in Florida, the police recorded my injuries, including the leg. Couldn’t even walk without crutches.”

The prosecutor grins, eyes bright. “So that was definitely you. That means your poor, crippled self led the police on that manhunt, right?”

Don’t know what to say, so I turn to Grayson. He’s already watching me.

Wizened face animates. “If it’s the truth, then just say it. It’s not one scared kid’s fault that the cops can’t catch jack shit.”

So I answer: “Yeah, that was me. I didn’t do any literal running—mostly driving, boating, that kind of thing.”

The prosecutor’s smile deepens as he leans back, awash in forbidden knowledge. “I knew. I appreciate your candor, though. Always wondered how a teenage boy with a broken leg managed to avoid the police. Especially given Jack was in jail.” The man stops, one hand wrapped around his own neck. Fingers shift in succession as he swallows. “That’s why I think you’re leaving something out.”

“I’m leaving a lot out. I just got started; it’s a long story,” I answer.

“But it was definitely just you and Jack traveling from Port Lavaca to Ocala, right? Just a psycho-killer forcing you at gunpoint to do his bidding?” Direct tone, skipping the distance between us and implanting directly into my brain.

He’s pressing for something.

“Yes, until we got to Florida, it was just the two of us.” I answer. Take the plunge, indeed.

“And for the manhunt. Just you then, as well?”

I swallow. “Yes.”

His response is immediate: “You’re protecting someone. At multiple junctures of what I believe to be Sean’s story, it seems impossible there wasn’t a third party to all of this. Specifically, a Caucasian woman with brown hair.”

 

 

39. Kid calamity

 

We remain silent. I become hyper-aware of the sound of Morgan, of her clothes ruffling when she uncrosses her legs. This man, representing the full force of the United States legal system, is on the hunt for a woman who is sitting in the room with him.

“Let’s say, hypothetically, that I am not an idiot,” the prosecutor continues, pressing his hands palm-down into the table, fingers spread as he studies them. His earlier excitement is sated, and he’s hunting the next thrill.

“Hypothetically,” Grayson adds.

This only earns a sharp glance up from the table. “Then there are five instances in which I believe a woman enters the picture. First is the lady who posted Sean’s bail, a ‘Sarah Fiesel’ who he claims was Jack. Then, a woman arrived to claim Sean outside the police station in Ocala, Florida. In the third event, a woman showed up at the medical examiner’s office posing as Ronald Silver’s daughter. She signed off on the cremation. Fourth, Mr. Durham’s driver’s license has him over six feet, and he looks like a heavy guy. I’m not so sure a scrawny nothing like Jack Vickery and his broken-legged counterpart could have dragged him into that trailer, even if he was already dead. Fifth, someone helped Sean evade the police during the manhunt. I’m not buying that a scared eighteen-year-old could pull that off.”

My turn: “So now I’m a scared teen? A few minutes ago you said the opposite.”

The district attorney shakes his head once in annoyance. “Not enough, kid. Five points. Explain.”

The words are an anti-bomb, vacuum sucking sound from the space. Panic rises to fill the void. Didn’t expect him to arrive at this line of questions so soon, but he’s taken a pick-axe to my construct. Should have known better. This is his job; the seeker of secrets.

Breathing isn’t working. The air is coming, but nothing is in it. Thin vapor. I spend a moment recovering.

The colossus I built isn’t fully toppled, only wounded. Can rebuild him. Think. Five injuries, five remedies.

I start where I can: “Like I said, Jack paid the bail in Port Lavaca. He used all sorts of fake names and voices to trick people over the phone, and sometimes he played a girl. Creating fake identities is how he survived.”

I continue: “As for Cole, he followed us out of Port Lavaca. When Jack realized it, he lured him over. He put ether on a rag and held it over his face for a long time. Cole was limp, maybe dead. Jack dragged his body out alone, by the hands, over the floor and up into the car.

Number three. “You described a brunette woman, and I will get to her, but since you’re apparently aware of what she looks like, you must also be aware she’s a bit of a waif. Not sure her presence would help explain moving the body any better than mine.”

Now to reshape the glass lady. My mind races through the events, trying to stitch together a character who fits the evidence I’m fairly certain he has.

“Now, I already mentioned the homeless woman. While we were at that house in Ocala, before Cole, Jack brought a woman back. White, brown hair, emaciated. She’d seen better days, maybe a prostitute or drug addict or both. Went by ‘Dorothy.’ Jack paid her a couple hundred dollars that night and explained how he needed her to sign the cremation papers. He told her it was some family dispute about inheritance, that he was being written out of the will. When I was in the police station, in Florida, I was too scared to let anyone know who I was. She’s the only person I knew, so I called her to pick me up.”

The attorney looks up from the desk, which he’s been studying during my speech. His glasses catch the lights again, lenses turned to glowing disks. “But the cremation authorization form was signed after Jack was arrested. Didn’t you tell Dorothy? Why would she still put herself at risk?”

I speak the line intuitively; no time to think. Hesitation tips the hand. “I don’t know. I’m not her.”

My silence dims the room. I let the darkness fall; the simple truth of my answer offers nothing, but is indisputable. The more I speak for her, the more she becomes my creation.

When three breaths have passed, the prosecutor tips his head to one side then continues. “Okay. So after she drops you off at the house, what do you do?”

“I stole Jack’s stash.”

“His stash?” The earns his hunching over the desk.

My fingers tap across the plastic table, left to right and back again, in quick succession. Got him off her. “The whole time we were together, he was very careful with a certain duffle bag. Never let me look inside, but I watched where he hid it, and I’d seen him with cash before. Once he was arrested, I knew I had some time, so I took it and ran. Well, hobbled.”

He grips the back of his neck with one hand. “How much was in there?”

“I have no idea,” I answer. “A lot. Hundreds of thousands? I have no real idea. It was pretty much full of hundred-dollar bills, a bunch of stacks bound together. Once I had it, I called a cab; I was looking for a ride to a car dealership. He took me downtown.”

The prosecutor sighs, fingers lifting the glasses and pressing at his temples. “So how the hell did a teenage kid with a broken leg and a sack of cash avoid several helicopters, canine units, and patrol cars?”

My voice drops. “I bought the first truck I could find, gave a guy double the asking price and a story about coming back for the paperwork. But I guess the police saw me in it, because the hunt began. Saw a roadside sign with my license plate, warning everyone to look out for me. Right after that, I ditched the truck at a sports store and bought a four-wheeler. Drove that right out of the parking lot and into the swamp. I have no idea where I went from there, except I headed south and as far away from city lights as I could. Eventually I hit water, then I stole a boat from some cabin. I took that out into the swamp, but I could hear the helicopters closing in. I had the idea to stage a scene when I came across a second boat. Just trash, really, banged up, rusted, and no motor. I knew if it looked like I just disappeared on that little scrap of land and left a bloody mess behind, it’d throw everyone off. While the police swarmed my whole gator show, I was floating downstream. Could see the choppers circling, that’s how close it was. I actually fell asleep that night on the water; figured I was really dead. Lost a little too much blood. When I woke up, the tide had pushed me back onto the beach, and I was done bleeding. It took two days, but I made my way back to a road.”

The district attorney just stares. Not looking at me, but at my story—pushing against my construct, watching it for weaknesses.

But I snuck in evidence of my own. I grip the base of my orange shirt and pull it up to my chest, elbows akimbo and pointed toward the corners of the room. “You can see the scars. Self-inflicted, with a knife—that’s how I left got the blood into the clothes, so it would hold up forensically. I’m sure you collected some samples from the swamp. You can test it against mine.” The shirt falls as I let go.

Silence ensues. My attorney petrifies, breath imperceptible, skin bark to his roots. Morgan remains forever off my radar.

The prosecutor raises a finger and adjusts his glasses just enough that I catch a glimpse of brown eyes so dark his pupils appear fully dilated. I watch him: a man giving all the signs of being dragged into a lie he doesn’t want to believe.

Finally, he speaks: “You know what disturbs me about this? I almost believe you, and now I’m not sure Jack is the only sociopath in your story.”

My hands are all anxiety, fingers drummed against one another. “Yeah, well, I was a normal kid once. If I scare you now, it’s because of what Jack did to me.”

But not really. Really, he provided clarity. With clarity comes action: freedom or death.

The district attorney ruffles his hair then smooths it back again. “And this duffle bag full of money. Don’t suppose you can lead us to that?”

I hold the chain in my fingers, pulling it tight with my thumbs, as though I might break the steel. “I lived on the money for a while, drifting around Florida. Eventually it all got stolen, the best day in some crackhead’s life. From then on, I had to make do. That ended with me in Houston, getting arrested a few days ago after I overdosed on heroin and ran half-naked out of the hospital in the middle of the night.”

The prosecutor shakes his head, as though clearing the doubt from his mind. “Okay then. Since we’re being frank, I’m going to tell you why I’m about to propose we grant you immunity. You will only be immune from your own testimony and anything we uncover because of it. Now, I think you’re lying, at least some. So if whatever you’re lying about is bad enough that you deserve to go to jail, and we find out, you’re going to jail. But the information you’re giving me does seem to solve a sheriff’s murder. For me, I win either way. I don’t know if it will go so well for you. When we find Jack or this ‘Dorothy,’ and they give us whatever you’re hiding, you’ll still go to jail.”

Grayson intercepts. “Jack has never told a word of truth to anyone. Nothing he says will bear evidence. I’m sure Dorothy, if she’s honest, will support Sean’s story. We accept your offer.”

It was an offer. So lost in the war of it all, I missed something. “So, wait. Now what?” I ask them both.

“First, you have to write and sign a statement including every detail you can scrape out of that memory. Second, you have to record a video of yourself reading it. Third, you must make yourself available as a witness once we catch Jack.”

“Yeah, I understand all that,” I say, impatience rising. “I mean, after that. Once you have what you want.”

The sin trader just looks away. Grayson’s worn hand lands on my left shoulder. “Then they let you out of here, kid.”

“Probation.” The prosecutor spits the word. “For a long time, especially until Jack’s trial. You’re clearly a flight risk. And I highly recommend you get yourself to a goddamn therapist.”

 

 

40. Timesink

 

That night, jail has an end. My tether to the timesink is severed. Even though there's nothing to do but wait, now waiting has a purpose. Waiting moves me toward freedom.

But release from this oblivion is no easy thing. A series of ceremonies and rites follow, increasing in complexity over the next two weeks.

It begins with my only appearance in a courtroom, where the judge proposes my immunity and its many conditions, and we accept. Like the prosecutor, he takes pains to point out that I'm only immune from evidence which my testimony generates.

I don't really care. My eyes are focused on the pinpoint of light at the end of this tunnel and are measuring its steady growth. Would agree to anything at this point.

