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“Mysteries are not necessarily miracles.”


—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

 
“The final mystery is oneself.”


—Oscar Wilde 

 
“Now comes the mystery.”


—Henry Ward Beecher (dying words) 



Part 1: Clearwater


Chapter 1
 
 
 
 
 
She was a mystery from the start. 

 
*     *     * 

 
But was she a miracle? 

 
*     *     * 

 
The yellow Oldsmobile idled in the gravel and dirt parking lot, in front of a No Place Idaho greasy spoon called Canyon Jack’s. 

I’m a coward, he thought.  I should just cut her throat and drop her in the river. 

He couldn’t make himself do it, though.  He was afraid. 

He was already cursed.  

He didn’t want to be damned. 

“What are we going to do with her?”

 
*     *     * 

 
His girlfriend sat beside him, hands clenched in her lap.  Waiting for him to do something.  

Anything. 

The girl sat in back, slumped against the passenger side door.  Eyes open, but not awake.  Breathing, blinking only when the autopilot in her brain told her to do so. 

Just a piece of living meat.  The ghost inside the machine was subdued. 

For now. 

“What are we going to do with her?” his girlfriend asked. 

“We’re going to leave her here,” he said at last. 

She glanced back at the girl behind them, gave her a look both frightened and sympathetic.  “We can’t leave her.  She’s your sister.”

“No,” he said.  “She’s not my sister.”

“Then what is she?”

 
*     *     * 

 
He focused on the rearview mirror, watching the monster in the back seat.  She’d moved, or at least he’d imagined she had.  Then her unfocused eyes turned toward the mirror, found his, made the short hairs on his neck prickle.  

“What is she?” his girlfriend asked again, raw desperation cracking her voice. 

“I don’t know.”



Chapter 2
 
 
 
 
 
The fight hadn’t even started and Eugene Grim was already exhausted.  The long way to the salvage yard was a half-hour walk from town, down the highway and over a neglected logging road through the woods.  He’d have taken the Yamaha, but it was broken down in his front yard, awaiting repair.  He didn’t trust himself to fix it alone, and Danny was just too busy at work lately to help him. 

If his plan worked, the long walk would be worth it. 

Old Ron Wallen’s salvage yard was the ideal place for the year’s first game, he thought, since they had lost it to Alex Cain and his friends the last game before winter.  Alex and his buddies had handed them their collective ass.  

The added excitement with Wallen’s place was the possibility of getting busted.  It all depended on how drunk the old man was, the drunker the better, and if one or both of the Sheriff’s Jeep Wagoneers happened to be in the shop.  

Of course, it was always easier if you held that ground.  The salvage yard was easier to defend than it was to take. 

After ten minutes of pounding dust, Grim turned off the dirt road, into the trees.  He could smell the salvage yard’s odor on the wind—old oil, burnt rubber, rust; the perfume of dead machines.  And beneath that, the heady scent of pine sap.  

He stopped, took a deep breath to steady himself. 

Pucker time, he thought. 

He shrugged out of his backpack and leaned it against the trunk of a tall spruce tree, unzipped it and took inventory.  He’d loaded the pack with more than he could carry up a tree, and he didn’t feel like climbing with the extra weight strapped to his back.  He needed the binoculars and his paint gun.  The spud launcher, on the other hand, might be tricky to fire from up there. 

What the hell, he thought, and pulled a potato from the bottom of the pack.  He shoved it into the spud launcher’s tube, packed it down with a stick, and hung the launcher from his shoulder by the twine strap.  He shoved a can of aerosol hair spray into the front of his pants, checked the load of paint balls in his gun, and holstered it.  The holster was homemade; leather and twine, road-kill ugly, but it would keep his hands free for climbing.  He hung the binoculars from his neck and zipped the pack up again.  

He jumped and caught a low limb, was about to hoist himself up when he changed his mind.  

Clay wanted him to stay far enough away that Alex and his friends wouldn’t be able to hear him, or see him if they happened to glance up the right tree.  

