

[image: e9781420103397_cover.jpg]






CONNECTION TO A KILLER

“I can hear Justice,” Laura said.

“Hear him?” Harrison asked. “How do you mean?”

“What I mean is that I can hear his voice scraping at my brain. He talks to me.”

“What does he say?”

“He says, ‘Sssisssterr,’” she rasped. “He says it with a menace so strong, it actually scratches across my brain and I know he’s coming for me. I’ve sensed him all my life. He’s sent messages off and on for years, although I didn’t really get what they were about until I was older. I only really fully understood the last when he was on his mission.”

Harrison’s face was sober now, his eyes darkening gravely. “His mission of killing people? A few years back? That’s what you’re talking about?”

She nodded. “Justice is after my family. I don’t know why exactly. He wants to kill us all.”

“And he’s sending you messages to that effect?”

“Yes.” Then, “I know what it sounds like.” She rubbed her face hard, wishing she hadn’t started this, knowing there was no backing out now. Besides, she needed someone to know that she had contact with Justice, though she supposed trusting a reporter like Harrison wasn’t the best idea. “His voice is really strong right now. He knows where I am. I’m on his radar.”

“You think he wants to kill you.”

And my baby. “Oh, yeah.”

Of this she was certain. . . .




Books by Lisa Jackson

SEE HOW SHE DIES 
FINAL SCREAM 
RUNNING SCARED 
WHISPERS 
TWICE KISSED 
UNSPOKEN 
IF SHE ONLY KNEW 
HOT BLOODED 
COLD BLOODED 
THE NIGHT BEFORE 
THE MORNING AFTER 
DEEP FREEZE 
FATAL BURN 
SHIVER 
MOST LIKELY TO DIE 
ABSOLUTE FEAR 
ALMOST DEAD 
LOST SOULS 
LEFT TO DIE 
WICKED GAME 
MALICE 
CHOSEN TO DIE 
WITHOUT MERCY 
DEVIOUS 
WICKED LIES 
BORN TO DIE

 


 


Books by Nancy Bush

 


CANDY APPLE RED 
ELECTRIC BLUE 
ULTRA VIOLET 
WICKED GAME 
UNSEEN 
BLIND SPOT 
WICKED LIES 
HUSH

 


Published by Kensington Publishing Corporation





LISA JACKSON

 


 


Wicked Lies

 


 


NANCY BUSH

 


 


 


 


[image: e9781420103397_i0001.jpg]


ZEBRA BOOKS 
KENSINGTON PUBLISHING CORP. 
http://www.kensingtonbooks.com

[image: e9781420103397_i0002.jpg]


All copyrighted material within is Attributor Protected.




Table of Contents


CONNECTION TO A KILLER

Books by Lisa Jackson

Title Page


CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

CHAPTER 35

CHAPTER 36

CHAPTER 37

CHAPTER 38

CHAPTER 39

CHAPTER 40

CHAPTER 41

CHAPTER 42

CHAPTER 43

CHAPTER 44

CHAPTER 45

CHAPTER 46

CHAPTER 47

EPILOGUE

Copyright Page






CHAPTER 1

Ican smell her!

Another one whose scent betrays her!

Even inside my cell, I can smell her sickness. Her filth. Her lust.

There have been others, too, while I’ve languished here. Others who need to be avenged. Others who, with their devil’s issue, must be driven back to the deadly fires from which they were spawned!

Oh, sick women with your uncontrollable needs.

I am coming for you. . . .

 


 



Laura Adderley leaned a hand against the bathroom stall, clutching the home pregnancy test in her other fist, unable to look. She didn’t want this. Not when her marriage was newly finished—a divorce she’d wanted as much as her newly minted ex, maybe more. Byron had already taken up residence with another woman, and he would undoubtedly cheat on her as much as he’d cheated on Laura. It didn’t matter. Their marriage had been ill-conceived from the beginning; it had just taken Laura three years to recognize that fact.

Ill-conceived . . .

Grabbing on to her courage, she slowly unfurled her fist, staring down at the two glaring pink lines of the home pregnancy test.

Positive.

She’d known it would be.

Oh, God . . .

Squeezing her eyes closed, Laura inhaled a deep, calming breath. She’d ignored the signs for as long as she could, but there was no keeping her head in the sand any longer. She was pregnant. With her ex-husband’s child. They’d signed the papers that very week, though Byron had tried to stall because he simply didn’t want to give Laura what she wanted: freedom from lies and tyranny.

But now what?

Dr. Byron Adderley was an orthopedic surgeon at Ocean Park Hospital, and she, Laura, was a floor nurse. They’d moved to this smaller facility along the Oregon coast about a year earlier, leaving one of Portland’s largest and most prestigious hospitals for a slower-paced life. Laura hadn’t wanted the move, had been adamantly against it. For reasons she didn’t want to tell Byron, she wanted, needed, to stay far, far away from Ocean Park and the surrounding hamlet of Deception Bay.

But as if he’d somehow divined her secrets, he’d announced he’d taken a position at the smaller hospital and they were up and moving. Laura had been stunned. Had told him she wasn’t going. Simply was not going. But in the end he’d gotten his way, and though she’d dragged her feet, she’d reluctantly made this move in the vain hope that she could get her dying marriage off life support, though she knew she no longer loved him, maybe never really had. But with a new start, it was possible something could change. Maybe her heart could be rewon. Maybe Byron would want just her. Maybe everything would be . . . better.

Then he was discovered groping one of the Ocean Park nurses in an empty hospital room. The hospital tried to chastise Byron Adderley, but he wasn’t the kind of man to be chastised. The nurse was summarily dismissed and the incident swept under the hospital rugs . . . and Laura filed for divorce.

At first he’d argued with her. Not that he wanted her; it just wasn’t his decision and so therefore it couldn’t be. She didn’t listen and he changed tactics, humbly begging for a second chance. Laura was suspicious of his motives, aware he might be acting. But she looked down the road of her own future; and it was decidedly bleak and lonely; and one night, three months ago, he’d sworn that he loved her, that he would never cheat on her again, that he would seek help for past mistakes. She had wanted to believe him so much. Needed to. Shut the clamoring voice in her head that warned her to be smart, and one thing led to another and they ended up making desperate love together. A second chance, maybe a last chance that Laura had to take.

And then another nurse came forward, complaining that Dr. Adderley had made inappropriate advances toward her. Byron vehemently denied the charge, but Laura, who had abilities that he didn’t understand—some she didn’t understand herself—knew without a doubt that he was lying through his miserable white teeth.

She let the divorce proceedings run their course, and being Byron, he took up with another woman. This time Laura didn’t look back. She was through with Byron Adderley, and until today, she’d been determined to move back to Portland and find employment far, far away from Ocean Park and Deception Bay.

But now . . .

The door to the bathroom opened. “Laura?” Nurse Perez called.

“I’ll be out in a minute,” Laura said, flushing the toilet and wrapping the telltale wand in toilet paper and shoving it in her purse.

“We need help in the ER. We’ve got a head trauma coming in.”

“Okay.”

She heard the door close and let herself out of the bathroom. Washing her hands, she looked hard at her reflection in the mirror. Serious blue-gray eyes stared back at her; and she could see the beginning of her own dishwater blond hair reappearing at her hairline, the longer, darker tresses trying to escape their ponytail and curl under her chin, a strong chin, she’d been told, that, along with high cheekbones and thick lashes, gave her a slightly aristocratic look, something far from what she really was.

A familiar pressure built inside her head, and she mentally pushed it back, visualizing a twenty-foot-high iron gate to withstand the force coming at her. This was an automatic response that clicked in almost unconsciously when particularly strong, unwanted—bad—thoughts attacked her. For years she thought everyone had this ability but then slowly realized that it was unique to her alone. It was like someone, or ones, was knocking at her brain, trying to get inside, and she would push up a mental wall to keep them out. But this time was different; there was more urgency and determination. As if this someone were pounding a metal hammer at her wall. At her brain.

Sisssterrrr!

Laura jerked to attention and glanced around, half expecting to see who had spoken. But there was no one. Nary a soul. And the voice had been decidedly male.

Her eyes widened; she watched the autonomic response happen in the mirror as realization dawned, a realization she wanted desperately to deny. He was back.

Shutting her lids tightly, she squeezed at her brain, holding the wall firm until the hammering turned into a tinny, little ping, ping, ping and was gone.

By the time she reached the ER, the ambulance was screaming up the drive. It was 8:30 p.m. Late June, so it was still light out, though she could see the shadows forming beneath the gnarled branches of the scrub pine that lined the asphalt. Red and white lights flashed in opposite rotation and the woo-woo . . . woo-woo . . . woo-woo of the shrieking siren seemed to vibrate the very air.

With a squeal of brakes the ambulance jumped to a halt. EMTs leapt out and ran to the back of the vehicle. Doors flew open, and a victim was rushed in on a gurney, head surrounded by a white bandage that was dark red with blood.

One of the residents sucked in a breath. “Jesus, it’s Conrad!”

“Conrad?” Laura repeated in shock, gazing down at one of Ocean Park’s security guards: Conrad Weiser.

“What happened?” one of the trauma surgeons demanded.

“Attacked at Halo Valley,” the EMT responded. “He was on the way there to pick up a patient, and one of the crazies beat the hell out of him and escaped.”

“Halo Valley?” Laura repeated through lips that barely moved.

“Yeah, the mental hospital,” Dylan, the EMT, clarified soberly.

“Let’s get him in here,” the trauma surgeon ordered as a second victim on a gurney was off-loaded from the ambulance.

“You okay?” Dylan asked, frowning at Laura.

“Fine.”

Bringing herself back to the present, Laura helped guide the second wounded man’s gurney into the ER. He was awake but his throat was wrapped and he clearly couldn’t speak. His dark eyes glared at her, and Dylan said, almost in an aside, giving her a second shock, “This is Dr. Maurice Zellman from Halo Valley. He was stabbed in the throat.”

“Also by the escapee?” she asked.

“Looks like it.”

She watched as Zellman was hurriedly wheeled through the double doors to the ER as well, and was unable to control a full-body shivering that emanated from her very soul.

Halo Valley. The mental hospital for the criminally insane.

He was there.

Wasn’t he?