All that matters is getting out. I've been sinking since I landed in Texas, but this particular hell is the cruelest of them all. Incarceration is being clubbed to death by your own existence.

A few days after my showing in court, I am set upon by lawyers and their assistants. I spend three full days with them, first in a videotaped deposition, then writing and recording my statement.

My story to the state is sliced apart and peeled back; the relevant facts are skewered on toothpicks and stuck around the ongoing dissection. When they locate a weakness, they vivisect further. What I can't lie my way out of, I claim to have forgotten.

The key remains consistency. I never offer deep detail unless what I'm recalling is true, where I know I'll remain accurate. And if I do flail, the leather man is quick to throw a line. Between both of us, our defense is impenetrable.

By the fourth day with the lawyers, the flurry of attention begins to wane. The investigators scurry away with their results—a crystallized, legally binding form of the story I told the prosecutor, carved from my thoughts by a team of dispassionately thorough legal technicians.

And then, silence. For five days I languish in my cell, fighting the urge to pace, to lose myself in the tumult of being so close to freedom but aware it could all be taken away in an instant. No matter how clever this gambit is, it relies entirely on the court agreeing to uphold the deal.

So when the warden approaches at an odd time in the middle of the day, I watch him cautiously. As he gets closer, my anticipation reaches fever-pitch highs.

"Hands through," he states.

I follow his instructions, waiting for the handcuffs to cinch around my wrists. As the restraints tighten, his cell phone buzzes in his pocket, glowing screen beaming through the fabric. Another text, a window to the outside. He ignores it though, and instead swings open the door to my cage.

As he walks toward the exit, I'm left to follow. When we pass the meeting room where most of my interviews have taken place, my heart less beats and more vibrates.

I know I've won when the jailer simply ducks off into his office as I move into an unoccupied waiting room near the public entrance to the jail.

"Hello?" I call, scanning the bulletin board behind the desk. Notices about sick leave policy, about shift rotation, about unloading trucks. The paperwork is yellowed with age, riddled with staple-holes. The timesink's eternal schedule.

The sound of a bag of chips being wadded into a ball precedes the arrival of the female guard. She barely registers my presence, instead wiping her fingers off against her tan slacks, leaving an oily trail.

"Today's the day," she announces, looking up at me and grinning. The longest sentence she's ever shared with me. Well, second longest.

The guard clutches the black jaw of a binder clip from a spread of documents on the counter, and as she lifts it, a file congeals from the pool of paper around it. It is tattooed with stamps and signatures, the ink forming seeping wounds in the pulp.

The door to the warden's office slams shut.

She looks up from the forms and at my arms, then seems to remember something. She drops the documents and steps around the desk, a key in hand. The tension in my handcuffs is released; they fall away, so I catch and present them to her. "Did you come in with anything?"

"No," I answer dumbly. "I don't have anything. So, what—is this it? I can just go?"

When she smiles genuinely, the whole guard shadow dissipates. "Sorta. Look, this has your schedule." A stack of papers is pressed into my hand. My name is printed across the top. "You report for probation at the courthouse tomorrow. Every week for the next three years, you've got to check in at the scheduled time and date or a warrant will be issued for your arrest. Obviously if you are arrested for anything else while on probation, it will be revoked."

"Wait. So I have to stay here?" I ask, aiming a hand at the door and marveling at the novelty of being able to move my arms separately in a public place. "Or be back here every week, I mean."

She's still smiling, arms folded across her chest. "Talk to your officer. They can move your probation to another county if you get a job there or something."

County? Sure. But I don't even bother to ask if it can be moved to another country—I already know the answer. There's no way they will let their prize witness skate off to Ireland.

"You have somewhere to stay? Got any clothes?" she asks.

Always had an answer for every question these past few weeks, but now I'm lost. "I didn't realize I was getting out today," I answer. The paper-thin jail uniform that long ago faded from my awareness now returns. Think it will blow away in the first breeze.

Her voice fades as she leaves the desk and rounds the corner. "Well, we can't let you walk out of here in that. Let me see what we got."

The guard-turned-smiling-human returns with a flimsy cardboard banker's box full of wadded up clothes. "This is everything, I'm afraid. Not a lot of people donate to us, as it turns out."

She sets the box on the counter between us. I dig through—dresses, pajamas, a set of too-small boots, shorts for someone twice my circumference and a heavy green hunter's jacket.

Shorts and jacket come out. I slip out of my sandals and into the shorts, which I hold into place with one hand stretched nearly a foot from my body. "You got a belt or something?"

"You ain't gonna like it," the woman answers, again stepping away from the desk and disappearing into the nearest side room. When she returns, she brings a thick coil of straw-colored, frayed rope. "Warden's solution."

The heavy loop is dumped on the table—must be at least fifty feet. With a pair of scissors, she cuts approximately a yard of cord free and hands it to me.

With this in one hand, I shimmy free of the prison pants, then tie the enormous pants to my waist. I remove the shirt, then grab the thick faux-wool jacket. Brown with elastic bands at the wrists and waist. Once it's zipped up, I take my pack of papers. Folded once, they fit easily into the pockets of my oversized shorts.

"Mind if I keep the sandals?" I ask. "I'm not going to be able to get my feet in those boots."

She snorts. "Yeah, you better. Cement out there is hot enough to boil an egg."

As I step back into the orange plastic footwear, I turn to the exit. Afternoon sun burns distorted through the Plexiglas facade of the jail. A figure stands on the other side, eclipsing the sun—a man, roughly my height, standing against the glass.

The guard talks to my back: "Make sure to keep those papers. That's real important."

Only half listening, I approach the silhouette standing just outside. With my face an inch from the panel, details of the figure become clear: there are none. He is formed of the void between stars. Sean's shadow, waiting for me in the free world.

I reach out to open the door. The brown bar is blazing, heated by the sun. "There any charities around here?"

"How the hell do I know?"

When I push, the door opens a crack. First time I've controlled one in weeks. I turn to look at her. "Right. So we're good? I'm not going to get tackled or shot when I walk out there?" Still not ready to believe it.

She checks a bulky, plastic wristwatch. "Everyone's at lunch anyway."

 

 

41. Slave individuality

 

I’m half-blinded by the sun, and so take cautious steps down the cement stairs. A ‘no skateboarding’ sign lies bent over in the bushes, across a sand-bucket overflowing with cigarette butts. Nothing but a vacant field across from the jail, framed by a telephone pole leaning with the wind but refusing to fall.

It all seemed so much more glamorous when I was dreaming about it from inside.

Sean’s shadow trails behind, hands in what would be his pockets if any details could be derived from the anti-man. I ignore the creature, instead turning left, walking along a sidewalk that ends abruptly at the line of the property.

I stop. The shadow moves to my side, head angling toward my own, shoulders slumped.

Go to hell. Stupid figment of my imagination, residue of my trauma. Because for almost a year, admitting we’re the same person meant capture or death or both.

Tires spin on loose gravel; we both swivel to watch a car turn toward us. Luxury sedan, ten years old maybe, black and American.

The little plastic strap connecting the wedge of my toes to the sole stretches on my sandals, and I stumble, stressing it further. The car passes the jail parking lot, slowing as it reaches me. Sean’s shadow blinks from existence.

Goddamnit. If I came all this way just to be killed by Banks now, I’m going to—I don’t know what I’ll do. Get shot and die, I suppose. Spent so long worrying about the justice system that I haven’t been able to worry about him.

The car stops. The driver’s side door opens, and I watch the trees sway in the breeze to fill the gap in time before an elderly man finally unfolds from the door.

My lawyer hasn’t quite finished dressing, plain white cotton showing underneath the unbuttoned plaid shirt stretched over his bony shoulders. “Rushed down here soon as I got the news,” he calls across the hood of his Cadillac. “Didn’t know it was coming so soon, or I would have tried to organize something for you.”

“You’re fine,” I tell him. “Where’s Morgan?”

“Who?” he asks.

Right. I take a few steps into the street, stopping in front of his car. “You know who I mean. Your faithful assistant.”

Grayson cracks a grin. “I know who you mean. Haven’t seen much of her in the last week, if I’m honest.” He steps over to me, arms folded across his chest, leg braced against the bumper. “How’re you doing? Other than being dressed like you lost a bet.”

“I’m not sure yet,” I answer. Something in me cracks and emotion floods through. My statement is true, even if I hadn’t admitted it. “I’ll let you know once it processes. Don’t have a goddamn clue what I’m supposed to do now. Never let myself really hope I’d be set free, because then it would kill me if I didn’t. And now I’m here.”

“I took the liberty of telling your parents you’re free,” the lawyer says. “Hope you don’t mind. They’re in Ireland, but said they’re flying here soon.”

“Suppose it was inevitable,” I tell him. “Might as well get in front of it.”

“I thought you’d want to see them,” he supplies. “They’re your folks and everything, right?”

I deflate with a sigh. “Yeah, I guess I do. Last time we were together, I was just heading to America. That kid they’re expecting to see is dead. And then I can’t go home with them, because I’m stuck in this country anyway. Suppose you knew that.”

He nods, squinting into the clouds. A solitary buzzard rides a thermal in slow circles into the sky. “I worked a miracle, all right? Don’t get hung up because I can’t work a second one.”

I smile at him. “Not trying to downplay what you’ve done for me—I appreciate it, I really do. I mean, I’m free.” My hand stretches out, offering the surrounding landscape to my lawyer. “And now this.”

Salted air, the cackle of seagulls, the smell of rotting shrimp. A flare stack on the horizon, twenty-foot orange flame whipping in the wind. A handful of cattle behind a twisted barbed wire fence.

“I doubt your parents care who you are—you’re still their son, and nothing you say is going to change that. And as long as you can do better than ‘dead’ or ‘in jail,’ you will not disappoint them, trust me. You’re gonna need someone in your corner, and your folks should be there for you.” Grayson says as he withdraws his wallet.

“Look, take this,” he extends a hand. Five hundred-dollar bills are clamped between withered fingers. “I’ve got to be back in Louisiana by morning, but I’ll drop you off somewhere to pick up some clothes, then find you someplace to sleep.”

“I can’t take your money,” I tell him. “You just got me out of jail for free, or to pay her back, or whatever the hell is going on between you and her.”

He guffaws. “I said I wasn’t charging you, kid, not that I wasn’t getting paid. Don’t get me wrong, I’m a goddamn saint, but I got paid big money for my work. Take it.”

I take the money, which drops into the opposite pocket as the legal papers.

The attorney pulls the shirt from his back, leaving only the white undershirt. “Here,” he says. “Take off that damn jacket before you have a heat stroke.”

Done arguing with him, so I unzip the jacket, standing shirtless until first one hand, then the other is shoved through my lawyer’s shirt. The soft cotton is as much cigarette filter as material, but the smell is growing on me. I button it up.