If you get a shot, take it, Clay had said.  But stay back.  If they catch you alone and take you out before we get there, we’re screwed. 

Clay, his best friend in Clearwater, Keith, and Kelly were counting on him for recon, first and foremost. 

Grim wanted to get in closer though.  He’d be a lot more useful closer to the fight.  

Besides, the thought of sitting high up and plugging away at Alex Cain and his friends, Raif, Bo, and Kelly’s older brother and arch enemy, Clint, filled Grim with a giddy anticipation.  He wanted to show those fuckers up in the worst way. 

He dropped back to the needle-covered ground, picked his pack up by the straps, and crept toward the salvage yard for a better perch. 

He went closer to the salvage yard, almost daring himself onward, and didn’t stop until he heard their voices, amplified, but tinny in the steel jungle that was the salvage yard.  They were probably hiding in the old boilers, or lying low in the stack of rusted culverts. 

Waiting.  Smug bastards. 

Got a surprise for you guys. 

Grim set his backpack down, found a sturdy looking tree, and climbed. 

He scanned with the binoculars but didn’t see them.  He waited and listened, then heard their voices again a few minutes later, coming from inside the old cement mixer.  The cement mixer was a long time fixture of the salvage yard.  It had settled into the ground over the years and was pocked with large rust-holes.  Grim knew it was a great place for an ambush.  He had used it before. 

He unclipped the walkie-talkie from his belt.  This was the part he didn’t like.  Alex and his friends carried talkies too; there was always a chance they’d get lucky and guess which channel he was using.  

He turned the talkie on, pressed the send button, and said, “Hey, you guys awake down there?”

 
*     *     * 

 
“This is bullshit,” Keith said.  He lit a cigarette, shook his match out and tossed it into the grass at the edge of the road.  “This is the last time we trust Eugene to plan a raid.”

Clay shook his head, bent and plucked the burnt match from the grass, tossed it onto the pavement.  “Better not let Grim hear you calling him that,” he said.  Grim didn’t like his first name, had talked about changing it for as long as Clay had known him, but his foster mother, the only one in Clearwater who got away with using it in front of him, wouldn’t let him.  So, to anyone who didn’t want to start a fight, he was just Grim.  

Keith made a disgusted noise and dismissed Clay with a wave.  Keith had caught Grim screwing his older sister the year before and had never quite forgiven him.  As much as he liked to badmouth Grim behind his back though, he never did cross that line with Grim. 

“What’s up your ass?” Clay asked. 

“Just remembering last time,” Keith said. 

“You can’t blame Grim for that.”

“Nope, but I’m gonna tear him a new one if he makes us late.”

It was nearing sundown, the magic hour, when Wallen would be at his drunkest and the sheriff’s office would be more interested in coffee at Canyon Jack’s and completing the day’s paperwork than patrolling.  If they waited too long, the dark would catch them, and they might as well go home.  No way in hell they’d take the salvage yard in the dark. 

“Hold on to your dick,” Clay said.  “We’ll make it.”

“Call him,” Keith suggested, and slapped the walkie-talkie clipped to Clay’s hip.  “Ask him what the fuck he’s up to.”

Clay laughed.  “You’re feeling brave tonight.  How about you ask him?”

Kelly swiped the smoke from Keith’s hand and took a drag.  “Shut it.  We’re almost there.”

They were coming up on the packed dirt road to Wallen’s place.  The salvage yard was not visible yet.  The road twisted an S through the trees to Wallen’s shack, then past it to the yard.  

They turned down the dirt road.  When Wallen’s shack came into view, they broke into the woods.  They passed it, keeping quiet, putting enough of the forest between them and the road to mask their passage. 

When the salvage yard came into view they crouched down in the trees, unloaded their backpacks, and prepared for war. 

Minutes passed, and they didn’t hear from Grim.  The sun dipped to the edge of the western evergreens.  Silence from the salvage yard. 

“Quit jerking off, Grim,” Keith whispered, and drew snickers from the others. 