Or, was that why he’d just tried to breach the wall in her mind? He’d escaped!

And he was coming after her.

Oh, God, no! Not now! She thought of the baby and her heart nearly stopped. Fear crawled up her spine and nestled in her brain. No, no, no!

Blindly, pushing back that horrid snaking fear, she turned to one of the other nurses. “Who did this?” she asked.

“Don’t you wish we could ask Zellman and find out?” Nurse Carlita Solano answered flatly. “Some nut job, for sure.”

Please, God, don’t let it be him.

But she knew it was. Justice Turnbull had escaped the walls of Halo Valley Security Hospital, and he was free to take up his murdering ways.

Laura watched the doors behind the injured doctor slowly close with a soft hiss and wondered how this had happened.

 


 



The day had started out like many others.

Dr. Maurice Zellman, one of Halo Valley Security Hospital’s premier psychiatrists . . . maybe the premier psychiatrist, if you’d asked him . . . had begun his morning with a piece of dry wheat toast, a soft-boiled egg, and a slice of cantaloupe before driving to the hospital and arriving punctually at 7:15 a.m. He had several consults before lunch, called his wife, Patricia, at noon and learned that their sixteen-year-old son, Brandt, had gotten in some kind of trouble at school and was facing detention for the rest of the week. With a snort of disgust, Zellman told Patricia that Brandt would be facing some serious punishment from his father as well, and then, ruffled, he visited a number of his patients in their rooms—cells, really, though no one referred to them as such—throughout the rest of the afternoon, his mind on other things.

By six o’clock he was finished with work, except that he hadn’t yet visited with his most notorious patient: Justice Turnbull, a psychotic killer who had tried to kill his own mother and had proven to be obsessed with murdering the group of women who lived together in a lodge called Siren Song along the Oregon coast. These women were whispered about by the locals as members of a cult dubbed the Colony and were reclusive, brooding, and odd. What Justice’s personal beef was with them remained a mystery, one Zellman had sought to crack in the over two years of Justice’s incarceration but hadn’t quite managed yet. Justice was also responsible for several other murders and was an odd bird by anyone’s definition.

No one at Halo Valley knew what to make of him, and they certainly didn’t know how to treat him. The other doctors just didn’t have it, as far as Zellman was concerned. They were adequate, in their way, whereas he, Maurice Zellman, was extraordinary. He actually cured patients instead of resorting to mere behavioral modifications.

And Justice . . . well . . . Maurice had made significant progress with him. Significant. Yes, the man was still obsessed with the Siren Song women, but that was because Justice was apparently related to them in some way. At least he thought he was, though that had yet to be proven. Maybe the women were a cult; maybe they weren’t. They were certainly paranoically reclusive and, in appearance, looked as if they came from another century. Zellman was inclined to think they should be left alone to their own devices. Everyone found a way to live in this world and there was no right way or wrong way, although getting Justice to see that point was a work in progress. For reasons of his own, Justice Turnbull seemed determined to snuff them all out.

But . . . there had been progress, Zellman reminded himself with a mental pat on the back. Initially, when Justice had first been incarcerated at Halo Valley, he’d bellowed long and loud that he would kill them all and their devil’s issue! The staff hadn’t known whom he meant, at first, but he made it clear that he wanted to wipe out all the ssissterrss at Siren Song. With the help of time and antipsychotics, he’d all but recanted this mission. He still was agitated about them; he couldn’t completely disguise it when Zellman would mention the women of the lodge, just to see. But Justice wasn’t nearly as single-minded as he had been at first. Was he cured? No. Would he ever be? In Justice Turnbull’s case, unlikely, though Dr. Maurice Zellman was definitely the man for the job if there was a chance.

And Maurice understood Justice was tortured by demons of his own making, which didn’t matter to his colleagues one whit. They had locked the man away for the next few decades with no chance of getting released. Paranoid schizophrenic. Sociopath. Psychopath. Homicidal maniac . . . Justice Turnbull might be a little of all, but he was still a patient in need of care.

With a glance at his watch, Zellman noted the time: 6:45 p.m. He had a surprise for Justice, one Justice had been asking for and Zellman had finally been able to put together, though not without much resistance. With a satisfied smile on his face, he headed for Justice’s room. It was at the end of the hall by design as no one wanted to visit him. In fact, no one ever did, outside of hospital personnel. He was considered weird by the other inmates, which was saying a lot, as they were criminally insane themselves, every last one. But every group had a pecking order, and Halo Valley Security Hospital was no exception. As one of the hospital’s leading physicians treating some of the most notorious patients—killers, sadists, rapists, to name a few—Maurice Zellman was intimately aware of how mentally unstable and deranged the men and women were on this side of the hospital, the side that housed those convicted of serious crimes. They might be excused from regular prison by reason of insanity, but it didn’t mean they weren’t the worst kind of criminals. That was why they were housed on Side B, as this sterile section of the hospital was euphemistically called. Side B. The side for the irredeemable. Connected to Side A, where the mentally ill without criminal tendencies were lodged, by a skyway, surrounded by a tall chain-link fence and razor wire, which were partially hidden by a laurel hedge, all the better to make everyone think the hospital was a warm and cozy place. In truth, Side B was little more than a prison for the criminally insane.

Dr. Zellman was high in the pecking order of the specialists on Side B. He understood the criminal mind in a way that both fascinated and horrified the less imaginative doctors. Well, that was their problem, wasn’t it? he thought with a sniff. Dr. Maurice Zellman did his job. And he did it very, very well.

With a tightening of his lips, he picked up his pace. He was running late, and checking on Turnbull was going to make him later still, but he really had no choice as Justice was his patient and was patently feared by the rest of the staff. This fact half amused Zellman, who’d worked with the strange man ever since he’d been brought to Side B, because Justice was really no more frightening than any other psychotic. He was just a little more directionally motivated, focused on women, specifically these Colony women.

Just as Zellman reached Justice’s room, the door flew open and Bill Merkely, one of the guards, practically leapt into the hall. Merkely didn’t immediately see Zellman, as he was looking back into Justice’s room. “So, long, schizo!” he yelled harshly, his beefy face red. He yanked the door shut and checked the automatic lock as Zellman cleared his throat behind him. Merkely jumped as if prodded with a hot poker, his already red face turning magenta. “Fucker told me I was going to die!” he cried as an excuse.

“You can’t listen to him.”

“I don’t. But he sure as hell predicts a whole lot of shit!”

“What were you doing in his room?”

“Picking up his tray. But I had to leave it in there. Hope the food rots!”

He stomped off toward the guards’ station, which divided Halo Valley Security Hospital’s Side B from Side A, the gentler section, which housed patients who weren’t considered a serious threat to society. Zellman thought of Side A as an Alzheimer’s wing, though he would never say so aloud as they considered themselves to be a helluva lot more than institutional caretakers. He shook his head at the lot of them. Perception. So many people just didn’t get it.

He had a key to Justice’s room himself, and he cautiously unlocked the door. Justice had never attacked him; he’d never attacked anyone since he’d been brought to the hospital, but the man had a history, oh, yes, indeedy he did.

Now the patient stood on the far side of the room, disengaged from whatever little drama had occurred between him and Merkely. Justice was tall, dusty blond, and slim, almost skinny, but hard and tough as rawhide. He didn’t make eye contact as Zellman entered, but he flicked a look toward the meal tray, which had been untouched except for the apple.

“That man is afraid of me,” Justice said, now in his sibilant voice. Always a faint hiss to his words. An affectation, Zellman thought.

“Yes, he is.”

“He always leaves the tray.”

Zellman had a clipboard with a pen attached shoved under one arm. There were cameras in Justice’s one-room cell, tracking his every move. Zellman didn’t need to watch reams of film to remind himself of the content of each of their meetings. He wrote himself copious notes and typed up reports, which he suspected no one ever read. They all wanted to forget Justice Turnbull and his strangeness. When first brought to Halo Valley, he’d referred to the women he sought to harm as “Sister,” in his hissing way. “Sssiissterrrs . . . ,” he would rasp. “Have to kill them all!” he’d warned. But a lot of that dramatic act had disappeared over time.

Not that he wasn’t dangerous. Before his incarceration he’d killed and terrorized a number of women. He had also cut a swath through some peripheral people and had nearly slain his own mentally ill mother. She now lay in a twilight state in a care facility with no memory of the attack and not a lot of connection with the real world.

“Justice,” Maurice Zellman said now in a stern, yet friendly, voice, one he’d cultivated over the years. “You’ve finally got clearance to have those medical tests run at Ocean Park Hospital. The van’s on its way here now. I’m warning you, though. If this stomach problem proves to be just a means to get out of Halo Valley, you’ll be further restricted. No more walks in the yard. No being outside and staring toward the sea.” Zellman heard his faintly mocking voice and clamped down on that. “No privileges.”

Justice turned to look at him through clear blue eyes that were almost translucent. He was extraordinarily good-looking except . . . there was just something unnatural about him that made one hesitate upon meeting him. A reaction to something he emanated that Zellman had never quite put his finger on. Now his mouth was turned down at the corners and he winced slightly, as if he were in pain.

Over time and in-depth sessions with him, Zellman had come to realize that some of Justice’s deeply rooted problems were because he’d been rejected and scorned. Rejected and scorned by women. Maybe even his own mother. The women of the Colony particularly bothered him. They might not be his sisters, per se, but he seemed to think they were. Was there any shared genetic makeup between them? Zellman thought it unlikely. Justice’s world was all of his own making.

Still, Justice definitely believed the Siren Song occupants were the Chosen Ones, while he was kept outside the gates. Locked out. Barred. Left with a mother who had been spiraling into mental illness most of her adult life, Zellman guessed. Who knew about his father? Certainly not Justice or anyone Zellman had ever talked to.

Not a great childhood by any stretch of the imagination.

“Can we go now?” Justice stared at him hard.

Zellman nodded. Justice wore loose gray pants and a white shirt, the regulated outfit for the patients on Side B. “I need to get the handcuffs, first. Sorry.”

Justice asked softly, “From the guard?”

“Yes.”

“I won’t try to escape.”

“It’s hospital policy.”

A spasm crossed his face, and he clutched a palm to his stomach. “This pain is killing me.”