“Come on, let’s go for a ride.”

 

 

42. Ghost walks

 

“I’ll rot in hell before I step foot in one of those again,” Grayson states as he rolls to a stop outside the entrance to Port Lavaca’s big chain superstore. The only place in town that always has cars in the parking lot.

I only grunt in response, pulling the faux-chrome handle and shoving the car door open with my prison-sandaled foot. Dead seagull in the lot, feathers bending in the wind. But once those glass doors slide open, the air conditioning blasts away the smell, and it’s just so nice. Was here when this store opened—historic event; biggest thing to happen since the mayor was elected, or so he admitted.

Sean’s shadow stands in front of the greeter, an elderly man with hunched shoulders and an eerily genuine smile. It follows me to a rack of jeans. Don’t even remember what size I wear. The smallest, probably. Jeans and a t-shirt, plus a pair of sneakers and some boxers. Everything generic, vaguely name-brand but slightly off-kilter. Two leaf clovers and seven-pointed stars.

The thing I’m known as takes a stand in front of me, between a shelf of socks and a rack of shorts. The shadow wants my attention.

But I don’t want his. That’s what people see me as; it’s not me. There’s a difference, right? So I step through him—on with my journey, nameless.

I catch every stare I cross. Cashiers, janitors, and shoppers turn to size me up. Rope belt and prison-orange sandals—I don’t exactly blend in. With my new clothes in hand and conscious of the old attorney waiting for me, I aim for the self-checkout. A folded orange card sits atop every machine, though—they are all out of order. Port Lavaca couldn’t support them, even for a year.

My vision blacks out momentarily as my shadow moves through me, having already realized my next move—the express lane. A girl my age runs the register.

The shadow rests its elbows on the conveyor belt, head in its hands, staring at the cashier. She’s got big eyes, broad forehead. Prototype of a young Morgan, except softened by deep-fried southern living.

I resign myself to human interaction, following the shadow to the lane with my armful of clothes. Have to walk carefully, because the sandals are at their breaking point. Poor things can’t handle life on the outside.

My pile of garments is dumped onto the black mat, and I take slow steps so my arrival coincides with the merchandise. The shadow waits ahead, facing the teller expectantly.

She scans my items, then looks up with the practiced smile of a supermarket checkout clerk. Practiced, and tinged with the sort of exhaustion born from not being granted the basic dignity of a chair.

“Hello,” I tell her, forcing a smile of my own as I step into the shadow’s position. The roll of money comes up in my hand; I peel off one of the hundreds.

She takes the bill cautiously, looking at both sides and pulling it flat against the red light of her scanner. Some arcane protocol requires her to run a highlighter pen across it. Apparently satisfied, the register opens. Trained hands slide a twenty and some change from the drawer.

“Do I know you?” she asks, sniffing back allergies as a wad of bills and accompanying change is dropped into my waiting hands. Her name tag reads ‘Savanah.’

“Not really,” I answer. “Could I get a bag?”

Two blinks pass before muscle memory sends her right arm to a dispenser; a plastic bag is ripped free.

“I swear I know you,” Savanah says hesitantly.

No sign of the shadow now, except a faint black outline at the edges of my form.

The strength that held up my smile wanes. “I went to school here.” I force a few deep breaths; can feel the anxiety rising.

Goddamnit.

“Me too!” she exclaims. But she pauses, lips pressed together. Then, as though recalling a past life: “Did we know each other?”

“I don’t think so,” I answer.

Midway through bundling my clothes in a plastic bag, she stops. “Oh, shit. You were in my home room. And then you—”

The half-empty bottle of hand sanitizer on the counter has my full attention. “That was me.”

The shadow pounds its hands against the counter, one then the other, excited. Its body moves through and around my own, ghost and shadow separated only by inches.

My receipt crawls out of the little printer, but only hangs there, limp. “I didn’t actually kill anyone,” I explain. “That’s why they let me out of jail. There was someone else, it was a whole thing.” This is waved off like yesterday’s gossip.

The cashier stares at me even as her hand whips out to tear the receipt free, the action pure reflex. She’s still holding my bag of clothes, though.

“So you really didn’t—” she stops herself. Wonder if she knew Kayla. Must have, if she’s my age. School is too small not to.

Don’t like this. The muscles in my neck calcify, no pull in my lungs, air just wafting in and out as I suffocate. A few weeks ago, a conversation like this would be the end.

How can I stare down a gun to my head, then get a panic attack from this? I’m not on the run anymore.

She’s a human, like me. Just need to explain it, not run from it. “There was a third guy, he trapped us both. The police looked at it all, figured out the truth, then let me go.” Close enough.

The teller blinks twice. “Oh,” she answers blankly. “Well, I’m glad they sorted it out.”

“Thank you,” I tell her, then take the bag of clothes. Within a few steps, the interaction is placed firmly in the past.

It will be okay.

I’m forced to skirt back when two toddlers race in front of me, coins ready for the handful of decrepit arcade machines at the exit of the store, mom trudging along behind.

The shadow is gone—or worse, re-integrated. Guess I own that annoying little ego after all, at least as long as people associate me with it. But people will forget him eventually, especially if I can leave this town. This is the epicenter.

Grayson hasn’t moved his car from the red ‘no-parking’ zone in front of the store. His arm hangs out the window, cigar between two fingers. I pull open the door and crouch inside.

Aged thumb smashes the red triangle in the center of his dashboard; the hazard lights flip off. After a pregnant woman half-resting on the cart she pushes strolls past, he hits the gas.

“Thanks for the help,” I tell him.

He grunts.

My right hand juts out, thumb indicating ‘right’. He accelerates onto I-35—the carotid artery of Port Lavaca.

“This is just you being nice, right?” I ask. “She didn’t ask you to do this?”

His window is down, left hand out with cigar extended. As he gains speed, the wind roars past, so that I have to strain to hear his voice. “Sorry, kid. She’s gone, five days ago. I know this world, knew you’d be lost when you got out. Figured I could cover this oversight. I screw up?”

Driving up a slight incline, so that only the setting sun and peak of the causeway are visible and the industrial plants blocked from sight, the view is nearly attractive. Gulls floating across a neon sky, sea breeze, imported palm trees struggling to survive. The promise of a seaside paradise—from the neck up, at least.

“You did perfect, and I owe you,” I tell Grayson. I point right again. “This is us. Sands Motel.”

Glowing red sign, three letters across one electrical panel dead. Sands M-l. Not my first time here.

The attorney stops across at the far edge of the lot, parking brake clicking into place like the final rotations of a fishing reel with catch hooked.

He turns to me. “Look, there’s two reasons I’m being so goddamn nice today. One, I already said. The second is this: you’ve got guts and brains. You and her, you’re cut from the same cloth—after practicing law for twice as long as either of you have been alive, I can recognize something special. Call it insight, sharpness, whatever. Thing is, I can’t afford her. I think I could afford you.”

I stare at him, tracing the valleys in his skin to the gray eyes that crater the topography of his face.

The leather man chuckles. “Look, what I’m trying to say is, if you want, I’d hire you as a legal assistant. Now, I’m not going to be around forever, but I got a few years left in me and a lot of friends in the business. Get some time working with me, and that’s a whole career that can set you for life.”

The offer bounces from me. “Look—there’s a chance someone out there, a rich and dangerous person, is pissed about what happened here. I honestly have no idea. It’d probably be best if you stay clear of me and her for a while.”

“I don’t care what I stirred up, I’m not getting spooked by a teenager,” he tells me. “I’ve lived three of you. And between both of us, I’m going to guess there’s not a lot we couldn’t take care of.”

I smile. “I’m sure you’ll be fine. Thanks for the offer, and I may take you up on it someday, but not yet. I don’t even know what life is yet. But hey, I do owe you. You saved my ass.”

Grayson extends a hand. I take it—skin like a cold pleather seat at the back of an old bus. We shake twice.

“It was fun,” he says. “I haven’t seen shit scare you yet—don’t let it start now. Oh, and hey—” he reaches into his pocket, struggling to withdraw something. A crumpled yellow sticky-note is unraveled and handed to me. “It’s your mom’s cell phone number, in case you forgot it.”

I take the note and thank him again, then push open the door, bag of clothes in hand as I rise from the car. The motel lies before me, two stories of red doors embedded in a paint-stripped husk. The door at the far left—Morgan reached from it once, beckoned me to her after the she bailed me out.

No one’s there today.

 

 

43. Privacy

 

Can’t say for certain whether the woman manning the front desk at the Sands is the same person who checked me in eight months ago, but if not, she’s an understudy. Same disinterest, same stupefied, distracted stare.

I trade roughly fifty dollars for the key to room nine. The rate is cheap enough that I can live here at least a week, though the future becomes an unknowable void after that. Suppose I could take the leather man up on his offer, but really—can that ever be me? I am going to need cash, though.

The sun is setting as I climb the cement and steel steps to the second floor of the motel. The key requires some force to drive it home, but the door slides open on its own once the bolt is unlatched. As I turn on the light, two moths flutter from their place on the wall and I hear the soft thud of their bodies bouncing off the plaster.

My motel door, flimsy as it is, gets the full treatment – locked, deadbolted, chained. The blinds are shut, curtains closed. No weapons in the room, but the wooden chair looks rickety enough to rip a leg off if need be.

Can’t tell if I’m being paranoid or practical. Don’t know where I stand in the world anymore.

They’ve done a good enough job making the room look clean. Wouldn’t want to run a fluorescence test, though—would probably start a fire. I throw my bag of clothes on the bed, unbuttoning Grayson’s shirt and letting it fall to the floor.

The massive shorts drop as soon as I untie the rope cord holding them in place. Feels good to shed the last relic of the timesink, to be back in the present.

Staples in the carpet bite into my feet as I cross to the tile floor of the bathroom and start the shower. The novelty of privacy is not lost on me, and I shut the restroom door and draw the curtain closed despite the fact I have the room to myself.

Maybe because it’s fresh, but that ten minutes in Wal-Mart took more out of me than most of jail. In jail, I was still surviving, plotting, planning—the ghost who plays shadow theater with the average perception of reality. But I’m built to fight, not to win. Didn’t think this far ahead. Stepping into public like some bumbling idiot - that took a toll. And that’s the rest of my life, at least if I play it straight.

Want to melt the shadow out of me, but no water runs hot enough. I shower until my skin reddens and I can’t see an inch from my face for the thick steam. As I towel off and move to open the restroom door, my hands slip on the wet doorknob.

I step slowly to the bed, shaking off the thin quilt and knocking my new clothes to the ground in the process. A cloud of dust spirals around the light just above the mattress.