Then it came, a low crackle of static on the talkie, and Grim’s voice.  Clay cranked the volume down and pressed the speaker to his ear. 

“Where are you?”

“Looking down at them,” was Grim’s reply. 

 
*     *     * 

 
Grim prepared himself for a little dose of the old Clay attitude and said, “Looking down at them.”

“Shit, how close are you?” Clay asked. 

“Close enough to be useful.”

A moment of radio silence, probably Clay cussing him out on the other end, then, “Where are they?”

“In the cement mixer.”  He lifted the binoculars to his eyes and scanned the salvage yard again.  “Don’t know if they’re all there.  They could be spread out.”  He paused, looked back toward the declining sun.  Not much of it left.  “I’d like to wait for a while and make sure but I don’t know if we have the time.”

“We’re cutting it pretty close,” Clay said.  

“It’s your call.”

A few seconds pause, then Clay said, “Let’s do it now.  Keith’s gonna piss himself if he has to wait any longer.”

“Gotcha,” Grim said.  “Hit it with the spud guns, aim for the holes if you can.  If we can scare them out we’ll have a better chance.”

“Gotcha.  See you on the other side,” Clay said, then was gone. 

Grim clipped the talkie to his belt and unstrapped his spud launcher.  He straddled the branch he sat on, back pressed against the rough skin of the spruce, pulled the hair spray can from the front of his pants, and fumbled in his pockets for a lighter.  He almost panicked when he didn’t find it. 

“Shit,” he said under his breath.  Lost it! 

Then he found it and relaxed.  Almost relaxed. 

He sat with the spud launcher drawn across his lap, the hair spray can in one hand, and the lighter in the other, and waited for it to begin. 

It started with the bang of rusted metal as the first potato struck the concrete mixer.  The metal rang like a gong, startling birds from the trees around him.  A second bang followed the first, and he steadied himself on his limb before uncapping the can and spraying the flammable aerosol into the small hole on the back end of the tube. 

He heard shouting, cursing from below—if the noise was this loud from as far back as he was, it must have been ear rupturing inside.  Alex and Raif scrambled toward the mouth of the mixer. 

Grim couldn’t help himself; he had to take the shot.  He gave the tube another shot from the spray can, aimed a few feet over the top of the mixer to adjust for drop, and used the lighter. 

The spud left the tube with a hollow sound and pounded through a rust pock in the hull of their hideout.  

Grim didn’t have time to appreciate the excellent shot.  The recoil had thrown his balance off.  He slid sideways, the spud launcher falling as he grabbed for a handhold.  He caught the branch with a hand as he went over. 

“Oh shit!”  He swung one-handed from the branch, straining for a hold with his other arm, but not finding it. 

He heard the ping-ping-ping of paint pellets on metal, and spun to see the action.  Raif was on the ground beneath the lip of the mixer, crouched and firing.  Alex leaned from the mouth of the mixer, gun pointed down the salvage yard’s main path.  He fired. 

“Fuck!  I’m out,” Kelly said, and came into view, arms in the air and a splatter of red paint on his chest.  Then he dropped to his knees and Clay rose up behind him. 

Pop-pop-pop.

Alex ducked back inside and the pellets splattered the wall behind where he had been. 

Clay took cover behind a row of rusted culverts stacked like logs along the path. 

Raif rose and chased after him. 

Where was Keith? 

Still swinging from his limb, Grim wrestled his paint-gun from the holster and squeezed off a half dozen shots.  One of them was lucky, taking Raif in the small of the back. 

He stopped and kicked at the dust.  “I’m out!”

Grim took no time to gloat.  His arm ached, and his shoulder felt stretched out.  He fumbled the gun back into its rough holster and strained for the limb.  The hand keeping him from falling some fifty feet to the ground was slipping.  The fingers of his free hand found wood, and lost it. 

Then the first paint-ball exploded against the trunk, just above him, splattering him with red paint.  Another followed, just missing him as he twisted around for another grab at the limb. 