Zellman considered the man. Inside the van Justice would be chained around the waist and locked to the side of the vehicle for the ride to Ocean Park. The handcuffs were merely an extra precaution. Sure, it would be against protocol to give him this small freedom as they made their way to the van—against the most basic rule of the hospital. But the stomach pain Justice had been complaining of was definitely worsening, and anyway, Zellman knew when someone was telling the truth and when they were lying. It was just . . . his gift. Justice was telling the truth.

It would take time to get the damned handcuffs, time and effort. And Maurice disliked Bill Merkely almost as much as Justice did. “Come on, then,” he said. “Hurry up.”

Justice’s expression brightened a little, the most anyone could ever scare out of him. He was in gray felt slippers, and he eagerly walked through the door ahead of Zellman. There were precautions overhead in the hall: big, glossy, mirrored half circles that housed hidden cameras. Justice looked up at them as they passed, and Zellman smiled to himself. There would be hell to pay later when the handcuff protocol breach was noticed. Dr. Jean Dayton, a mild-mannered little brown bird with a permanent scowl, would scream her pinched-tight ass off.

They walked along the hall together and, side by side, clambered up the utilitarian metal stairway that led to the ground level. At the top it was a short walk toward a set of gunmetal gray, locked double doors with small windows filled with wire netting—doors that led to the outside. They stood together just inside, looking through the windows, waiting while a white hospital van with the Ocean Park logo pulled under the portico beyond. Daylight was disappearing, the fading sun fingering stripes of dark gold along the grass that fanned out on the far side of the portico, night still an hour or so away.

As Zellman watched, the driver, an orderly from Ocean Park, jumped from the van. The man would be expecting Justice to be handcuffed, and with a faint feather of remorse touching his skin, Zellman turned to Justice and opened his mouth to . . . what? Ask him to be good?

Swift as lightning, Justice snatched Zellman’s clipboard and pen away from him. The clipboard clattered to the floor, and while Zellman goggled in surprise, Justice jammed the pen deep into Zellman’s throat and out again. Twice.

Blood spurted in a geyser.

“Wha? Wha? Wha?” Zellman burbled.

The door opened and the driver stepped in. Justice grabbed the man by his head and slammed it into the metal door. Once, twice, three times. More blood. Pints of it.

“Keys,” Justice demanded.

“Van . . . van,” the man mumbled, his eyes rolling around in his head.

And like that, Justice was gone.

Shoved aside and tossed to the floor like a rag doll, Zellman clutched at his throat helplessly, blood squeezing through his fingers. Shocked and outraged that Justice had lied. About the stomach pain. About needing to go to the hospital. About every damned thing!

And he, Dr. Maurice Zellman, a doctor of psychiatry, a member of Mensa, had believed him. Worse than the sting of pain at his throat, the bite of his own damned pen, was the knowledge that he, Dr. Maurice Zellman, had been wrong, after all.




CHAPTER 2

Sssisssterrr . . .

Whore . . . !

With Satan’s evil incubus growing inside you . . . !

The voice rasped against Laura’s brain again. She flinched and nearly stumbled as she thrust up the mental wall against him again on her way to surgery to check on Conrad’s condition. But her worst fears were confirmed: it was Justice.

And he knew she was pregnant??? How?

The frisson that shivered down her spine was an old friend. She’d felt it before many times, but not since Justice Turnbull had been captured, convicted, and locked away. Not like this. Not with this harsh hammering into her thoughts.

Outside the doors to the surgical ward she glanced around, always a bit uncertain that someone else couldn’t hear him as well, though she knew from experience she was the only one. She could block him from digging into her thoughts and feelings, but she could not prevent her own mental receptors from hearing him.

He was a devil. A scourge. A sickness that frightened them all. He was—

“Laura?” Her ex, Byron Adderley, broke into her thoughts, causing her to jerk as if goosed. “What’s wrong with you?” he demanded instantly. Frowning, he stripped a pair of surgical gloves from his hands and tossed them into a trash receptacle. His eyebrows rose, as if he were waiting for her to answer.

Like an obedient puppy, she thought sourly.

He’d just come from surgery, she realized. Of course she would run into him. Of course. Murphy’s Law. Pulling herself together, she ignored his question. “How’s Conrad? Do you know?”

“Who? Oh. That security guard?” He shoved a thinning shock of coffee-dark hair from his eyes. “We drilled into his head to relieve the pressure in case of a subdural hematoma. Hope he has a brain left. Someone beat him half to death.” He actually smiled, as if he’d said something clever. “That what you wanted to know?”

“I was just concerned.”

His smile fell away and Byron gazed at her hard. “You like him?”

“I barely know him,” she shot back. “I just want to make sure he’s okay.”

“Yeah, well. ‘Okay’ is maybe not the word for it.” Byron yawned. He stretched his arms over his head in a move she remembered, one she’d once thought was sexy. No longer. “God, I gotta get some sleep,” he admitted. “I was out late last night, and this morning came early.”

Like she cared.

“What about Dr. Zellman?” Being a floor nurse, and not part of the surgical team, Laura was forced to get information secondhand.

“Jesus. He’s lucky to be alive! That fuckin’ psychotic stabbed Zellman, too. Got his voice box but good.” Byron actually sounded a little concerned. “Could be, Zellman never speaks again.”

“Oh, I hope you’re wrong.” She glanced past him toward the double doors that led into surgery. “That’s what they’re saying?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Too early to tell.”

“The psychotic who did this . . . ?”

“No surprise there. You remember the one. Justice Turnbull.” Byron shook his head, his unruly forelock falling forward again. “A whole new kind of crazy.” He stifled another yawn. “Think Turnbull’ll come back to his old stomping grounds and go after those cult freaks again?”

Laura went completely still. Tried not to look as if his remark had hit a nerve. “The sheriff’s department will find him,” she said with an effort.

“Oh, yeah.” He barked out a laugh. “Count on them.”

Ever the cynic.

Laura had heard enough. “I’ve gotta get back to work.” She turned on her heel.

“Hey. Laura.” She didn’t so much as look over her shoulder and set her jaw. How had she ever found him attractive, and why the hell had she married him? Her thoughts strayed to the child growing within her, his child, the baby that Justice seemed to sense, and her insides went numb. “When are you going to stop dyeing your hair?” Byron called after.

She ground her teeth together, angry at him and herself for ever thinking they could build a life together. She’d known he wasn’t her kind of man from the get-go, hadn’t she? She’d suspected he was self-centered and narcissistic. How had she let him convince her to leave Portland for this stretch of coastline and Ocean Park Hospital, when she’d known it might not be safe? God, she’d been a fool to let him talk her into anything so idiotic. She hadn’t wanted to move. She certainly hadn’t wanted to relocate here, of all places. The house they’d rented together in Deception Bay, about six miles down Highway 101, until he’d moved out wasn’t much to write home about, and the apartment he’d subsequently moved into was even less impressive, but that was just icing on the cake of her unhappiness.

Why did you marry him?

At a corner, she hazarded a quick glance over her shoulder, but Byron had already turned away. He couldn’t really care less about the horrific events that had taken place at Halo Valley. If he wasn’t the center of the universe, then the universe itself didn’t matter.

Because I wanted to believe someone loved me.

And she’d been stupid enough to buy into his good looks, his easy charm, his success . . . what a fool she’d been and now . . . Automatically her hand strayed to her abdomen and the life beginning to pulse within her. She couldn’t keep this baby. Byron’s baby. She couldn’t. Yet, it was a child . . . her child. . . .

Nurse Baransky, middle-aged, brusque, was coming down the hall toward her. “Are you checking on Mrs. Shields?” she asked.

“I’m on my way to her room now.” Laura tried not to appear like she was hurrying, but inside she was running, running, running. From Byron, from her marriage, from the strangeness of her childhood, from Justice . . . from the truth . . .

“Were you at the ER?” Baransky asked.

“Just coming from outside surgery. No word yet on Conrad or Dr. Zellman.”

Baransky nodded. “It was that madman who escaped, wasn’t it? The one they captured in the shootout at the motel a few years back? Can’t think of his name. Justin something?”

“Justice,” Laura reminded carefully, the taste of his name on her tongue bitter, the sound of it striking a chord of terror that shuddered through her. Sssiissssttterrr. His hiss echoed through her brain. Dear God.

“They were bringing him here for testing because he was complaining of stomach pain off and on, apparently.”

“He was faking,” Laura said automatically.

“They told you that?”

Laura nearly bit her tongue trying to take the words back and was instantly sorry that she’d blurted out something she didn’t really want to discuss. “I’m just going on an assumption,” she backtracked as a patient, a thick-in-the-middle woman with a wan expression, walked tentatively down the hall. Her plump fingers were clenched tight around the pole of a rolling IV stand.

“You need help?” Baransky said, and the woman offered the ghost of a smile as she shook her head, determined to walk on her own. “You said that Justice Turnbull was faking his illness?” Baransky asked, turning her attention back to Laura.

She didn’t know how to answer that she knew Justice was faking. She sure as hell wouldn’t be able to explain that Justice had started banging against her brain, something that had begun when she was young, though its strength had waxed and waned over the years, and had practically been nonexistent since he’d been incarcerated, had come back with a vengeance. That she still could manage to hold him out, but there was always a tiny iota of time before she could effectively throw up her mental wall, an infinitesimal moment where he left traces of his own thoughts, scraps that were available to her. So, yes, she knew he’d faked the stomach pain because, in effect, he’d told her as much. More like an overall realization than the needle-sharp words he sent to her.

And she also knew he’d been planning this escape a long time.

And she knew that he was hunting her now. . . .

How does he know about the baby?

“Laura?” Baransky suddenly demanded, eyeing her closely. She had a big voice and little or no tolerance for anything she deemed to be nonsense.

Laura could tell her face had lost color. “I’m just overly tired. Didn’t get good sleep last night.”

“Maybe you should sit down. I can check on Mrs. Shields.”

“No, no. I’m okay.”

Laura forced out a smile as she walked past her. She was feeling nauseous, but it was less about the pregnancy and more about the realization that Justice Turnbull had escaped. When the events of his rampage had taken place a few years earlier, she’d kept the wall against his thoughts up solidly high. Before then, he’d never been seen as a serious threat to her and the others he’d targeted by either herself or her family. But then suddenly he was after them all! Threatening the very foundation of her family, her ancestors, anyone even remotely related to her, all those who lived at the huge lodge shielded from the world by massive iron gates. Her sisters.