A phone sits on the bedside table, painted a shade of medical-mauve typically reserved for hearing aids. The numbers are faded with use.

Number for my parents is in Grayson’s shirt on the floor. I should call them, tell them I’m out. They must know I have the option to reach out, must be wondering why I’m not.

But I can’t. Don’t even know how to start, what to say. The boy they raised is dead and gone. What’s left is whatever I am, which is mostly a very long list of everything I’m not.

Screw it. Can’t call Mom and Dad, not ready.

I slide between the musty sheets. The television sits, dumb and mute, on a small dresser across from me. The remote comes to hand; my fingers run across the rubber buttons.

Lost all interest in television; don’t think I could survive a commercial. So I set it aside and lean forward to pull the drawstring on the overhead lights, cloaking the room in darkness. I stare up at the ceiling and count my breath, listening to the rhythmic squeak of the fan as I take on the task of falling asleep.

Can hear each car pass on the highway outside, the wave of sound breaking as a particularly large truck splits the air. People going about their business—to jobs, to homes, to families.

I’m supposed to rejoin this flow of human activity. Got to get a job, I suppose, if I want to keep a roof over my head. Got to stay out of trouble, so they don’t revoke my probation and put me back in jail.

And then what?

Then, life. Right?

One immutable truth surfaces. Up until I was arrested, my goal was never to prove my innocence or reclaim Sean Reilly. There were a dozen times I could have escaped, turned myself in, told my story, settled my score with the system.

I wanted to keep running. To escape with Morgan, start somewhere new. Nameless, existing by the moment and without restriction.

Yet here I am—broke, haunted by my reputation, tethered to a probation office. Nothing Sean can offer will interest me.

Sleep in the motel comes like peace in jail—by phasing out, the practiced focus of my breath silencing the doubts in my mind. Wherever I go, I’m always here.

 

 

44. Breach

 

The sound of my blinds slowly rising rips me from what was already a timid sleep. My eyes adjust to the darkness by focusing on a muddy sneaker as the intruder steps through the window they opened.

I roll out of bed, ripping the sheets with me as they tangle around my foot, stumbling back against the wall with a thud.

A black semiautomatic pistol leads the accompanying body, which crosses into the room in a low crouch, last leg lifted through even as the gun is pointed in my direction.

A pair of black sweatpants are as mud-stained as the shoes, gray-brown clay splattered up the legs of the garment. A camouflage nylon shirt tops that, sleeves running long into wool mitts. The remains of a woman’s beige stocking stretch over the facial features of Jack Vickery, partially concealing him.

The closest thing to a weapon is the lamp beside the bed—I watch it, pushing myself up off the wall.

“Don’t be stupid.” Those dry, nasal tones I hate so well.

Two steps to the light—could throw it at him, maybe wrestle the gun away. Maybe get shot a few times. “Throwing that lamp at you wouldn’t be stupid, it would just be saving us both some time. I’m assuming your visit means I’m getting killed sometime soon.”

“Let me tell you, that kind of forward-thinking is going to take you far in this world. Which for you, yeah, is gonna end tonight,” Jack says, wet patch forming where the hosiery stretches over his lips.

“You look like shit,” I point out. “Shouldn’t you be in another country by now?”

He takes two steps to the left, so that the bed separates us, and points the gun first at me and then at the door. “We’re going for a ride. Come on.”

I motion at my mostly-naked body, then gesture to the plastic bag of clothes.

“Yeah, okay,” he says, sniffing heavily and taking another step into the corner. With the bed between us, he’ll shoot me before I get to him. No silencer, though, so no exit plan. A desperate man, and not one I want to push. Not yet.

I rip a few tags away and pull the jeans and shirt on. Forgot to buy socks, so the shoes go over my bare feet. I lean down to lace them, but he stops me.

“That’s good enough, come on. Ain’t going to church.”

As I take a step closer, I can smell him—the stench of an unwashed man. Through the thin stocking, dark stubble covers his head and jaw. Eyes sunken, ringed red.

Jack’s never had threads before, at least not that I can see – it’s what made him the ghost he is. Now I can sense them. He’s being sewn into a tapestry greater than himself. “You’re supposed to be good at this,” I say as I unlock the door. “This looks like desperation to me.”

“You know how hard it is to be a fugitive in this country?” he asks, grinning. “Come on.”

I open the door, letting the wet Port Lavaca night into the room. When I take leave, the sea breeze strikes my body, whipping the clothes against my skin.

“Which one is you?” I ask as I move down the staircase toward the parking lot.

“Right there,” comes his voice behind me.

Thirty-year-old Chevy, one of its wheels replaced by a skinny spare that’s half-bald with use. Raw steel is exposed across the roof by its receding paint line.

“You’re driving,” he says as I reach for the passenger door.

I continue around the car, finding it unlocked. The seat shifts with me as I sit back, one of its four corners disconnected from the chassis.

The keys are in the ignition, so I twist them as the car dips to accommodate Jack’s weight in the other seat. The engine turns three times, then tumbles to a halt.

“This piece of shit going to work?” I ask.

“Just needs a little love. Try it again; be nice to her.” The gun remains in his hand, but rests on his thigh, gloved finger stretched over the trigger guard.

I turn the key again, this time holding it in place as the starter motor struggles to build momentum—another two chugs and the little engine sputters to life. The high-pitched buzz of a misfit belt undermines the comforting rumble, tense whine needling at my eardrum. The clock on the dash reads just past midnight.

“This is just about your worst plan yet, and that’s saying a lot.” I put the car in reverse, backing out of the space then turning to drive out of the parking lot. “How is coming back here anything but suicide for you?”

He only reclines his seat—it collapses back, probably broken, into a near-flat bench. Jack pulls the stocking from his face, body below the windows and invisible to passing cars. “It’s only suicide if anyone sees us, in which case, yeah—I’ll be shooting us both.”

“Start with yourself,” I tell him. “Show me you’ve got what it takes.”

Jack looks my way, gun shifting to aim at my torso. Chest shot; a few minutes of agony if I’m hit. “You’re heading to Houston.”

“And what’s waiting for me in Houston?” I ask.

A truck passes us, windows down, arm out, cherry coal at the tip of a cigarette turned red laser streaking through the night.

“My redemption. Did you really think he’d let all this go unpunished?”

Banks.

I pull out onto the highway, headlights so dim they do nothing more than activate the reflective paint on the road.

“He’s trading you my life for your freedom,” I state.

Jack’s silence is answer enough. This is my execution.

Everything ends. Especially life.

 

 

45. The weaver looms

 

An uneasy quiet settles over the car, punctuated only by reminders from Jack not to break the speed limit and my watching in hope he’s fallen asleep. No luck; the gun is within reach, but drawn further into his lap when he notices me looking.

“Banks arranged for you to escape,” I state into the silence as we pass a sign telling us Houston is eighty miles away.

Jack just grunts. “As usual, you have no idea what’s going on around you. Forever the pawn.”

My hands flex on the wheel—the plastic is split somewhere, bones broken beneath vinyl skin. “He paid off that guard, Mike. Probably promised him a fresh start, right?”

This earns another grunt, but no follow up. So I continue: “With you free and me dead, I guess he thinks he can curb his exposure. The investigation is already moving, though. I mean, they may not find out about him, but I don’t know.”

He watches his own reflection in the glass, checking his cheek for a blemish. “I shouldn’t come down so hard on you. You’re not a bad kid - you know that, right? I heard about Mexico,” Jack comments in lieu of an answer.

I switch on the high beams; the drainage ditches on either side of the highway as well as the wall of thicket just beyond that are illuminated. Past the foliage lies the wild nothing of rural Texas.

“So I’m ‘not a bad kid’ because I shot someone, is that what you’re getting at?” A set of headlights appear on the horizon; I turn the high beams down. Until our lights converge, I’m left with only the ghost-pale image of the lines on the road.

Jack shakes his head. “I knew Lowmar. That’s not an easy guy to kill. And I mean, you stayed off the radar for months, and kept Morgan from murdering you. I never figured you would last a week, not the first time I met you. You were just a scared kid. Now look at you.”

The outline of the passing car comes apparent; my stomach twists as I find the emergency lights and bull bars of a state trooper. “About to be murdered, right? I’ve come a long way.”

I watch the rear-view mirror, but the cop keeps rolling on. The high beams are switched back on. Could have honked, swerved, flashed my lights. But I never seem to run away from trouble, just plunge in.

Jack continues, voice low. “Yeah, well, that’s because of your blind spot for her. She knew what you needed—half mother figure, half love interest. And you never stopped to think she might be even worse than me.”

“What, Morgan?” I ask.

“Yeah, no shit, Morgan,” he answers. “Red lips always lie, kid, and that’s why you’re dying tonight.”

Jack stretches, one arm reaching behind him, nearly touching the back window of the car. His other hand remains diligently on the pistol. “You let her put you in the perfect position to get killed,” he lectures. “I mean, you handled me fine. All those statements to the police are enough to make me stay away—the damage is done, and killing you only makes me more likely to get caught. So, in a vacuum, you’re right about this being a bad idea. Except you left the old man out of it, and that was stupid. Now you’re still a threat to him, and I need the guy, so here we are.”

“My whole thing with the court was a peace offering,” I reply. “It was supposed to protect him, at least as much as I could.” The wild nothing fades as I exit onto one of the massive superhighways carving a path through the state.

“Oh, it definitely protected him. That’s why you’re about to die, so you can’t tell them anything else. Let me ask you—why did you really leave him out of it? Was that your idea?”

Silence.

Jack continues, delighting in pointing out my errors. “Yeah, that was Morgan, wasn’t it? Okay, here’s another one for you. How do you think Banks would have arranged for my escape?”

I take my eyes off the road long enough to watch his face, pale skull sharp contrast to the camouflage green sweater from which it emerges. “The same way he usually does—send someone to talk to Mike, maybe throw some money at him. Not that hard, the guy hated his life.”

“Who do you think he’d assign that too?” he presses. “Who has experience manipulating men and is already there on the scene? Who knows how many times she ‘bumped into him’ while she was down visiting you.”

I shake my head. “She put herself at risk by doing all this. She has as much to lose as Banks, and would try to limit her exposure.” I know she would. My story terrified Morgan; she begged me not to talk to the feds. Cried over it. I told her I loved her.

But, who’s easier to trick than someone who loves you?

He continues: “No, you said it—she has as much to lose as he does, and she’s going to work just as hard to protect it. She’s the one who flipped the guard, and she’s the one who’s been hiding me in Port Lavaca. Left me a dirt bike and everything.” He laughs, once, mirthless. “Banks funded your entire defense—the only reason you’re free at all was so she could get you killed. I’m sure she’s getting paid at least as much as I am, probably be out of the country in few days. We wrapped this up all tidy for the old man.”