“Hey,” he shouted, then realized how stupid it was to expect Alex to cut him any slack.  He wouldn’t have given Alex any if their positions were switched.  

Grim made another grab, and breathed easier when his hand caught wood and held.  He shimmied toward the trunk, another paint-ball flying over his head, then he hugged the trunk and lowered himself down to the next limb a few feet below. 

It bent beneath him, then let go with a dry snap. 

The fall was over before he had a chance to scream.  He hit the ground with his feet, his knees buckled and he landed hard on his ass.  There was a moment of darkness, the muted sound of footfalls coming toward him.  Someone said Oh shit, but he couldn’t tell who it was. 

Then the darkness morphed into pain, a pounding inside his skull, a line of pain up his spine.  He was able to sit up without stirring more pain.  He flexed his legs.  They worked. 

“You OK, man?”  Clay ran toward him, gun hanging forgotten in his hand. 

Alex followed close behind.  He actually looked worried. 

Grim took a moment to appreciate Alex’s concern, then unholstered his gun, and aimed. 

Clay’s eyes went wide and he jumped aside.  “What the fuck, Grim?”

Alex stopped, turned to run, but too late.  Grim fired and the paint-ball exploded against Alex’s shoulder.  He looked down at his red-splattered shirt, then back to Grim.  “Dirty fucker,” he yelled, then raised his hands to the graying twilight sky.  “I’m fuckin’ out!”

Grim smiled, and rose experimentally to his feet.  It was a cheap shot, he knew it and felt a little guilty, but the satisfaction outweighed the guilt. 

A second later Clay was at his side.  “That was dirty, man,” he said, then laughed. 

“Thank you,” Grim said.  “How we doing?”

“Good so far,” he said.  “Bo and Clint were hiding behind the gate.  They got Keith on the way in.  I nailed Clint.”

“Two to one?”

“Yep.”

“I like those odds,” Grim said. 

Clay opened his mouth to reply, then stopped.  He reached around with one hand and rubbed his back.  His hand came back smeared with red. 

“I’m out.”  He raised his hands, paint-gun aimed at the clouds, and winked at Grim. 

Grim nodded and pointed his gun at Clay’s chest. 

Clay stepped aside. 

That trick would not work again; there was no one behind him. 

Grim ducked behind the trunk of his tree, and waited. 

The others were on their way to the waiting point outside the gates of the salvage yard.  He heard Clay say something, then laugh, and heard Alex’s surly reply.  

Cheap shot motherfucker! 

Yep, he was pissed. 

It was just him and Bo now.  If they lost this time it would be his fault. 

He peeked around the trunk of the tree and saw no one.  This did not comfort him.  There were a lot of places to hide in the salvage yard. 

He stepped into the open, bracing himself for the sting of a paint-ball, and sprinted out of the trees.  Inside the yard now, he ducked behind the iron bulk of a World War II era boiler, the first in a long row of its fellows, and listened. 

There was nothing at first, then the approaching thunder of footfalls coming down the main isle.  

He steadied himself, paint-gun raised, and stepped out to meet Bo. 

“Watch it,” Alex said, and pushed past him.  The others followed, Clay at the rear.  

“Haul ass,” Clay said.  “Big brother’s here.”

Shit!  So damn close! 

“Hey, Grim.”

Grim turned and saw Bo standing only a few feet away, gun pointed, a grin splitting his face.  It wasn’t his paint-gun; it was his spud launcher. 

Phut! 

The flying potato caught Grim in the stomach, doubling him over, knocking the wind out of him.  He dropped his paint-ball gun and fell to his knees, trying futilely to suck air.  A paint-ball exploded against his shoulder, close range, and added to the pain. 

“Say it,” Bo said. 

Grim struggled to catch his breath, then finally sucked in a lung full.  The salvage yard’s decay-scented air had never tasted so sweet. 

“Say it, Grim.”

Grim raised his hands resentfully and said, “I’m out.”

Bo nodded.  “Bet your ass,” he said, then followed the others into the woods. 