Sissterr . . . How he’d given the word a horrid sound. Her flesh crawled as she remembered the sibilant sound of his voice, a hiss that grated, like talons running down a blackboard.

Justice was bent on destruction and chaos and killing, and though she hadn’t been before, Laura, within the sterile hospital walls, sensed she was definitely in his sights now.

Mrs. Shields was sitting up in bed, her beady, dark eyes regarding Laura with avid curiosity as she walked into the room. She was in her fifties and had been through knee replacement surgery. “How many times do I have to push this button?” she demanded. “I need painkillers, Nurse Adderley. Where’s your husband?”

“My ex-husband,” Laura said for about the tenth time.

“I need more pain medication. I’m supposed to keep ‘on top of the pain,’ that’s what I was told, to not be at a ‘ten on the chart,’ right?” She was referring to the pain management chart that had been pinned to her wall, a row of smiley faces where the smile disintegrated to a frown as the level of pain increased. Zero was pain free; ten was excruciating, the face on the chart twisted in serious agony, a far cry from Mrs. Shields’s primarily ticked-off expression. “Right now, I’m at about a level twenty!” she insisted and, when Laura didn’t respond quickly enough, added, “I need Dr. Adderley . . . stat!”

“You’re on the medication levels he prescribed,” Laura said calmly as she tried to take the woman’s temperature.

“It’s not enough!” Mrs. Sheilds said, around the thermometer.

Her voice had risen, and it brought Nurse Nina Perez to the doorway. Nina, an attractive woman in her forties, was Laura’s immediate boss, and she was fiercely devoted to her job. She also was fair and could assess a situation quickly. “Everything all right in here?”

“No!” Mrs. Shields had been scheduled to leave earlier in the day, but she was one of those rare patients who wanted to stay in the hospital as long as possible. She was an attention seeker who had bullied her husband for so long that he seemed to have no identity and no ability to make decisions.

“I need more painkillers,” Mrs. Shields declared as Laura removed the thermometer and noted a reading of 98.6. Perfectly normal. “And here. Fill this up.” Mrs. Shields thrust her water glass at Laura, who took it from her hand. Laura’s fingers brushed hers, and a tingle fled up Laura’s nerves to her brain.

Pancreas.

The word pulsed across her mind. Vivid. Red.

She nearly dropped the glass.

Laura knew, with certainty, that Mrs. Shields would contract pancreatic cancer at some future point and that the disease would ultimately lead to her death. Laura received these messages from time to time when she touched another human’s flesh, and it was this odd ability that had first steered her toward a career in medicine. She couldn’t tell anyone about it, just as she couldn’t tell anyone about her private communication with Justice Turnbull, but she trusted it implicitly.

“Let me see,” Nurse Perez said. She turned toward the woman’s IV and examined the drip. Laura suspected that it was all an act for the bristling Mrs. Shields. The woman was being given the proper amount of medication.

Laura asked her casually, “Does cancer run in your family?”

“No. Why?” She was suspicious.

“I thought I saw it in your medical file.” She poured water into the glass from a near empty pitcher on Mrs. Shields’s tray near her bed, then noted how much fluid the patient was taking in.

The older woman harrumphed, then admitted, “My father had cancer of the pancreas. Killed him in his fifties.”

Nina Perez gave Laura a searching look; it wasn’t usual for the floor nurses to pore over their patients’ medical history. The doctors ordered the protocol, and the nurses followed through.

Laura, offering a smile she didn’t really feel, said, “With all the tests you’ve had for this surgery, I’m sure you’ve checked that, too.”

“I’m not sure of anything!” Mrs. Shields declared. Her nostrils flared slightly, and there was a definite purse to her lips. “Tell your husband to check on that, too!”

My ex, Laura thought, but nodded on her way out. She was grateful to Nina Perez for not questioning her too closely, but now that she’d “heard” this information, she wanted to follow through. So thinking, she had to search out Byron, catching him coming out of the staff room. That boyish smile she’d once found charming curved his lips, and his eyes definitely sparked as he joked with one of the nurse’s aides—a girl with round doe eyes, pert nose, and was probably just into her twenties. Her face was bright and flushed as she looked up at him with an adoration she didn’t bother to hide.

Laura didn’t know whether she was disgusted or amused.

Byron’s latest woman—definitely not this girl—wasn’t the kind to take his flirting with a forgiving attitude.

Spying his ex-wife out of the corner of his eye, Byron stopped short, as if caught in a nefarious act.

Serves you right, Laura thought as the clueless aide wandered away, gazing back at Byron longingly and even waving her fingers coquettishly before catching a glimpse of Laura, frowning slightly, then rounding the corner to disappear.

A ninny, Laura thought, but bit her tongue. Who cared?

It was surprising to find that she didn’t.

But you’re pregnant. With his child.

Ignoring that persistent and irritating voice in her head, she said, “I was checking on Mrs. Shields. She told me her father died of pancreatic cancer in his fifties, about the age she is now.”

“I know her history,” he bit out, obviously irritated. “Why?”

“I don’t know. I just thought maybe it was something to recheck.”

“What? Why?” he demanded, affronted.

“Due diligence.”

“So now you’re the doctor?”

She wasn’t going there, wasn’t going to be drawn into a no-win discussion, and Byron’s pager erupted, anyway, and he stormed off. Fortunately, in the direction of Mrs. Shields’s room. Good. He could deal with her.

She walked the other direction but felt him glance over his shoulder and give her an assessing look. The way he always did when she became a puzzle, something he couldn’t begin to understand. His ex-wife just wasn’t a square peg that fit snugly into the square hole he’d wanted to force her into.

Not that it mattered any longer.

Laura pushed aside all thoughts of him and, for now, her unexpected pregnancy. For now, she concentrated on doing her job and keeping Justice, the monster, at bay.

Thankfully, the rest of her shift was uneventful, but as she was driving to her house, her senses were on high alert. She hoped to hell they’d caught Justice already, but she suspected that hope was unlikely. If he were captured, she believed he would blast out a raging message to her, and since that last sibilant ssssisterrrr, he’d been quiet.

The house she and Byron had rented was a two-bedroom with white trim and gray shingles. One bathroom. Built in the fifties, renovated in the seventies, left to disintegrate over time. She and Byron had bought a condo in downtown Portland, and then the housing market had tumbled and they’d sold for a small loss. It had soured Byron on real estate; he hated losing anything. So, they’d chosen this rental for its proximity to the hospital and signed a six-month lease, which had turned into month-to-month as time had marched on. Once Byron had moved out, Laura was grateful for the cheap rent, even if it did come with a leaky bathroom faucet.

Pulling up to the back porch, she cut the engine and climbed from her Subaru. Byron drove a black Porsche, but Laura had preferred her dark green Outback. The Porsche was leased and Byron’s affair; Laura owned the Outback in her own name. Another blessing.

Hurrying past the rhododendrons long past blooming, she heard the rumble of the Pacific Ocean and smelled the thick, damp scent of the sea as she walked along the cement walk to her porch. The neighbor’s black cat slid under the porch as she climbed the two steps and unlocked the back door.

Once inside the small kitchen, she snapped on the lights, then dropped her purse and coat on the counter. Its chipped Formica had been scrubbed to a shine when Laura moved in, and she’d repainted all the interior cabinets, trim, and walls herself. Tired it might be, but it was bright and white.

And home.

Her sanctuary.

She’d thought that she might feel a bit of nostalgia, a loss, when Byron had moved out, but all she’d really experienced was relief, a quiet peace.

Until today.

When Justice had reached out to her and reminded her that she was different. Growing up at Siren Song had made her so. Now she was vulnerable . . . so very vulnerable. Sighing, she sat down in one of the two café chairs surrounding the small glass table, put her elbows against the surface, and buried her face in her hands.

The baby . . . a baby . . .

She should go to the lodge and talk to Aunt Catherine, tell her that Cassandra’s prediction had come true. But Justice was out there. Loose. Waiting for someone to make a move. And she, being outside the gates, was the logical choice.

Oh, dear God.

She shuddered. She’d never told Byron about her past. She’d simply said she was estranged from her mother and she’d never known her father. She’d been in her second year of nursing at the hospital where he’d been a resident when they met, and he’d just become a full-fledged osteopath when they’d started dating. She’d been starry-eyed and too eager, and he’d been intrigued by her ability to understand, practically diagnose, underlying problems with his patients that had nothing to do with the broken bones he corrected. He called it her instinct, and they both let it be an understood, and basically untouched, thing between them. Now she knew it was what had set her apart from the other young nurses and medical staff that cast admiring glances in his direction. When he’d casually suggested marriage, she’d jumped at the chance. She’d ignored his selfish traits. She simply hadn’t cared. She’d wanted the whole picture: the house with the picket fence, 2.5 children, a dog, and a husband. She’d suspected Byron wasn’t as deep as she was. The fact that he hadn’t been all that interested in her family had been one clue, but she’d thought it wouldn’t matter if she was more in love than he.

On that, she’d been wrong.

So wrong.

He was not only shallow, but he was unfaithful. And uncaring. And unrepentant. He’d wanted her for his wife. He was intrigued with her “instinct,” but he wasn’t going to be monogamous for anyone. That was simply the way it was. She’d tried to accept the rules but been unable. She’d tried once to make believe they could work their way back together, and that was a complete failure, for which she now was pregnant.

With Byron’s child. For so long she’d wanted a baby, hoped for a child, and now . . . oh, God, now she felt a fierce love for this baby but didn’t kid herself that raising the child—Byron’s child—alone would be easy.

She sat at the table a long time, finally got up and heated water in the microwave and, when the timer dinged, dipped a packet of decaf tea into the steaming cup. As the fragrant tea steeped, she turned on the television and caught breaking news.

Her heart nearly stopped.

The narrow face of Channel Seven’s Pauline Kirby, her short, slick dark hair blowing a bit in the evening breeze, was reporting that Justice Turnbull, a known murderer, had escaped from Halo Valley Security Hospital. Two men had been critically injured. One was fighting for his life.