I choose not to voice my shock, though his ensuing snicker makes it clear that Jack knows the effect he’s having.

The betrayal sucks the color from my world. That day in the courthouse, when Morgan pulled me aside—the tears, the terror. The sobbing admission she could have prevented Kayla’s death if she tried harder. All that, while keeping Jack safe, making sure he’d never see justice.

That he’d live in the same world as me again.

Her best performance to date. That goddamn psychopath. She’s proven it over and over, but I keep coming back.

Can’t believe I didn’t see it. The evidence is sitting in my motel room—the cash. What did the leather man say? He was ‘well compensated.’ Morgan’s stash was stolen on Holbox; she wouldn’t have that money. Not unless it was all funded by Banks.

“She never stopped working with the old man,” I finally state, glancing to my right to see the joy on Jack’s face. I don’t need to say the rest, and don’t want him to have the satisfaction of hearing it. But I can’t stop the thoughts from connecting, cancer cells building unbidden in the darkened corners of my brain.

I was never out of their control. They orchestrated it all. I just accepted it had to be that way—but if I’d come clean, if I’d given Banks from the start, he’d have nothing to kill me for. And why didn’t I?

Because she said so. Because I was scared of involving her, because I wanted to protect her.

Because Jack is right. Morgan is the worst of them all.

“Exit here,” he commands ten seconds later than he should.

I swerve across the white line, barely managing to make the turn—the dim glow of downtown Houston appears on the horizon, its own sickly midnight dawn.

“It’s almost better this way,” I say after a few minutes of silence. “I had no idea what I was going to do with the rest of my life.”

Jack scratches his right eyebrow with the barrel of the gun. “What, you didn’t want to go get a job? Maybe sling some pizza, get an apartment? It’s hard after all this, isn’t it?”

“Something like that,” I whisper.

Jack coughs three times, wet hacking sound into the crook of his elbow, then speaks: “Well, you’re in luck—that’s a problem we can solve.”

 

 

46. Road trip

 

“Exit here,” he directs, again forcing me to veer across two lanes of traffic and narrowly miss the divider.

We’ve hit one of Houston’s outermost loops. Not going directly into the city, then, but one of its many suburbs.

“This is the beltway, right?” he asks, fingers of his free hand spread across his jaw and temple.

“You’re the one with the plan,” I remind him.

A sign confirms his question, though. “Okay, we’re getting there. There’s an exit for a suburb—Kingwood.”

When the off-ramp arrives, I veer off the loop in favor of the feeder and come to a stop at the first red light in my path.

“Yeah, down here,” he directs. I take a right turn into a subdivision—rich neighborhood lined with tall oaks. A stone sign reads ‘Carlton Woods.’

The homes are stately and distinct enough to make clear this is no middle-class suburb—this is older, reserved for real wealth. Long private roads wind down from three-story homes to the street. A section opens up on our left, revealing an expansive lake, starlight quivering across the water.

I’m led down a maze of paths, streetlights soon abandoned along with any paint on the pavement, leaving only the weak glow of my headlights to guide our path through the woods.

Moths gather in the rear-view mirror, attracted to the red light of the brakes as I come to a halt in a cul-de-sac from which three narrow driveways divert.

“Stop,” he announces too late, staring out the window.

The velvet curtain of night is pushed back only a few feet by the dim headlights, and the forest around us blocks the slow-motion nuclear detonation that is downtown Houston. “Good work. What are you looking for?” I ask.

“A memory. I think this is it, get some light on that mailbox.” He sits bolt upright now, though the seat hasn’t inclined to follow him.

It takes a moment to recognize the five-foot stone pillar that constitutes the postbox. Not used to this level of luxury. I let the car creep in close before I brake again. Jack squints at the address on the box, lips pressed together.

“Right, here we are. Kill the engine.” The psychopath leans back, pulling the waist of his pants away from his body. I cringe. He grins, tucking the pistol behind the drawstring of his sweats and tightening the knot.

I put the car in park and twist the keys, leaving them in place. Jack gets out, and I’m slow to follow. Can hear waves lapping against the shore; either my delusion, or this property borders the lake we passed earlier. My captor waits as I get out, insects scattering as the car door creaks open. His gun directs me toward a thin cobblestone path to the left of the postbox.

A canopy of leaves shields the moon and stars from us and I step carefully into absolute darkness, feet light on the ground, wary of the uneven surface.

We turn a corner down the walkway, our view of the property opening. Three-story mansion, each layer of stone ascending in elegance. A separate building nearby houses a garage and a few spare rooms. The home is dark, sole light from a glowing doorbell just to the right of a frosted glass door. Security signs pock the lawn and windows, and the grass is a bit unkempt. Needs a good mowing. “Is this Banks’ actual house?” I ask.

Jack doesn’t answer, but instead leads me to the doorbell. “Go on, then. Press it.”

My thumb hovers over the ring of blue-white light. Banks and Jack, together.

A two-note chime rings through the house; something scurries across the grass behind us. We both turn, but find nothing in the dark.

No other signs of life as we wait. My legs stiffen, knees aching, locked in premature rigor mortis.

Just as I look back to Jack to ask what we should do, the sound of thudding footsteps comes from behind the door. Feet moving down a carpeted staircase, steps ambling and uneven.

Yellow light brightens the windows; I squint into the sudden glare, frosted glass betraying only the basic figure of a person approaching the door.

After a pause, an electronic security system chirps twice before the door is pulled open. Inside stands an older man in a thick purple bathrobe, half-bald with the hair ringing his scalp rising on one side. A green tattoo coils down his wrist, introducing the hand which aims a revolver, wood and chrome, toward the ground.

“Have you lost your goddamn mind?” asks Banks.

 

 

47. Nyx

 

Jack only stammers. I take a step to the side, pressing my back to the stone portcullis cocooning Banks’ front door.

“What kind of bullshit is this?” the old man continues, gun trembling in his hand. “You brought that boy to my home?” Words like a whip’s crack.

“You—you wanted me to bring him here, this is your stupid plan.” Jack belts the phrases out. “Are you finally senile? Goddamn. I got your letter: the kid for my freedom. And by freedom, I mean a new identity and a goddamn lot of money.”

Banks takes a step out on his front porch, blue veins twisting around the knobby ankle of his bare foot. His face and hair are ashen, glowing faintly in the night. He stumbles forward with a shocked, angry expression, mouth twitching, torn from sleep and directly into danger.

Can’t imagine how that feels.

Finally, he speaks: “You think I want to be anywhere near this little shit?” He references me with the revolver. Roller-coaster drop in the pit of my stomach as the barrel crosses the path of my body. “If you wanted to do me a favor, you’d kill him as far away from me as possible.” Banks swallows as his voice runs hoarse. “The feds are all over this. They find any sign he’s ever been here, I’m dead. Goddamnit, Jack, where have you been?”

Jack starts to answer, one hand up to his head, but only gets a phrase together on his second try. “Where have I been? You know where—” He stops mid-sentence. “You freed me, Banks. You and her flipped a guard, he said your name. Tell me you freed me.”

But Banks only stares wildly at him, wisps of gray hair drifting over his head like smoke.

“Take him and get the hell out of here,” the old man hisses. “Never come back here again, you goddamn idiot. You’re done.” Then he turns to me, gun aimed roughly at my left hip. “And you’re dead.”

I inhale, humid Houston evening passing through my nostrils and into my lungs. Wherever I go, I’m still here. Breathe in, breathe out, until I can’t anymore. That’s all life is.

Something is going wrong. The dogs of havoc run amok tonight, and I must find the pattern in a charging horde. My abductor and the mastermind are stumbling over the luggage they carry with them, but I walk freely.

I take a step forward, standing between the two armed murderers who want me dead. With Jack at my back, I face Banks. “Kill me. Go on, get my DNA all over that front door. I’m supposed to be in court tomorrow morning to meet my probation officer. If they think I escaped, you know they’ll start swarming. Didn’t we take a toll road or two, Jack? They’ve got cameras, right?”

Banks doesn’t move his weapon.

“Right. So you can put that away unless you’re planning on shooting Jack, because we both know you wouldn’t kill me here,” I tell the old man, though the gun remains clutched in his fist.

I turn to my mud-splattered kidnapper, putting Banks behind me. “This is a nice house. Jack, where have you been sleeping for the past few weeks?”

“In a goddamn deer blind.” As he says the words, one hand shoots from its place at his side and whips the pistol from the band of his pants—a motion fluid enough to catch everyone else off guard, completed by the time we realize it’s begun. Now both men hold guns, each pointed at the earth.

“And why did you do that?” Banks snaps, eyes on the gun. “You should be in Panama by now, I mean the goddamn border is right there. Thousands of people run across it every day, the hard way—but you stay put.”

I shake away his words with the back of my hand, remaining focused on Jack. “He’s just noise at this point. Obviously, something’s going very wrong here. It happens; this is complicated work. Roll with the punches. I mean, I only see one move,” I tell him.

Because for all his monstrosity, Jack is a numbers machine. While the result may be murder and mayhem, the calculation is simple: he will always do what benefits him most.

So I continue: “He’s not going to do shit for you, you heard him. But you need money, and, well…” I wave my hand at the estate behind us. “You should shoot Banks, and probably me—although I’d prefer if you didn’t—and then rob him. Gotta be a couple hundred grand in there, and who knows what kinds of fake IDs and documents. That’s your best chance for escaping the country.”

Simple truth is a sharp spear.

Sensing motion, I glance back. Banks’ gun shakes, nearly rising to body-level before drooping as he spits his objection: “Don’t be an idiot, either of you cross this door and the cops will be here in five minutes.”

Jack huffs out a laugh, one arm crooked and clutching the other, which holds the pistol.

“We both heard you disable the security system.” I raise my hands, interlocking my fingers behind my head. “I mean, you couldn’t be out here with the door open if you hadn’t. Not to mention, if the cops find me here, what do you think happens next? Give us a little credit, man.”

As Banks glances back at his own open door, Jack’s gun rises—directed at my chest, though the old man behind me will catch anything that doesn’t get embedded in bone.

Banks’ shoulders slump when he turns to find Jack beat him to the draw. After a ragged breath, he takes a fatherly tone: “Oh, give it a rest. I’ll wire you some money, then, fine—just get this punk off my lawn and go kill him somewhere else. Three-hundred thousand.”

Jacks opens his mouth, but I talk first, eyes searching his. “I know you don’t believe that. The guy just said the feds are all over this. He’s not going to be arranging any mysterious wire transfers. If they’re really closing in on this operation, Banks is going to do the same thing as you—take the money and run.”

“You going to do all my talking tonight?” Jack asks, grinning. But he’s not arguing.