Grim knelt in the dirt, panting, listening as their passage through the woods faded.  Time to go. 

He picked up his paint-ball gun and started to rise when the voice came from above. 

“Drop the gun, punk.  You’re coming with me.”



Chapter 3
 
 
 
 
Michele was fifteen years old, looking forward to the last week of school, when the workload would lessen and softball season would begin.  Softball wouldn’t last long; the Clearwater team never made it to the post season.  There wasn’t a big enough talent pool to build a good team.  Still, it was fun, and a great excuse to hang around the diamond after their games and watch the boys from visiting teams. 

She knew almost every girl her age in Clearwater, but she didn’t know the girl sitting alone in the corner booth—the girl who was sleeping with her eyes open.  Except for the slow, rhythmic movement of her chest, she could have been dead. 

“Don’t stare, Michele.  It’s not nice.”

Michele turned to face her mom, but her eyes flicked back to the girl.  “There’s something wrong with her, Mom.  Look at her.”

“Michele!”  Her mom’s lips pulled into humorless lines, her eyes widened and scanned the tables around them, almost hoping, Michele thought, that she wasn’t the only one incensed by her daughter’s rudeness.  “You can be such a little monster sometimes.”

Michele rolled her eyes and dipped one of Canyon Jack’s limp fries in catsup.  “She’s been sitting there since we walked in, and I haven’t seen her parents once.  Don’t you think that’s weird?”

“They’re around somewhere,” her mom said, but she sounded unsure.  She looked around the dining room, as Michele had earlier, but saw no strangers she could match with the girl; just Jack working the kitchen, the waitress, Darla, and a few townies.  She looked out the dining room window, scanned the half dozen cars, and frowned. 

The strange girl just sat there, staring at nothing in particular.  

Then her head turned and she looked at Michele. 

Michele felt a sudden, electric shock of fear—those dark, bottomless eyes seemed ready to swallow her, and giving way to the fear, a loathing she didn’t understand for the strange girl.  Her stomach gave a sudden, slippery roll.  Her throat burned, and she had just enough time to duck beneath the table before her dinner came back up. 

“Michele,” her mom shouted, and tried to pull her back up.  “God, are you OK?”

“Yeah,” she said, then wiped her mouth.  “Let go, I’m fine.”  She opened her eyes and saw the pile she’d left between her feet.  Not much there, she hadn’t eaten much, but what was there was tinged with red.  Michele almost screamed, then realized it wasn’t blood, but bile-thinned catsup. 

“You OK, Michele?”  It was Darla, standing at the table with a half-pot of coffee in one hand and a bar rag in the other.  She frowned at Michele, then the mess under the table.  

“Do you know who that girl is?” her mother interrupted.  

Darla followed her mother’s pointing finger and flinched when she saw the girl.  “Oh m’god!  I didn’t know she was still here!”

“You know her?” Michele ventured.  She chanced another look at the girl, bracing herself for another wave of sickness.  There was none, just her natural curiosity and a creeping pity—she wanted to go and hug the girl, to tell her she would be OK. 

“No,” Darla said.  “She was here when I came on shift.  Sitting with her friends.”  She looked thoughtful for a second, an almost alien expression on her face.  “They left about the same time you came in.”

While Darla and her mother spoke, Michele looked around at the other patrons.  Not many, especially not for a Friday night.  They’d arrived about the same time as usual, just ahead of the normal Friday rush, but tonight that rush hadn’t come. 

There were a few kids, stopped over on their way to some Friday night party or other, a few mill workers from down-river.  

Old man Wallen sat at the bar, nursing what was probably his twentieth beer of the afternoon.  He’d come in earlier, already half-toasted, bitching about the Damn Punk kids foolin’ around his salvage yard again. 

He was the only one, besides her, her mother, and Darla now, who seemed to notice the strange girl.  He watched her, blood-shot eyes unblinking, muttering. 

“Maybe you should check the restroom,” her mother said to Darla.  “I’ll look around outside.  They have to be here somewhere.”