“Oh, dear God.” Laura stared at the screen.

“A madman is loose,” Pauline was saying, and Laura recognized the redwood and stone facade of the mental hospital in the background, filmed earlier this evening, and shivered to her toes.

Her tea forgotten, she watched the rest of the short report while her heart drummed in her chest and her worst fears were confirmed.

She wished suddenly, mightily, that there was someone out there who could find Justice Turnbull, dig him out from under whatever rock he chose to hide, expose him, and make sure he was locked away so deep that he could never hurt her or the new life growing inside her, a life she was already bonding with.




CHAPTER 3

It had been a less than interesting day for Harrison Frost, but then they all were since he’d been fired, let go, canned, kicked in the ass, and ordered ten million miles away from the Portland Ledger and his old job. One day he was a respected investigative reporter; the next he was dog meat. All because he’d tweaked a few tails that didn’t want to be tweaked. And he would do it again. His brother-in-law’s death was a homicide no matter how many people wanted to shriek otherwise, and at some point he was going to prove that fact.

But tonight . . . tonight he was following another story, one with less drama but one that was a fascinating character study nonetheless. He was sitting at an outdoor café table, scrunched down in a half-lounging manner by design, staring across Broadway—Seaside, Oregon’s main drag—toward a waffle cone stand as this surprisingly soft June day faded into night. His right arm was hanging loose, his fingers touching the fur of his sister’s fuzzy mutt, Chico. He’d be lucky if the mean little bastard didn’t turn around and bite him. The beast seemed to have an aversion to men of all kinds, but the dog sure as hell liked the girls, and that was exactly the reason Harrison had deigned to take him out. Harrison was on a story that involved teenagers, and he didn’t want the young girls to think he was some creepy guy, so he kept Chico around to make him seem more approachable.

Now the dog growled low in its throat, so Harrison carefully removed his hand. No need to risk injury for the sake of his costuming. Chico had snapped at him enough times for him to respect the little bastard’s space. Jesus. The only thing good about this assignment was it didn’t require much in the way of self-realization and reflection. He could just move forward and forget—or at least put aside—the events that had led him here. It was a job. It didn’t require anything from him but to be in the present.

Harrison glanced at his watch. It was 9:00 p.m. The girl Harrison currently had under surveillance was a sixteen-year-old thief with a bad attitude, a habit of chewing gum with her mouth open, and an enormous sense of entitlement. She and her girlfriends and a few guy friends appeared to have banded together and started stealing items from the more affluent families in their neighborhoods or schools. Not that they weren’t affluent themselves. It was a lark, an exercise, a way to kill time. They were giddy and drunk with power and their own secrets. They were zigzagging toward something worse: home invasion. It would take only one time for a home owner to catch them in the act and the situation would turn from burglary to something far worse. The Seaside police weren’t really aware of the crimes yet, as the victims had been unilaterally silent. Maybe they thought their own kids were involved? Maybe they even were. The bottom line was these kids weren’t on anyone’s radar but his, and Harrison had stumbled on the story rather than sought it out.

He’d moved from Portland to the coast, following his sister, Kirsten, and her daughter, Delilah, whom everyone called Didi, after Kirsten’s husband, Manuel Rojas, was gunned down. Harrison hadn’t meant to move with his sister. He’d intended to stay hot on the story and expose Manny’s murderers for the brutal killers they were. But that hadn’t happened; and when Kirsten, sad and broken, quietly asked if he’d come with her, he’d reluctantly done as she suggested; and now, over a year later, he’d just moved from her little bungalow into his own apartment, which was full of unopened boxes, a blow-up double mattress and sleeping bag, and a couple of camping chairs that could fold up into a sling for easy packing. Each sported a black, plastic cup-holder space in the chair’s right arm. He’d set many a beer in that spot and nursed it on the front porch of his sister’s place and now on the miniature side deck of his own.

His sister’s husband, Manny, had been killed in a senseless shooting rampage when a kid opened fire on a group of people waiting to get into a nightclub before turning the gun on himself. Manny was in that line, trying to stop an argument that had arisen between two men over an anorexically slim blond woman who was smoking a cigarette nearby. Then the kid suddenly pulled out a .38 and sprayed several rounds into a madly fleeing crowd. Manny and one of the men were killed instantly, the other man and a woman and her boyfriend were critically injured and later died in the hospital, and the twenty-year-old shooter, who was underage and had never been allowed into the nightclub, turned the gun on himself and pulled the trigger. He was later found to be an unemployed high school dropout who was also a pharmacological repository. He was filled with enough meds to knock out an elephant. The anorexic blond woman was unhurt and had simply sauntered off. She was only known to exist because of the security cameras.

It was ruled a terrible tragedy. The blame rested entirely on the extremely high and screwed-up kid, who’d been dabbling in drugs since anyone could remember. But he’d never shown suicidal or murderous tendencies. He’d never shown aggression. When Harrison got a look at the security tape of the shooting, he saw the kid had pulled out the weapon and shot Manny point-blank. Then he seemed to wake up and realize what he’d done, and he just sprayed gunfire from left to right and took out whoever was in his arc of fire before he killed himself.

Manny’s partner in the nightspot, Bill Koontz, obtained full ownership of the place, while Kirsten received a small insurance stipend.

Then Harrison got an anonymous tip from a cool female voice that suggested maybe the drugged-up shooter was somehow connected to the business partner.

The blond woman? Maybe. Or maybe someone else. But as soon as Harrison started writing pieces that contained more questions and conjecture about Bill Koontz than cold, hard facts, he was shown the door of the Ledger.

Which was just plain odd. A journalist was supposed to expose the truth, right? Even if it pointed to Koontz?

These thoughts passed across his mind in half an instant. Yeah, maybe he’d screwed up. His sense of impartiality certainly had taken a beating after Manny’s death. He’d liked his brother-in-law, a darkly handsome man with flashing white teeth and a deep belly laugh who’d won his sister in less than thirty minutes upon one meeting over shared drinks. He had wanted to find the conspiracy behind Manny’s death and had rashly chased imaginary leads and listened to gossip and conjecture and reported it as fact.

He’d really pissed off Koontz, who had friends in high places. For that he wasn’t sorry.

And since that time he’d been forced from his job—well, technically he’d quit when they’d given him the “retract-or-you’re-fired” speech—he had steered clear of conspiracies, major news stories, and anything that remotely resembled real investigative reporting, until this teenage thievery ring fell into his lap. Was the fact that he was interested in this story progress? Was he ready to give up the bullshit small stories he’d been delivering to the Seaside Breeze and make a run at the big time again? Maybe even try to dig into Manuel Rojas’s death a little deeper again? On his own time, of course, and without involving the Breeze or anyone else? He had friends in high and low places himself, regardless of how he’d been treated in Portland. He sensed that if he were to ever step forward into the larger arena, he would be welcomed by some, reviled by others.

But did he really even give a damn? He hadn’t for over a year. Yet . . . there was an itch beneath his skin he couldn’t completely deny.

He shifted his weight and Chico growled again.

“Oh, shut up,” Harrison muttered without heat, an order that Chico utterly ignored, as the growling continued on as if he’d been encouraged.

Night had fallen completely, and the shops along Broadway were decked out in bright white lights, giving it a carnival feel. Harrison glanced to his left, to the overhang of the coffee shop/gelato bar/gift shop, where his “quarry” was leaning forward and conversing rapidly with the girl behind the counter. Without looking, he could describe them both in detail: slim, dark-haired, practically nonexistent hips, expensive jeans or cutoffs for weather like today’s, flip-flops, smirky smiles, eyes that exchanged glances with their friends as they made unspoken comments about the rest of the world. The one behind the counter had her hair scraped into a ponytail; the one leaning over the counter was wearing impossibly short cutoffs, so ragged they looked like they might disintegrate. Her hair was tucked behind her ears, and Harrison could see an earring that glimmered as she tossed her head. Diamonds? Fakes? Hers, or something she stole . . .

Harrison had followed the news and been aware of some unconnected robberies, though it was nothing that initially blipped on his radar. But then, one night while he and Chico were on a walk along the beach neither of them wanted to take, he overheard a girl—the one he was surveilling tonight—talking about hitting the Berman mansion with a group of friends. He’d noted the girl and her friends by habit and watched them get to their feet from the stone bench where they’d been sitting and amble toward Seaside’s main drag, where bumper cars and stands that sold elephant ears stood cheek by jowl with trendy clothing stores, art galleries, and wine shops. The girl he was watching walked up to the counter of the hip gelato/coffee/gift shop and talked in whispers to a girl behind the counter whose eyes narrowed and mouth tightened into a cold, hard smile of relish.

Two days later the Bermans were robbed, the thieves taking money, jewelry, and expensive handbags.

And Harrison had thought, Huh.

The last couple of days he’d made a point of waiting outside the coffee and gelato store with Chico, passing time, his mind traveling of its own accord to Manny and the reasons behind his death. He’d gotten in trouble for suggesting his brother-in-law’s death was more than a random killing, that Koontz, Manuel’s business partner, one of those terminally charismatic salesmen who showed you a smile, a handshake, and not much else, was involved in some way. Both Koontz and Manny had known the boy with the gun as someone who’d tried to sneak into their high-end club with its lowbrow name, Boozehound, by showing fake ID more than once.

Something was just off with the whole scenario, but Harrison had been warned off, and so here he was, waiting and watching as life continued on.

And now he was experiencing a low-level excitement because this case intrigued him, the first since his brother-in-law’s death. He had considered going to the police but had dismissed it. He hadn’t really heard anything of substance and was playing a hunch. He’d been burned badly enough trying to ferret out the truth in Manny’s death, hadn’t he?

The girl with the glittery earring started to stroll by him.

He yanked on the leash a bit, and Chico, on cue, resisted, pulling away from him just as the girl tried to pass. The leash tangled in her legs and she started to fall.

“Hey!” she cried. “What the fu—?”

Harrison, on his feet in an instant, reached out and caught her arm, keeping her from actually hitting the sidewalk. “Sorry.”

“Let go of me!” She managed to unwind the leash from her legs and yanked her arm away from him. “Jesus, can’t you control your damned dog!”

“Usually, but he does have a mind of his own.”