Time to tug the threads. I take a step to the side, out of the trajectory of Jack’s gun, eyes focused on its barrel. The weapon doesn’t follow me as I move out of the line of fire.

Our one-time benefactor’s lips part, eyes widen. “You would point a gun at me? After everything we’ve been through, after all the millions we’ve made? How many times have we had each other’s backs?” A lecture from granddad. It wins him a few moments of silence.

“That’s funny,” I say. “You told me that you would have killed Jack if it was easy, if he hadn’t been in a state pen. That was right before you shot me up full of heroin, remember?”

Jack’s pistol is as still as a deep well, not the least tremor in his hand as the pistol remains aimed at Banks’ chest.

Our senior glances down helplessly at his own revolver, which droops low. The revolver is only a liability, now—take the time to raise it, and die on the spot.

The fugitive speaks: “The kid’s making a lot of sense, Banks. The odds of my getting out of the country are slim. I can’t get caught; they’ll never give me another chance to escape. You weren’t sounding like you want to help, so what does all that history earn me?”

I twist so that I can see the old man from the side of my eye.

Banks clucks his tongue, then speaks at Jack, tone conciliatory: “Come on, now. I was just surprised. I’ll set down my gun, you can stop pointing yours at me. I’ll give you some cash to leave with now, then I’ll wire you more later. I’ve known you for years, Jack. I’ve always come through on my side of the deal.” He leans down hesitantly, revolver flat in his palm, but Jack’s semiautomatic remains still and so the old man halts, half-crouched, revolver a few inches from the ground.

I lean against the stone, hands pressed behind me. The rocks are cold; love the feel of the rough mineral pressing across my palms. Amazing how the simplest things give the greatest pleasure when you’re about to die—a fact I’ve come to learn well.

My turn to speak: “Or you could just kill him and take it all. If they catch you, you’re probably never getting out—so who cares if you go down for one murder or two? Or three, for that matter.” I point at myself. “I’m not dumb enough to think you’ll let me leave here, either.”

Banks turns to me, fatherly facade discarded for red-faced rage: “You are not nearly as smart as you think. If you had left here with him, maybe you could have escaped. If he kills me, he’ll kill you too—won’t even think twice about doing it.”

“Works out,” I answer, pushing myself forward off the rock. “Because I’m not going to think twice about dying.”

Rage compresses the old man’s words to snarling growl. Banks steps to the side and raises his revolver at me. Jack’s gun tracks the old man.

Something between a whisper and a whistle splits the darkness. A black smile arcs across Banks’ neck; arterial blood spurts toward me, painting my face and then the wall as he twists, collapsing.

Wet sera, hot with life across my cheek and lips; my right eye closes from the burn of his chemistry mixing with mine. What was once circulation continues pooling on his stone walkway, in time with his heart, each pump weaker than the last.

Jack and I stare at his weapon, computing the situation. It is cold, steady as ever—he didn’t fire the shot. But he’s holding the gun and was pointing it at the man dying from a gunshot on the ground in front of us. I rub my eye against the shoulder of my shirt, hoping a better look will bring clarity.

Somewhere in the distance, a more familiar noise: the sliding click of a round being chambered into a bolt-action rifle.

The sound triggers an understanding across Jack’s face, and the epoch he shares through his expression fades the moment another whistling whisper spears the night.

Jack’s chin touches his chest as he stares down at himself, at the red fluid spreading across his shirt around the butchered cavity that was his heart, at the fistful of gore spat out across the lawn that is the remains of his vital organ. The ghost exits the shell, light fading from his eyes. His gun drops to the grass and his knees touch down nearby.

Both men lie stricken on the ground. Jack’s right eye widens, mouth twisted in pain. His hand closes around a handful of weeds.

I lean down over him, picking up the handgun and tossing it near his body. Then I straighten up and take a few steps out into the open, absently rubbing more blood from my face with both hands. Probably just smearing it in.

“Well?” I call. “Am I next? Is that why you brought me here?”

Morgan’s great performance has a fifth act. Hiding Jack, keeping him free, the tears, the lies—even the fates answer to mother night.

Can’t see a thing beyond the ring of light extending from the front door. Where it dies, decayed colors shift in the void, playing tricks on my eyes—becoming what I want them to be.

Feet crunch toward me. The thick rubber sole of leather work boots, laced up around her ankles, camouflage leggings tucked inside. Morgan steps into the light, rifle slung over her shoulder. The matte-black extension of a silencer protrudes from its barrel.

“I can’t kill you, Sean. Never will. We established that.”

Her hair remains red, but the glasses are gone. Something litters her body, stuck to the fabric of her hunting jacket. Tree bark, lawn clippings. A duffle bag hangs in her right hand, misshapen and heavy, contents clanking.

She drops her bag next to Jack’s stricken body, then unzips it. A bone-saw and limb shears block my view of whatever else it holds. “I brought you here because I’m going to need help cleaning up.”

 

 

48. Heist

 

"Come on, drag him on the grass. Don’t let him bleed out on the cement." She lifts her chin at Banks' body. The old man has turned so pale his body glows faintly blue in the moonlight. Just a husk.

I only stare dumbly. Morgan walks past me and wraps a hand around each of the old man's ankles. With a heave, she drags his bathrobe-clad body away from his front porch and onto the lawn. When she drops his legs, one makes a small twitch on its own accord.

Still alive, maybe. They say it takes a while to let go.

Morgan either hasn't noticed or doesn't care. Instead, she stares into the yellow light bathing the interior of his home. As though enchanted, she steps forward into its glow.

"You're also here because I needed Jack to lead me to this house," she says, crossing the threshold of the old man's mausoleum. "Banks would never let me know where he sleeps, but Jack's been here before." Morgan flips a light switch along the wall. Further lights ignite, revealing a center staircase crawling up a foyer that's all wood trim and stone mantle.

I run a hand over my head, following her inside. "You're insane."

"I just don't give a shit," she murmurs, disappearing down a hallway. "It's inevitable." Her voice drifts around the corner along with a wave of light, willow whispers.

The foyer is museum-clean, artwork clad in heavy brass frames and mounted high on the walls. The furniture doesn't particularly match, except that each piece carries its own story. Antique, imported leather tattooed with the experiences of past owners.

I follow to find her in a study, books lining the walls around an oak desk, elaborate wooden drinks cabinet just behind it. Wrapped around the room, above the ledges but below the ceiling, are the 'trophy' portion of a group of decapitated animals. Zebra, antelope, deer, moose—the funeral procession wraps the room.

"He bought them all, I guarantee it," Morgan says as she rips shelves out of the grand desk, letting them crash to the carpet, contents erupting as energy transfers.

"Why would he?" I ask, staring into the glass beads thrust into the skull of some long dead wildebeest.

"Because what's left for a ghost who can't have his own story?" Morgan asks. "Buying other people's."

Morgan crouches, both hands underneath the wooden desk. Legs coil, tension building, until she thrusts herself upward—the desk flips, rolling with a creak then a thud as it hits the carpet. She kneels again, hands running over the interior of the furniture.

"What are you doing?" Feel stupid asking it.

"What does it look like I'm doing?"

"Robbing him," I answer. "Looking for secrets."

"Bingo," she replies, lips pursed around the last syllable. No makeup, complexion pale, faint glisten of sweat.

Apparently dissatisfied, she stalks past me out of the room, leaving me to trail her into the living room, where she turns up a staircase, clearing two steps at a time. I trip over my own unlaced shoes trying to follow, but catch myself and clamber up behind her.

A master bedroom awaits us at the end of the hall, vaulted ceiling giving a monasterial drama to the king-sized bed in the otherwise clean, white room. No trophies here: only the stately serenity of alabaster everything. Morgan stops only to rip a shelf from the bedside table; pill bottles and spare change roll across the carpet.

She murmurs as she moves to her left, toward the master bathroom and closet. Three suitcases sit packed, pressed to one corner near the vanity.

The first is unzipped; she grabs it by the handle, flinging its contents toward me. Clothes topple out, and a white undershirt catches the air, floating to rest on my shoe.

The glass lady unzips the second, then freezes as her hand slips inside the gap. Smile. The hand returns clutching a neat stack of hundred-dollar bills, bound together with a pink strip of paper.

"Just his travel money," Morgan notes. "Thanks to you, he was in the process of liquidating his assets. Buying gold, gems, moving accounts offshore, whatever he could launder before he left."

"When did you start planning this?" I ask, arms folded across my chest, hands pressed beneath my elbows because I don't want her to see them tremor.

The carry-on of cash flies past my shoulder, landing with a thud near the door. Morgan dumps out a third suitcase; more clothes. "Oh, there wasn't much to plan, really. After we realized you weren't dead, Banks funded your defense and Jack's escape. My role was to protect his interests, to be a link between you, Jack, and Banks. That made it easy enough to fool them. Soon as Grayson started talking insurance fraud, I let Banks know to start packing. Must have forgotten to tell Jack. From there, it was just hoping neither of them killed you before I killed them."

A black case is pulled free; she unzips it. The black suede interior is lined with watches, silver and gold twisting light into geometric swathes of color against pristine white walls. Her fingers stretch lovingly over the dozens of ticking faces.

"So you're the one who got to Mike," I say.

"It was Banks' money; I just made the offer. Well, with some additions of my own." The twinkle in her eyes dies only when the little cache is zipped shut, clockwork engines sealed inside.

"And you're about to run, I take it," I announce for her.

"I just shot two people. Yeah, I'm running."

His closet light is switched on; the sound of hangers scraping across metal rods follows. Five minutes later, she emerges empty handed. Morgan scoops up the bag of money and folio of watches, then walks toward the doorframe I inhabit.

"Move," she commands.

"You didn't have to kill Jack," I probe. "You could have let him in on it."

Satellite eyes stare up at me. "You made me kill Jack, jerk. Your testimony was good, honestly, but if they ever caught him, he'd connect me to your 'Dorothy'. Don't feel too bad, though—someone needed to put him down. And your best hope is for the police to chase him forever." She pushes the case of watches into my chest; I step back and Morgan crosses past me and down the hallway.

We're back down the stairs. Can see the two bodies just beyond the front door. They've shifted, curling into fetal positions like poor dried things twisting in the moonlight.

Morgan drops what she's collected on the floor of the walkway, then walks out to the corpses. I follow. She kneels over the heavy black bag, opening it wide and removing the contents. Handsaw. Three-foot limb shears. Box of trash bags, roll of duct tape, hunting knife with serrated blade. Butcher's tools.

"Come on, they're done bleeding. Let's get this over with." Her hand takes the saw, and she steps over to the corpse of Jack Vickery. The glass woman places the saw just below his left shoulder.