“Yeah,” Darla said, then set the coffee pot on the edge of the table and wandered toward the restrooms.  

“Stay put, OK?  I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Yeah,” Michele said.  “Sure.”

Her mother pulled out her pack of Saratoga’s, the vice she usually kept well-hidden in view of other people, and lit one on her way through the door.  When the door swung shut behind her, Michele got up and walked over to the lone girl’s booth. 

“Hey,” Michele said, and stopped in front of her.  “You OK?”

She didn’t respond, not even a blink of the eyes or a turning of the head in the direction of Michele’s voice.  

“Where are your friends?  Did they leave you?”

Nothing from the girl. 

Michele heard footsteps from behind and turned to find Old Man Wallen approaching, his cane leading the way like an arthritic third leg. 

“You best get now,” he said to Michele, but his eyes remained fixed on the unresponsive girl.  “Get on back to your table and let me deal with her.  You don’t want to get mixed up with her lot.”

Michele was suddenly scared of him.  He’d always been just the cranky old junk man, but she felt something coming off of him, a stink that was more than beer or whiskey.  There was something very wrong with him. 

Michele backed a little closer to the booth, standing in front of the girl.  “She didn’t do anything wrong, Mr. Wallen.  She’s just lost, I think.”

Now his eyes did find hers, locked onto them, held them in an electric grip.  What she saw in them was worse than his irrational drunk talk, worse than the stink that seemed to ooze out of his pores.  What she saw in his eyes was a simple, brutal rage. 

He dropped the cane.  It hit the tile floor with a wooden clatter, then he limped forward a step.  His right hand flew at her, and before she could duck it slammed into her face. 

She heard the shocked gasps that came as one from the other diners, then felt the dull, metallic pain as her head hit the floor.  She tasted blood, and spit it onto the floor in front of her. 

She tried to scream for her mother, but her traumatized lips didn’t want to cooperate.  They were fat, rubbery.  

“I’m going to do this,” Wallen said.  “Oh, you little bastards I’m going to do what I should have done a long time ago!”

Michele pushed herself up from the floor; there was a lot of blood on it.  

That all came from me, she thought, amazed.  That asshole really hit me! 

“Asshole,” she said, but it came out slurred through her swollen lips.  More blood spattered the floor. 

She began to cry. 

From the other side of the dining room, Darla screamed. 

Wallen was laughing. 

Michele turned her head, looked up.  

He was choking the girl.  

Michele couldn’t see the girl, only Old Man Wallen, bent over her, arms thrust out, tendons standing under the skin like strands of bailing wire. 

“Help her,” she said, but no one did.  They just stood around, watching, faces ashen, eyes big. 

Michele stood, slipped in her own blood, fell to her knees.  She saw Wallen’s cane lying on the floor and picked it up.  Before she even knew she meant to do it, she was standing behind him, cane upraised like a club. 

“Michele, no,” she heard her mother scream from somewhere behind her, but she was already in motion.  

The cane came down on the top of the old man’s head with an almost comical bonk sound. 

Wallen grunted, lurched forward, but didn’t release the girl.  Her face had gone a sickly shade of lavender. 

Michele raised the cane again, held it with both hands, and brought it down as hard as she could. 

The bonk sound was less comical this time.  It was accompanied by a brittle cracking sound, like an eggshell breaking on the edge of a mixing bowl.  He fell to his knees without a sound, leaned forward onto the booth’s seat—he looked like a man searching for a lost contact lens—then rolled off, onto the floor under the table.  This time the blood staining the tile floor was his, and there was a lot more of it. 

His eyes were open still, but he didn’t see Michele.  They were not accusing as she might have expected, like a dead person’s eyes sometimes were in the books she read.  They were like the eyes of a mounted deer head. 

Michele dropped the cane, turned away from him.  She found the strange girl lying on the seat of the booth.  There was an ugly red ring around her neck; a raw red peppered with grime from Wallen’s ever dirty hands. 

She was breathing though, drawing air in ragged gasps.  Her eyes were red, leaking silent tears. 