She rolled her eyes as if she was bored out of her mind with his explanation, then reached down and rubbed her bare leg where the leash had bit into her flesh. A thin red welt was developing.

“You okay?” he asked.

“No!” she said angrily, then straightened to narrow her eyes at him.

“Do you need a doctor?”

“What? No!” Then, some of her anger having dissipated, she added, “I’ll live.”

“Good.” He turned his attention to the dog. “Chico! Here, boy!” Knowing she was still watching him, he picked up the dog and tucked him under his arm. Chico’s eyes glittered in pure hatred, as if he realized that he’d been used as a pawn in some subtle game, but he didn’t growl or snap.

“Cute dog,” she admitted, giving him a long look.

“I guess.” He ruffled the fur on the back of Chico’s head.

“No, I mean it.” She seemed to have lost most of her quick-fire fury. Which was good. This was the first time they’d made actual contact. “His name is Chico?”

“Yeah.” Nodding, he said, “To tell you the truth, he doesn’t like me much.”

“Yeah, why?” she asked. “You beat him?”

“No. Not that he doesn’t deserve it. Dogs, these days,” he teased. “You feed them, love them, give ’em an education. Buy ’em a car when they turn sixteen, and whad’d’ya get? Grief.”

She couldn’t stop her sudden smile, even if she thought he was corny. Harrison half smiled back, aware he’d sunk the hook. He knew how to be engaging, although he rarely tried hard at it and basically used the skill only when he was working. The rest of the time he was, by his own admission, a loner. He didn’t trust many people. Most, he’d found, lied.

And he couldn’t stand liars.

“He’s actually my sister’s dog,” Harrison said as he set Chico on the sidewalk again. “I take him for walks, but he really just tolerates me.”

“Can I pet him?”

“Sure. Go ahead. He won’t bite you . . . much.”

She leaned in closer, hesitated, saw he was teasing, then reached forward. Harrison let Chico, who was busting at his leash and wagging his tail, get his furry head beneath her hand, sniffing and licking and wiggling all over. The little traitor.

At the same time Harrison leaned back in his chair, keeping a large distance between himself and the girl; he didn’t want to scare her off. He was wearing jeans, sneakers, a black T-shirt with a worn plaid cotton shirt as a kind of jacket, the tails hanging out. His dark hair was longer than usual, brushing his collar, and purposely a bit shaggy. He was clean-shaven, and he’d taken off his sunglasses as the sun started setting. He hoped he was unthreatening. He wanted information.

“I’ve seen you here,” she said. “You don’t have a job?”

“I got this dog-walking gig.”

“How do you make money?” she asked, ignoring that. Uninvited, she perched on the chair opposite him. Suddenly, it seemed, she was curious. Or just didn’t have a place to go.

“I don’t make much,” he admitted. “How about yourself ? You got a part-time job of some kind? You look like you’re in high school.”

“How old do you think I am?” She tilted her head and smiled, striking a sexy pose. Almost flirty. Her anger with him long forgotten.

“Eighteen?” He figured she was sixteen, seventeen maybe.

“Fifteen going on thirty,” she answered smugly. “Or, so my stepdad says.”

There were rules to interrogating teenagers, Harrison had learned. Unspoken rules. Rule #1 was pretend you want to talk only about yourself and watch what happened. “I used to work in Portland for a corporation,” he said. “I was a cubicle guy. Go to work at eight. Off at five. Go home, have a drink. Watch the news. Eat dinner. Go to bed.”

“God, I’d kill myself,” she said.

“Got me a paycheck.”

“Sounds mega-boring.”

“It was.” Okay, he’d never been a cubicle guy. He could lie when he was working, but not when it counted. When it counted, when it involved people he cared about, then the truth was all that mattered. There was no other option.

She tilted her head and looked at him from beneath deeply mascared lashes. “I go to school at West Coast High. You know it?”

Give a little information, ignore them, and bam. They couldn’t stop talking about themselves. “The one they built after that upper-end housing development went in?”

“With the rich kids? Yeah. Only some of ’em aren’t as rich anymore. Their dads lost their jobs.” She shrugged. “Too bad.”

“What about your dad?”

“Stepdad,” she corrected. “He still has his job. But my dad lost his. He got fired.”

“Layoffs.” Harrison made a face.

“Nope. He got involved with Britt’s mom, and he used to work for Britt’s dad, so that was no good.”

“Sounds like drama.”

“Shit, yeah. He can have them all,” she said with sudden fury. “Britt’s a bitch.”

Harrison wondered if Britt was Britt Berman.

Chico whined, stood on his back legs, and dug at the girl’s knees, craving more attention. She scratched his ears, then pulled back and brushed off her fingers. “Gross. Dog skin.” She looked at her nails. “I do have a job . . . sort of . . .” A smile snuck across her lips. A sneaky little I’d-love-to-let-you-know-just-how-clever-I-am grin. “We kind of formed our own company, and it’s not boring at all.” She bit her lower lip, really trying hard not to tell him and yet unable to stop.

“A company,” he repeated with a hint of skepticism.

She rose to the bait like a breaching whale. “Yeah, a company. Like we work together. We’re an alliance.”

Alliance came out sounding like she was tasting the word. It clearly wasn’t one she was comfortable with. Something she probably heard watching a reality show. If she hadn’t been able to see, he would’ve dug in his cargo pants pocket for his phone and started recording her. But her angle of sight would allow her to see him switching on the phone, so he had to wait.

“Who’s ‘we’? You and your family?”

“God, no.” She threw him a dark look. “My stepdad is a butthead asshole. Worse than my dad. I’m talking about my friends and me.” She glanced around, as if expecting some of those friends to appear.

“High school kids?”

“You ask a lot of questions,” she declared, pushing away from the table. “You don’t know what we can do.”

Just then his phone started vibrating against his leg. He ignored it, but very few people had his number. His sister. His managing editor at the Portland Ledger. His new editor at the Seaside Breeze. He knew he should give it out more often, but he’d been in a kind of self-imposed exile.

“Okay, you got me there,” he said. “I don’t know what you can do.”

She took it as a challenge. “There’s a bunch of us who . . . get together . . . and do stuff.” Her eyes sparkled as brightly as the neon lights winking in the town; she was proud of herself and excited, a sly smile teasing the corners of her mouth.

“You and your fifteen-year-old friends.”

“Yeah. Well, and some older ones, too. Like Envy.”

“Envy?” Harrison repeated.

“You know what envy means?”

“Got a pretty good idea.”

“It’s his initials. Get it? N. V. He says it’s a deadly sin.”

“Okay,” Harrison said. His phone silently buzzed again.

“There are seven deadly sins.”

“Mm-hmm. Like in the movie Seven.”

“You know that one?” she asked in surprise. “It’s really old.”

“Morgan Freeman. Brad Pitt. Gwyneth Paltrow.” Really old, Harrison thought with an inner snort, his hand easing toward his phone. But then this kid would have been barely a thought when it was released in the midnineties.

“We’re not weird, or anything, like in the movie.”

“You just do stuff.”

“The seven of us,” she said. “Guess which one I am.”

“Well, what are your initials? If that’s how it works.”

“That isn’t just how it works.”

“So, okay, you don’t look like gluttony. I don’t really see you as wrath. Pride, maybe? Lust?”

Her own cell phone chirped and as if suddenly realizing she’d said too much to a perfect stranger, she jumped to her feet. She glanced around her shoulder again, looking like she wanted to take off and run, then glanced at a text message on the screen of the phone.

“I can’t remember the other ones,” he mused, but she suddenly racewalked across the street, as if she couldn’t get away from him fast enough.

As soon as she was out of sight, Harrison dug for his phone. He grabbed it just as it finished vibrating. “Hello? Hello? Damn.”

Glancing at the number, he didn’t recognize it, but when he called it back, it rang only once before a woman’s voice asked cautiously, “Frost?”

“Who’s this?”

“Geena Cho.”

“Geena?” Harrison’s surprise was tinged with caution as well. Geena worked in dispatch for the Tillamook County Sheriff’s Department. He’d met her when she was off work at a local dive, Davy Jones’s Locker, and they’d hit it off, but Harrison was leery of getting involved right away. Every relationship he’d had with a woman flamed too hot before he ever got to know her. Then, as time revealed each other’s foibles, baggage, and basic craziness, the heat was squelched fast. When Geena said she worked for the sheriff’s department, it was enough to cool Harrison’s blood even further. He’d kept her in the “friend” box with an effort, as Geena was angling for something more. She was one of the few he’d given his cell number.

“We got an escapee from Halo Valley,” she said quietly, and he realized she was talking on her cell and giving him information the sheriff’s department might not want to release just yet. “He injured two men, who were taken to Ocean Park. Half the department’s at Halo Valley.”

“Who’s the escapee?” He was already on his feet, yanking a reluctant Chico from sniffing a newcomer, a fluffy white bichon who wanted to play. Chico just wanted to hump the female dog, which was embarrassing to the bichon’s owner, so Harrison, needing the whole circus to end, dragged the reluctant Chico away.

“That guy from a few years ago who terrorized the cult.”

Harrison remembered the story but not the man’s name. “You got a name?”

“Hey, not yet,” she said, suddenly reticent, as if she was already second-guessing her decision to call. He couldn’t push her too far.

“So,” Harrison prodded, “this unnamed assailant . . .” And legendary wacko. One he could track down on the Internet as soon as he got to a computer. His current cell didn’t have those capabilities. “He attacked the two men at Halo Valley while he was trying to get away?”

“That’s what it sounds like. I can’t talk long. They all took out of here a couple hours ago, lights on, sirens screaming. Everybody thinks the psycho’s coming our way.”

“Who are the victims?”

“Hospital employees. That’s all I know.”

Probably another way of hedging.

“Okay.”

“Gotta go,” she said, almost as if she regretted her rash call. Then, not subtly, added, “Remember. We have a standing deal. I’m an ‘unnamed source in the police department.’ ”

“That’s right,” he said, though he was certain if anyone really wanted to know, Geena’s cell phone records would be a dead giveaway.

“Harrison?”

“Yeah?”

“You owe me.”

That much he knew. “Thanks, Geena.”