She looks up at me expectantly. "Look, we have to make him disappear. If they find Jack here, they'll probably use that car to connect him to you. You'll be a suspect in two new murders. So come here and hold his arm. Don't give out on me now."

 

 

49. Valentine

 

I can’t bring myself to hold the dead man’s hand.

Morgan notices my hesitation. “Look, they can find Banks, I don’t care. I’m on a plane to South America in…” she glances at her watch; the saw catches the light as it rotates with her wrist. “Six hours. I need your help. Don’t make me try to do all this alone, plus rob the old man.”

Her entire body tenses as she digs the saw into his flesh, dragging the blade across his limb in two deep strokes. On the return of the second, the sound of metal teeth grinding against bone makes my stomach churn.

Jack’s arm slips from its place against her shoulder, hitting the ground. Morgan glares at me.

I step over, swallowing past the knot in my throat. Deep breath, feeling my diaphragm rise and fall. Wherever I go, I’m always here.

“Tie your damn shoes,” she notes as I put both hands around Jack’s wrist, staring at the sky as I hold the limb rigid for her.

“Yeah, can you believe he didn’t wait on me to do that,” I comment. The sawing resumes: can feel the vibrations through my grip on his cold limb. Have to spit every few minutes; saliva pools.

Then it stops. She looks up at me, soft eyes again, hair clinging to her lip. “Or we could forget about all the dismembering, and you could come with me. These bodies don’t matter if you’re in South America during that first probation hearing.”

Her fingers push on my hip, forcing me to take a step back—as I do, Jack’s body rotates and she directs the saw at a new angle around his shoulder.

“That’s why you’re doing all this,” I note as I realize it myself. The white of his bone glows against the enflamed pulp surrounding it. “You want me to come with you, to become a fugitive again, except you don’t.”

Her voice comes breathy as the exertion begins to take its toll. “I do want you. We make a good team. There’s no one else I’d want here tonight. This one,” she pats Jack’s back, “was too bad for me. You’re a little too good, but I can work with good. I want to haunt the world with you, full-stop.” Morgan’s eyes lock with mine. Same look from our night in Holbox.

The saw is tossed on the grass, and she twists back to grab the loppers, one hand on each of the two-foot grips. Her feet shuffle as she finds the best stance; Jack’s blood coats her arm, and a few errant strands of her hair cling to the mess.

“You don’t try to saw through bone,” she instructs as the massive shears are put into place at his exposed joint. “Just want to get to it, and then you use these.”

I jerk my head up, nausea rising. Whole galaxy of suns, but only some break through the cloud-stricken sky. Best to focus on them, try to draw a few lines. Always making constellations. While I don’t see what comes next, the sound is that of a sapling snapping.

My hands release his. The smattering of stars is spinning slightly overhead.

She tosses the cutters onto the lawn. Out of my peripheral, I see the arm come free of his torso. “You feel bad about this? You hated Jack. He ruined your life. Come on, grab the other one.”

I don’t answer. Instead: “I was supposed to call my parents,” I tell her, swallowing a mouthful of spit as I step over his body to the other side. Can only stare down at the weeds, at the impression left by my foot. “I haven’t yet.” Jack’s remaining arm is braced against my hip; the corpse is noticeably lighter now.

She only grunts in response, and the saw sets in again, making faster work of this limb, steel teeth chewing through his meat. We flip the cadaver again. Easier, now that one of his arms is lying out on the grass next to us.

“You’re never going to fit in,” she tells me. “You went to the other side, you lost your shadow. No one ever really knows anyone else, just paints a picture and holds them to it. And for you, that picture will be very public—all over the internet, all over the news. Everyone’s going to have very strong opinions about you, except you yourself.”

Mother night rubs a forearm across her face, pushing sweat and hair back. “They’ll never understand you like me, and you’ll never be able to trick yourself into forgetting. So come with me—a well-funded treasure hunt, the two of us. No more Mr. Banks to try and kill you, just lying and stealing our way into as many of his millions as we can.”

The grinding of metal on bone fills the night. I focus on the grass, spitting a few times as saliva pools in my mouth. Glad I didn’t eat; at least I can’t properly vomit.

“It doesn’t matter where I run,” I say. “I’m always here.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? Everyone who wanted you dead or in jail is dealt with. Demonstrably so.” The saw sticks in his bone; she tugs at it, but gets nowhere.

I press two fingers to my head. “I’m always up here. All this,” I motion to the corpses around us, “I can handle it. But you love it—you need it. If you really believed what you told me, it wouldn’t matter if you were in a jail cell, or had a dumb day job, or got gossiped about. I’m still up here, not out there.”

She kicks the saw out of his arm with a boot; the blood coating the blade dulls its glint in the light. Morgan steps over to retrieve it from the lawn. “So you really listened to me.”

“Don’t give yourself too much credit. Mostly it’s what you didn’t say.”

Morgan turns, mouth half-cocked. “Don’t you wanna just fuck it all? I mean, come on. So you go back and you reclaim your messed up identity like a good little citizen? There’re millions we can get out of Banks. We can be whoever we want. We could have fun, Sean—real fun.”

“I really do love you, you know,” I tell her. “How about a counter offer? We both help each other clear out of this scene. Grayson offered me a job. We go work with him, be partners. Except legal, mostly.”

Morgan’s response is curt: “I just shot two men.”

“We could keep you safe,” I press. “Especially with his help. Who can stop us?”

The saw is tossed aside, and loppers called back into action. I move the limb into place without prompting, twisting his hand to grant her better access.

Morgan’s only answer is to place the shears into his bone.

“You love me, too,” I tell her.

“Go to hell,” she mumbles, struggling to close the grips.

I take a half-step back, opening up his exposed joint. “You may have gotten into this to fool me, you may have been playing me at first. But you’re not a monster, Morgan. Somewhere along the line, you started helping me because you wanted to. Maybe because you felt guilt over Kayla, but I think that was just your own lie to believe in. You would have killed me in Holbox and taken care of Jack later. No, you took a bunch of risks that only have one possible explanation. So, say it.”

Another horrendous crunch, and suddenly my hands are the only thing keeping Jack’s dismembered body part from hitting the ground. I drop the arm in disgust.

“There’s too much to gain with my plan, and too much to lose with yours. Banks has millions out there, you have a basic salary and the police searching for me. I’m safer out there, and you know that. You only offered because you don’t have the balls to just reject me.” Morgan sets the shears in the grass, then takes a hunched step to the black bag.

Lips part to huff out a sigh. “One left, then we’re good.” She crouches over the mutilated corpse, squatting with legs across his body.

“Say what?” I ask.

“Hands and head, so they’ll have trouble identifying him,” she answers, as though it’s common sense. “Along with his torso, they all get dropped at different points. That’s good enough for this kind of thing.”

“This isn’t your first time,” I note.

The answer is obvious enough that she skips it. “Come on, hold his head for me.” She holds the saw up next to her cheek, looking down at Jack’s bloodless face. Before she sets ripper to flesh, her eyes meet mine. “And yeah, I love you.”

 

 

50. Erinyes

 

Three bundles, each wrapped triple-thick in plastic bags and bound in duct tape. What remains of Jack’s corpse lies out on the lawn, blood-soaked butchery draining into the grass. His companion, the ivory carapace of Banks, rests unmolested on the ground nearby. Not sad to see either of their godless souls slip through the sieve.

Wrapping Jack’s torso and legs is a team effort, multiple bags knit together with layers of tape, hastily hacked from the roll with her hunting knife.

“I’m going to be honest, I’m kind of impressed you stayed for that,” Morgan murmurs as she straightens up, fingers interlocking and arms thrusting upward in a long stretch. “Makes it that much more disappointing that you’re rejecting me.”

Her hands are a burgundy mess, blood in gradient hues from the crusted black on her fingernails to the vibrant crimson streaks up her elbows, iron pulled from a forge.

My hellspawn of Troy takes a step closer to me. Sanguine fluid paints her forehead, bangs matted to it. When she sighs, I can feel her breath across my face. “You’re going to be fine, Sean.” The carnage that coats her fingers slides past my head, stretching across the back of my neck. Morgan pulls me in, dragging my lips to hers.

The kiss lingers, her tongue brushing mine. Then she steps back, pointing at me with butcher’s hands “You’re going to be fine because you are basically a good person, you’re just capable of remarkable things. And if someone gives you a reason to be a bad person, well, no one will find the body. Give me one minute.”

The glass lady departs, walking through the open front door. She kneels over the bag of cash. When she returns, two thick stacks of hundred-dollar bills are presented. “My contribution to the ‘Sean Reilly is an island’ fund.”

The money is heavy in my hand, outer bills stained with blood. I drop the bundles into my pocket. “This isn’t over,” I tell her. “We’re just closing a chapter.”

“Whatever helps you sleep at night,” she responds.

“You’ll find me again. You’ll get lonely before I do.” I force a smile, but it comes out hollow so I let it go. “And I’ll leave a trail for you.”

“We’ll see. I’ve got work to do. Banks has money hidden everywhere, and I’m going to get as much as I can before they start realizing he’s dead. The joy of untraceable funds is that they’re quite easy to steal, at least once you know where they are.” Then her old role returns; matron murder. “You should clean up, then drive yourself back. Get new clothes. Try to get back to the motel before anyone notices you’re gone, but wipe the car down and ditch it.”

I look down at my hands, palm lines darkened by dried blood, ridges and swirls of my fingerprints a study in scarlet. “You have this under control?”

She stares through me. “I’ll do a better job than he did with Kayla—no one will ever find Jack’s body. You’ll be safe.”

I look back at the path to Jack’s car, just through the thin thicket of trees. Then, to her. “I don’t know what to say.” The sentence buckles; my voice cracks.

“Tell me you love me again,” Morgan says, smiling softly. “But don’t make me say it back.”

“I love you.” And fear you, and owe you, and hate you, and love you. Blood bondage.

Then she leans over the black bundle that makes up the bulk of Jack’s corpse, breath coming in a pneumatic burst as she heaves him over her shoulder. Without a second glance, she begins walking the body toward the trees.

The front door remains open, yellow light inviting. I step inside, heart seizing from the overflow of high-octane adrenaline. Just past the living room, I find a guest bathroom.

Gore marks my face like tribal warpaint; the last of Banks’ life cuts a diagonal streak across my skin. I pull a tissue from a nearby box and use that to twist the sink on, hands under the cool stream. The water that’s been filtered through my fists comes out ruddy brown, swirling in the sink until it’s sucked through.

Once my hands are scrubbed clean, I gather water and bring cold relief to my face, washing away my sweat and their blood. My debt to the earth is repaid—two corpses fill my empty grave.

When I’m fresh enough not to immediately alarm anyone who sees me, I wipe the bathroom down with a cotton hand towel. The stacks of money bounce against my hip as I pivot to open the door.

My shirt is irredeemable, wet with maroon splotches—will have to torch that, probably the car too. Cigarettes in a matchbook; I know her tricks. Need to get new clothes, need to shower, need to get back to Port Lavaca.

One last run into the wild, for old time’s sake.

 

 

51. The paradiso

 

The probation officer, an overweight woman in her mid-thirties with a floral pattern top, looks over my form.

“You don’t have a better place to stay?” she asks, voice dripping disapproval. “You’ll have to come in and update this paperwork when you find something permanent.”

I sit on my hands, forming my own warm cushion between myself and the cold aluminum chair. “Money is a little tight,” I tell her.

This is a lie. Ninety-six thousand and three-hundred dollars in cash is hidden in the ceiling of my motel room.

Without missing a beat, she peels off a stack of pamphlets from a bundle nearby. Work-ready programs for people with criminal records.

“If you aren’t back in this office at the same time every week, a warrant will be issued for your arrest. Do you understand that?” she asks.

I tell her that I do.

She continues: “I knew Kayla, did you know that? Taught her how to swim. I can’t believe they let you out.” The hostility is as contained as a gushing wound.

The anxiety isn’t as bad this time. I put a hand down on the table, palm flat. “I understand why you’d be upset,” I tell her, eyes meeting hers, which are split by the thin frame of her glasses. “I’m sorry she’s gone. We were both victims of the same psychopath; he ruined my life too. They let me out because I’m innocent. He escaped from jail, but I’m sure they’ll find him. Then my testimony will make sure Kayla’s death is answered for.”

This is sort of like the truth. Jack paid for his part in kind; the value of his redemption still stains the skin under my fingernails.

Her eyes moisten. Not that hard to win them over to my side, not if I give them what they want. Repentance. Innocence. Evidence.

“Okay,” she says, voice weak. Her hands press down flat on the table. “Okay, yeah. We expect you to find a job, and once you do, we’ll be checking in periodically with your employer. Also, there’s a tag on your shirt.”

She points; I look down at my chest. A size sticker is still pressed against the fabric. Just picked these up an hour ago.

“Thanks,” I say, peeling off the adhesive.

“You have any friends? Anyone to stay with?” she asks.

I had one, and I said goodbye to her last night—maybe forever. “My parents should be getting here in a few days,” I tell her. “They’re going to help me get set up.” As soon as I let them know where I am, anyway.

The probation officer’s attention refocuses to a laptop screen; she types furiously. When the clacking stops, she turns to me. “Okay, that’s it. You’re all set. Next week, Tuesday, eight in the morning. Needless to say, stay out of trouble. Do any drugs, and we’ll find out on the urine test. Any alcohol, your probation is revoked. Obviously, anything else that would get you arrested will have the same result.”

Well, let me tell you a story about last night. I keep my mouth shut, though, just nodding as I collect the bundle of pamphlets and paperwork she’s provided.

With them in hand, I thank the probation officer, then turn to leave. Two turns down a hallway, and I get to enjoy the luxury of opening a door yet again.

A flock of grackles hold congress on the telephone line outside the jail, oil-spill feathers gleaming purple and green against the black foliage. I walk past, papers folded into my back pocket.

Antiseptic sun and salted breeze disinfect the Port Lavaca streets, acid-washing the stained sidewalks and gang-tag graffiti. As trucks pass down I-35, vacuums follow which are filled by sudden rushes of hot air that sweep me along.

Not the worst world, not the best. Still the same hell I landed in all those weeks ago—but hell is what you make it, and a living hell is still living. And I may never be normal again, but I can still play the part. Better than most, if history is any indication.

They aren’t bad people. Maybe a little oblivious, but so was I. I can handle them. Just takes patience and practice.

Sweat wets my shirt by the time the Sands is in sight, so I unbutton the top three buttons, letting the gulf breeze whip across my skin.

The key slides in easy, door gliding open once the deadbolt is drawn back. I kick it shut, leaving it unlocked. On the bedside table, next to the medical-mauve phone, is a crumpled yellow note.

I unfold it, dialing the number.

“Mom?” I ask. I’m on speaker phone; can hear the road noise. “Hey, I’m in Port Lavaca. I would love to see you both. Please, come see me. The Sands Motel. I miss you.”

 

 

52. Enso

 

I open my eyes, but fail to catch the dream that woke me. Just a white expanse of ceiling, as clean and innocent as the space between two scars.

Bed sheets, tangled and cold with sweat, grasp at my feet as I stumble to the sink and rinse my face in tepid water. I rub at a shadow on my face until the fog clears and I realize it’s not blood.

My parents will be here tomorrow night, come to bear witness to what my study abroad led to. I was sent to America with the dream of finding myself, coming into my own. Instead, I learned there is no self to find.

But now there’s a shadow to wear, to leach into the minds of everyone I meet. I am Sean Reilly—guy who’s seen some shit. Will never be able to talk about the most important bits of it, while the ‘official’ story will make its way through the news just as fast as it will the court system. All of it spent chasing something which does not exist—the real Sean Reilly and a living Jack Vickery.

My bed looks like a crime scene, covers twisted on the floor. The fitted sheets are torn back, padding lewdly exposed—the little lace strap of the mattress cover is ripped away from the corner. Was dreaming about the future.

Lights flicker through the drapes of my dirty little suite. Streetlights glimmer down the causeway, and the gulf’s constant pulse broods beyond—with each flux of the tide, the waves crawl closer.

I owe them a visit. Not sleeping anyway, and morning is coming. The world is dark blue, in the tones of a sunrise swathed in wet clouds.

Sandals, shorts, and a shirt, pulled from a hunter green suitcase. Spent a little longer at the store yesterday; getting easier to be in public.

I’m not scared of them, after all. Seen it all before, no one is going to scare me at this point. No, I’m afraid of myself. Afraid of letting her down, of letting the truth go.

Because now I know that at the end of it all, there are only ghosts. The people we think we know only exist in our own minds, a shadow cast by the light of a living person, but warped, captured, and caged by every individual met. That I’ll never truly exist to anyone, except maybe the woman I let leave last night.

Morgan. Halfway across the planet by now, probably.

I have to pull the door tight against the frame to lock it, as the latch is busted. Plastic red tag on the single key catches on the side of my pocket, so I tap it inside.

A damp wind blows in from the gulf, and I catch the storm front in my teeth as I walk down the steps and across the parking lot. Low light, just enough to avoid the pool of green glass at the edge of the space—a few smashed beer bottles.

A steady pace leads me all the way to the causeway. No souls pass here, only mine. The morning deposits a thin, fresh layer of dew over the grit of the town.

The bridge shivers as a car passes, a short shudder that shakes the entire structure. I walk along the narrow path, one foot in front of the next, so that the cement guard rubs my right hip.

The Gulf of Mexico is about fifty feet below. Ahead, the bridge slopes upward to make way for tall vessels. Beneath that hump in the causeway, the water is carved into a deep channel. I’m heading for the peak.

The wind snaps across my face, catches my t-shirt and pulls it against my body. Cool breeze, salted spray. I can feel the fine particles grind on my skin, pulling the moisture from my face, stripping the dew back from the city.

One shoe in front of the other. That’s my whole world. I climb the incline. Soon, my head crests the top of the curve, and I’m here.

It’s a hundred-foot-drop down to the water below. I stand at the apex of the bridge and turn to face the bay. Looks like a straight fall from here, but I know it’s not so simple. Hit the water wrong and it’s no different from hitting cement. Hit it right, and you’re still liable to break a bone.

I keep walking. Another couple hundred yards, sandals on cement, and I reach it: the other side. My feet cross the last expansion joint, and the earth rejoins the road. Wild beach—no one bothered to try and improve the view facing out of the town, and it remains unmolested. A long arc of South Texas coast that stretches into the oblivion of low light. Salt-born spears of rugged shrubs rise, clawing at the sky. The land is half swamp, half shell-covered sand. Primal.

Silver threads litter the ground, hooks with slit lines wrapped around bushes, a splintered rod faded from the elements—someone’s fishing hole, just past the causeway. Walking to the edge, where the waves lap at the gravel, I catch the view I was seeking.

In this dim light, the water is the same color as the sky, and there’s no line between the two. It feels like the whole thing wraps around me, heaven and sea, a tunnel I might surge through, tumbling into the horizon.

But, something catches my attention—a thin sliver of substance creeping up the center, crowned by a small white beacon. A barge, heading for port, adorned by the star it leads to land.

Spent the last year staring at constellations as old as time, wondering at what lies beyond the civilized titles we provide—but in the end, the night is only a mad mass of fire and light. Not going to find my destiny there. Except here, watching a single star cross the gulf—I find truth in that.

Morgan cracked the horizon the same way when she saved me back in Florida, except this is no Morgan. Everything ends, even the two of us. It’s as ugly as it must be, but only owing to the beauty it granted. Can only fall so far because it climbed so high.

The surf tug at my legs, sucking the sandals from my feet, draining out between my toes. Cold. A pelican takes flight from a fern-shrouded pond behind me, beating big wings against the sky before gliding over the bay.

Waves pulse against the shore, and I number them as they break. Each unique in size and shape, existing across a lifespan, then crashing back into the gulf from which they arose. There is no less or more water in the sea for it—just the basic form changes.

So we go.

My tide rises. Silver cord cut, fate in the hand it belongs—my own. Fought hard for it; have the scars to show. But, so a wave evolves. Every action leaves its mark, as it must.

But my enemies are dead, the moon pulls me in, and there will be enough wind.

 

Thank you for reading my trilogy. I hope you enjoyed experiencing Sean’s journey as much as I enjoyed writing it. 

If you’re interested, I’ve prepared two free bits of bonus material in return for your email address on my mailing list. Why do I want it? Purely so I can let you know when new books are coming out, and when old books are going on sale. Not to bug you, I promise.

What do you get?

First: A bonus chapter that could not be included in Kill the Ghost - Morgan’s arrival at the offices of one Lester Grayson, our leather man. Secrets are spilled. 

Second: An annotated version of Kill the Ghost. This will be a replica of the book you’ve just read, but with over 100 notes added by yours truly. For instance, did you catch the metastory of a man’s journey into the Greek underworld spread throughout the novel? Did you realize the last chapter is made up almost entirely from descriptions taken from earlier key moments in the novel? Well, now you will. 

Both of these will arrive immediately via email if you click here, follow this link, and fill in your regular email address. 

Lastly, If you enjoyed the novel, please leave an honest review. Myself, my editor, and my artist do all of this ourselves, from advertising to publishing to preparing the paperbacks. Good reviews show I can compete with the major players, and propel my career forward. You can find a link to this novel’s Amazon page (where you can leave a review) by clicking here. 

 

-Scott Kelly
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