He wasn’t really sure what to do with the information. His job description, loose as it was, wasn’t about deep investigative journalism for the Breeze. Not that they wouldn’t run the story about this guy. A psycho escaping a mental hospital was big news, especially this psycho, who’d terrorized the area once before.

And Harrison had been given a jump on the competition.

At what price? his skeptical mind nagged. Remember, payback’s a bitch.

Shoving his phone into his pocket, he ignored the questions, snatched up Chico, who nipped at his wrist, then headed swiftly back to his dusty brown Chevy Impala as a couple riding a tandem bike whizzed past and the smells of caramel corn and grilled hot dogs reached his nostrils.

His stomach rumbled, but he ignored it.

As he reached his low-profile, decade-old Chevy, he was nearly run over by a kid on a skateboard. The skateboarder screeched around a corner and jumped a bench as Harrison dropped Chico into his little car seat. The dog turned around and bared his teeth as Harrison climbed into the vehicle. Harrison bared his own teeth right back, and Chico curled his lip and emitted a grrrr that would only scare another dog of the same small size on a good day.

Checking the dashboard clock, Harrison figured it would be just over thirty minutes before he could drive south, drop off the mutt, and make it to Ocean Park Hospital. He didn’t feel like fighting for attention at Halo Valley mental hospital with the sheriff’s department all over the place—especially Deputy Fred Clausen, whom Harrison had already managed to get on the wrong side of—but Ocean Park, where the victims had been taken, would be a better bet. He could probably get some interviews there.

His teenaged Deadly Sinners were being allowed a momentary reprieve while he tackled a different kind of story. He liked that. The Deadly Sinners. Made for good copy, and it sounded like the kind of thing the group—or this N.V. guy—had dreamed up, probably from watching Seven. Didn’t anybody have any new ideas anymore?

But Harrison’s mind was already switching off the thieves to the more immediate story. “What’s his name?” he said aloud, trying to recall as much as he knew about the strange man whose obsessions had sent him on a killing spree in the area of Deception Bay, a usually sleepy little seaside town, where his sister and niece now lived. Had the guy escaped Halo Valley just to be free? Or, did he have some new sick plan in place?

Psychos were like that. They didn’t just give it up as a rule.

Chico glared at him, and his little black lips quivered into a snarl.

“You’re not as cute as you think you are,” Harrison warned.

That earned him a series of full-fledged barks and bristling fury.

Ten minutes later, Harrison dropped off Chico with relief, shaking his head at the way the little fur ball leapt into Kirsten’s arms and licked at her with wild love, his tail wagging, whole body squirming.

She was standing in the front door of her cottage, the smells of baking bread wafting outside to mingle with the salty scent of the sea. Seeing Harrison’s expression, his sister said on a sigh, “I don’t know what you have against Chico.”

“Who says I have anything against him?”

She stared him down, and he gazed back at her with affection. She stood three inches shorter than he, with the same tousled brown hair, the same hazel eyes, the same lean body. She wore jeans and a dark blue T-shirt, and her feet were bare. Chico wriggled from her arms and ran into the house, probably in search of Didi, Kirsten’s daughter, who, by all accounts, should be in bed by now, even though the sun hadn’t quite set.

“It’s the other way around,” he assured Kirsten. “I love the dog.”

She snorted as she closed the door. “Yeah.”

“Really.”

But he was talking to himself as he climbed back in the Impala. There was no accounting for what went on inside Chico’s twisted little doggy brain, he decided, as he turned the car south toward Ocean Park Hospital. Kirsten’s bungalow was on the north end of Deception Bay. The town sat on a bluff above the beach, spilling over onto both sides of Highway 101, and was about twenty minutes from the hospital.

Twisted little doggy brain. Twisted psycho-killer brain.

He would bet that Halo Valley Security Hospital’s escapee was heading back toward his old haunts to pick up where he left off. That was how it was with a twisted psycho-killer brain. Almost instinctive, along the lines of demented decision making.

“What’s your name?” he asked aloud, into the deepening shadows.

And where the hell are you?




CHAPTER 4

The Vanagon had seen better days, Justice thought, eyeing the vehicle as it limped to the side of the road. From his vantage point on the bluff, he had a bird’s-eye view of the narrow lanes snaking below.

Volkswagen had stopped making them sometime in the ’90s or early 2000s, a more modern rendition of the Volkswagen bus, but they, too, had disappeared from the showrooms, replaced by Touaregs and Jettas and Passats and others. In his younger years Justice Turnbull had been interested in all makes of cars. It had been a passion. But that was before his mission was revealed and he talked to God, who asked him—ordered him—to annihilate the armies of Satan, armies being incubated in the wombs of the whores who’d been spit from the depths of hell and who pretended their innocence. Whores. Every one. Satan’s profligates.

They were locked inside a prison of their own making, one they believed was a sanctuary. Fools! Sick-minded, stench-riddled fools. Siren Song. With its wrought-iron fencing and gates. It could be breached. It could. It was only a matter of planning. And timing. He smiled to himself as he thought of those inside and what he would do to them. Theirs, each and every one, would be a slow, torturous death. Each of the witches would learn what it meant to turn on him; they would feel his pain. . . . They would burn. . . .

In time.

One at a time.

His nostrils flared, and he felt a little curdle of recognition that things weren’t as they should be. Not all of them were “safe” inside the walls surrounding Siren Song. Despite Catherine’s vain attempts at locking them away, a few of the more stubborn and curious ones had escaped. They, women who straddled two worlds and elected to stay outside, would have to be taken care of first, before the onslaught he would wreak on their filthy prison, where they huddled, feeling smug and secure. Oh, how wrong they were.

Killing them all would be simple.

Like shooting fish in a barrel.

Who had said that? Old Mad Maddie herself. His upper lip trembled at a blurry memory that wouldn’t quite come into focus as he thought of her. Palm reader? Visionary? Fraud!

Eyes narrowing, he decided that the Vanagon wasn’t going anywhere soon. It seemed disabled, a flat tire, at the very least. Was this his sign from God? Was this his path?

He scented the air, his nostrils quivering. Their odor was like a pulse that he alone could smell. It came to him in waves, the scent of rotting meat. He felt almost faint with his last intake of breath; then he opened his eyes and gazed at the lights of the marooned Vanagon again.

Time to go.

As daylight waned, he moved carefully, near silently, down the hillside and through the gnarled pines and berry vines rooted in the soil. His mind settled upon the filthy witches he’d been asked to annihilate. He’d almost lost track of them during his incarceration because he’d been drugged and held inside a windowless tomb. And the concrete walls had made it difficult for him to track them. He couldn’t see them. He couldn’t even smell them at first.

Now, though . . .

They were easiest to smell when they were pregnant, and he’d caught the scent of those who’d lain with the devil and carried Lucifer’s spawn within their wombs several times in spite of the hole they’d tried to throw him into.

But they couldn’t contain him forever. He was sent to do God’s bidding. And God wanted the devil’s issue burned in the fires of hell. This was Justice’s mission.

In a dream, a vision of sorts that had occurred while he was in the hospital, he’d seen himself faking an illness in order to escape the prison walls. It had come to him late at night, awakening him with a start, the remembered odor lingering in his nostrils. He didn’t doubt that it was the word of God for a second and had followed the instructions he’d heard during a fragmented sequence of vignettes, images of exactly how he was to escape from the moment he’d arisen. His body had been covered in sweat, as if he’d actually done the deeds within the dream, and he never faltered.

It had almost been too easy. Dr. Zellman, that pompous idiot, had wanted to believe he understood him and the inner workings of his mind.

But Zellman had never suspected Justice’s innate intelligence. Nor had Zellman, the egomaniac, understood Justice’s intellect, his ability to read the doctor’s motivations. More telling, Zellman hadn’t counted on Justice’s raw animal instincts, his prowess as a predator, his keen awareness of how to lure in his prey before viscerally attacking.

Justice, knowing Zellman’s weaknesses, had pretended, and the idiot with his esteemed degree had bought it.

One less obstacle to worry about.

Now Justice approached the Vanagon quietly, ever watchful. Its owners apparently liked the psychedelic lifestyle most often associated with the Volkswagen bus and the ’60s, as its sides were embellished with hand-painted peace signs, rainbows, and images of girls with long hair that turned into vines and became twigs for doves to roost upon. Justice had once had a small replica of a VW bus in his toy car collection, but it had not sported the artistic detail this vehicle did. The Vanagon’s colors had faded over time, but it still flaunted its homage to the hippie culture.

As Justice appeared from the scrub pines at the side of the road, a long-haired dude with a headband and John Lennon glasses straightened from his perusal of the left rear tire.

“Hey, man,” he drawled in greeting. The van was parked in a small turnoff, and there wasn’t a lot of room for maneuvering unless you wanted to get a wheel in the ditch. The guy himself was smoking a joint and seemed to be considering his bald, deflated tire. He held out the joint to Justice, who simply said, “Marijuana.”

“Yeah. Weed, man. Good stuff.”

“No, thank you.” The sickeningly sweet herb stench clouded Justice’s sense of smell.

“Jesus, damn,” the guy said, gesturing in the direction of Justice’s prison and squinting behind his glasses as he let out a puff of smoke. “Did you see? The whole damn county sheriff’s department went flying by thataway!” He hitched a thumb and shook his head. “Not one stopped, y’know.” Then, as if considering the consequences if a cop had stopped and found his weed, he added, “Maybe that was a good thing.” He took another long drag.

“Which way are you going?” Justice asked, talk of police making him anxious.

The dude pointed the opposite direction, west, toward the coast, and after a few seconds exhaled a pent-up cloud of smoke. “Where’d you come from?” he rasped.

Justice gestured in the general direction of the steep hill to the north. It was flat-topped, a mesa, basically, since clear-cutting had taken off its timbered top. He’d driven the hospital van up a muddy track along its eastern side, over sticks and small boulders. He’d nosed the van through a forgotten chain gate that had been there since the beginning of the decade and broke with little resistance as he’d gunned the engine. He knew the area and had planned where to go when he escaped, and so he’d driven straight to the hilltop and then partially down the back side, parking the hospital van on the edge of a cliff side. Climbing out, he’d grabbed the jacket the orderly had left, with its Ocean Park Hospital patch on the sleeve; then he put the vehicle in neutral, got behind it, and pushed.

The van had shot straight down into a gully, snapping off small trees on its way, crashing and blundering, splashing into a small stream at its bottom and turning onto its side. It made a horrendous amount of screeching noise—tree limbs grabbing at it—but it had made it all the way down and the whole noisy melee was over in the space of two minutes. Wary, ears straining, Justice had waited at the top of the mesa, squatting in the underbrush, hoping the van’s noisy crash was a distant rending for anyone within earshot. He’d then seen the line of police vehicles fly by far below, lights flashing in the early darkness, sirens screaming. He’d watched them disappear, and he’d sat down on the top of the mesa and waited, unsure of what form God’s next message might be.

Then, as if God Himself had answered, this psychedelic relic of a Vanagon had staggered to the side of the road. Without doubting for an instant that this was his destiny, Justice had trekked rapidly down.

“Can I get a ride?” Justice asked, trying not to cough at the vile smoke, a sense of urgency running through him. He couldn’t leave himself exposed, not for any length of time, even though darkness was approaching.

“Can ya help me fix my tire?” the dude asked hopefully.

“Gotta pump?”

“Yeah, but there’s a hole, man.”

“Got a spare?”

“Nah . . . not one that works . . .”

“Get me the pump,” Justice ordered. He heard the sound of a car’s engine whining closer and fought the urge to scramble back into the bushes.

“Uh, okay.” The guy looked him over again, and then, as if deciding Justice was just a little tightly wound, he shrugged and opened the rear of the van, rattling around through a bunch of baby gear—a Big Wheels, a Pak ’n Play, some kind of circular bouncing device with brightly colored knobs—until he found a toolbox and the pump.

The car’s engine was louder, and Justice, pretending to be looking over the axle, hid on the far side just as the car, a rattling old Toyota, cruised past. He caught a glimpse of the driver, a red-haired teenager, a girl, who didn’t so much as glance at the disabled Vanagon as she drove lead-footed toward the next town.

“I’m Cosmo,” the dude said, as if he’d just realized he’d never introduced himself. He dropped the toolbox at Justice’s feet. “You?”

“Bob.”

Cosmo frowned. “Your name tag says . . .”

“Yeah, I know.” Justice waved off the question and bent down to the box. If the guy got too suspicious, he’d have to take a hammer from the box and . . . His fingers curled over the smooth wood handle as he explained, “Had to borrow my buddy’s today. Left mine in my car. Sometimes I’m a damned fool!”

“Well, Bob, if you can fix this thing, I’ll take you anywhere you wanna go,” Cosmo declared with an easy smile that showed a row of slightly crooked teeth. If he had any doubts about “Bob,” they were lost in a fog of pot.

“You got any gum?” Justice asked, trying not to show his anxiety as he pushed the hammer aside and studied the rest of the contents of the box. Wrench, screwdriver, box cutter . . . all weapons he could use.

“Uh . . .” Cosmo ran his hands through a few pockets and pulled out a pack. “Bubble gum.”

“I can pump the tire full of air, put some gum on the leak.” Justice palmed the box cutter with its razor’s head and stealthily slipped it into his pocket before he straightened again, his shadow lengthening over Cosmo. “Good for a few miles, I think. But you’ll have to get it fixed in Tillamook.”

“I can do that.” Cosmo was nodding, a little more comfortable. “Sure you don’t wanna toke? Or a beer? They’re not cold. I had to leave my woman and the kids for a while. Big fight. Big, big fight. Got any kids? Babies.” He shook his head, long tresses beneath his headband shivering. “All they do is cry.”

Justice thought of babies. Of pregnancy. Of the unborns. But he didn’t respond as he bent down and pumped up the tire while Cosmo finished his joint, then chewed up some gum.

All the while he thought of time ticking by, the cops. . . . Oh, God, had they reached the hospital and now were returning? His stomach tightened, and he told himself to relax, try to stay cool.

Gingerly taking the slick pink wad from the other man’s fingers, Justice had discerned where the nail was and he stuck the gum over it in a thin and messy line. Might help. Might not. All he wanted was to get off this stretch of road and fast. Before the cops returned.

“Nice, man,” Cosmo said, grinning widely as he surveyed the near-bald tire with its pink patch.

Justice knew cars. Engines. Boats. He knew about babies, too. The devil’s spawn. His nose suddenly filled with the sweet, rotting scent of betrayal and deceit, a smell that was only growing stronger. One of them was nearby. The one that could hear him and shut him out! They all were cursed with some ability, and this one . . . she was close. His skin crawled and the back of his mind went dry as he tried to call up her image. . . .

He snapped back quickly.

Hurry! You’re wasting time!

Cosmo was saying, “My old lady, she got really pissed at me ’cause I said, ‘Can’t you shut him up?’ which was kinda mean, for sure, but she just went nutso. Threw all my clothes out the door. So I took the van and all this kid stuff and just fuckin’ took off. I love her, man. And the kids. But it was a bummer. You a hospital employee?”

The patch on the jacket again. Damn. Justice gave a quick nod. “I’m an EMT.”

“Yeah? Like the guy whose jacket you’re wearing? Huh.”

Justice tensed up. Cosmo was putting two and two together. “Yeah, we work for the same company.”

“So . . . what’re you doin’ out here?”

“Hitchhiking. Got my own problems with a woman,” he improvised again, hoping to strike a chord with the man.

“Ahh . . .” He seemed to try and think that one over, but Cosmo wasn’t really tracking all that well.

Justice glanced at the tire. “Won’t last long.”

“But long enough to get to Tillamook?”

“Depends on how fast the leak is.”

“Well, get in, man,” Cosmo said suddenly, as if he’d told himself not to look a gift horse in the mouth—another one of Maddie’s old sayings. God, why was she coming to mind today? Cosmo threw the toolbox in the back of the Vanagon and slammed the door. “We’re losin’ daylight. Let’s roll.” He walked to the front of the Volkswagen and slid behind the steering wheel.

As Justice climbed into the passenger seat and cracked the window against the thick scent of marijuana, Cosmo fired up the engine of this less than discreet getaway vehicle.

In a few seconds, they were out on the road, bumping along as the vehicle’s shocks were shot, too. Justice was counting off the seconds in his head. How long before the sheriff’s department started circling back? They had to realize which way he’d traveled after he turned out of Halo Valley’s long drive to the two-lane highway that connected the Willamette Valley to the coast. He knew he had only a small window of time in which to disappear. He would have headed east, toward Salem, if he’d known the area better, but Justice was most familiar with the ins and outs of the Oregon coastline. The land was rugged here, steep, craggy cliffs rising above the pounding surf. Hundreds of acres of old-growth timber. Hidden coves that the Pacific had carved at the shoreline.

Lots of places to hide.

And, more importantly, that was where she was.

As they traveled, he sensed the change . . . the slight shifting of the world . . . the moment when he slid inside himself and let his senses take over, the slipping of this outer skin to open to his true self.

There are many of them. So many.

“You cannot kill them all,” the old woman warned me, and I nearly strangled the life from her right then for not believing in me!

“I can. I will,” I told her.

“God will save them. . . .”

But they do not listen to God. Their master is from the dark realm of hell. Satan is their soul mate. Their lover. Father to their children. Father to them!

I cannot wait to do God’s bidding and fulfill my mission in this world.

First, there are those outside of the walls. One is nearby . . . and near to the old woman as well, who has survived against all odds. It is my duty to end her torment. Dear, dear, mother.

“Hey, man.” Cosmo’s voice sounded liquid and wavy. From a long distance away.

Justice opened his eyes and saw lights ahead as they approached the town of Tillamook. He felt the uneven roll of the Vanagon’s wheels, smelled the familiar scent of cattle from the surrounding dairy farms. Located on the south end of Tillamook Bay, the town was actually inland from the ocean. Still, he was closer, felt more alive, his nerve endings snapping.

“You took a nap, but like with your eyes open. Creepy.” Cosmo glanced his way and grinned.

Justice was glad for the dope, which had obviously slowed down Cosmo’s perception.

“We made it,” Cosmo added. “But I think the tire’s really shot now. I’m gonna have to hit some kind of service station. God, maybe I should call the old lady. It’s kind of a pisser.”

“Don’t call her.”

Cosmo turned the Vanagon south onto Highway 101, the road that ran straight through Tillamook’s gut. Though Justice wanted to head north, he wasn’t quite ready yet.

“Man, are you giving me relationship advice?” Cosmo turned his way again, his Lennon glasses winking in the streetlights.

Justice thought a moment, his skin tingling as he mentally slipped it back on over his naked soul. His camouflage. He already knew he was going to have to kill Cosmo and hide the body so that when his van was discovered, there would be no trace to Justice. Mentally, he ran over what he’d touched. The pump. The left rear tire. The passenger door handle, the toolbox, the hammer . . .

“Keep going,” Justice said as Cosmo glanced toward a service station that looked half-deserted on the south end of town. Its bank of fluorescent lights flickered, and the red stripe painted on the extension over the pumps had dulled and chipped away.

“We ain’t gonna make it much further,” Cosmo said, ignoring him.

They pulled into the service station, and Cosmo rolled down his window under the weird, unsteady lights. After what seemed a millennium the teenager who seemed like the only one on duty stepped out of the office to look at them. “You gettin’ gas?” he yelled, his face screwing up as if he couldn’t see well.

“Gotta patch a tire,” Cosmo yelled back.

“Can’t help ya unless you want gas.”

“Shit.”

“Go on down the road,” Justice said quietly, though his nerves were jumping. “I’ll pump it up again.”

“Might as well get out and pump it up now.”

“No.”

“What’s up, man?” Cosmo gave him a searching look.

Justice wondered if maybe he wasn’t quite as stoned as he’d made out. Either way, it sealed his fate. “Go on down the road,” he said again, and after a moment, and with a shrug, Cosmo pulled onto Highway 101 south and the dark road that cut through the farmland. There were plenty of little nothing roads both east and west of the main highway, lanes really, that wound through fields and brush and the Coast Range foothills, scarcely traveled byways where a vehicle could be hidden indefinitely.

Perfect.

“Just keep driving.” Almost reverently, he fingered the box cutter he’d slipped into his pocket.

“It’s your funeral,” Cosmo said, unaware of the irony in his words.
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