Michele began to bawl.  She dropped next to the strange girl on the seat, lifted her up and wrapped her arms around her, fists locked behind her back, and cried for both of them. 

 
*     *     * 

 
Deputy Danny Grey allowed Grim to sit in the front passenger seat of the old Jeep that served as Deputy Sheriff’s patrol rig for Clearwater, instead of the back seat.  Being a lawman’s brother rated that much at least. 

Not a real brother, Grim supposed, but close enough.  They’d both been raised under the same roof, by the same woman—Clara Grey, Clearwater Post-mistress, President (ten years running) of the local chapter of The Sisters of Mercy, and foster mother.  Clara Grey—Clearwater’s answer to Mother Teresa.  

Grim’s arsenal was zipped up snug in his backpack again and stashed behind the Jeep’s back seat, where it would likely remain until Danny decided he’d been punished enough.  He’d replaced his paint splattered shirt with a spare he’d packed for afterward. 

“It had to be the salvage yard, didn’t it?” Danny said, trying to sound stern but not quite accomplishing it.  The salvage yard had been a favorite playground to the kids of Clearwater since time out of mind, and he’d heard stories about Danny’s exploits in his younger years.  Not a serial rapist by any means, but he’d got up to his own mischief. 

“You knew we were going,” Grim said.  “If you’re so concerned about Wallen’s property rights why didn’t you stop us?”

“Hell, I don’t care what you do in that old crap-yard, so long as you keep it low key.”  He winked at Grim, gave a little chuckle.  “It was those damn spud-guns.  Sounded like you were beating war drums.  Wallen was damn near frothing when he called.”

They rolled slowly along the dirt path from the salvage yard to Wallen’s shack.  Grim’s heart played a little tango in his chest when it came into view. 

“You’re going to make me apologize to him, aren’t you?”

“That would be a sight,” Danny said, then laughed.  “No, I told him to be gone before I got there.  Said I didn’t want to have to worry about restraining him and a gang of juvies at the same time.”

They passed Wallen’s cabin and found smoother ground.  Grim noted with some relief that the old man’s green International was gone. 

“Didn’t know you could do that.”

“Can’t, but I did anyway.  He was too drunk to question it.”  Danny pointed at Grim as they turned the next narrow corner, almost running them into a tree.  “Tell your friends the next time I get a call from Wallen I won’t give them a running start.  You’re lucky as hell it was me instead of Everett.”  

Everett Johnson was Clearwater’s daytime deputy, the main reason they’d planned their game for the evening, rather than the middle of the day.  “He’d just love to bust you.”

“I know,” Grim said.  “He’s had a hard-on for me from day one.  Thinks I’m a bad apple.”

“You are a bad apple,” Danny said, but not without another hint of a smile.  “Incidentally, you want to duck down when we get to Jack’s.  Wallen’s waiting there for a full report.”

“What’re you going to tell him?”

Danny screwed his face up into a sour mime of Wallen’s and croaked, “I’ll tell him the shit-lickin’ bastard punks were gone when I got there.”

“Thanks,” Grim said.  It wasn’t the first time Danny had covered for him—most likely wouldn’t be the last. 

“Don’t mention it.  Especially not to Mom.  She’d kick my ass.”

They rounded the last corner through the trees and the road to town came into view.  As they turned onto it, Danny’s radio blared static, then a voice.  “Danny, you been to Wallen’s place yet?”  It was Lydia, the volunteer dispatcher.  When the office was empty, all calls routed to her.  

“Just leaving now,” Danny said, then held a finger up to pursed lips; a little be quiet or we’re both in for it gesture. 

“Good, you need to get over to Jack’s, ASAP.”  

“Copy,” he said, rolling his eyes.  “Tell Wallen to keep his pants on.”

“Wasn’t Wallen that called, it was Darla.”

“Come again,” Danny said. 

“Darla called.  I couldn’t understand most of what she said, but she’s pretty upset.  Sounded like she said Michele Kirkwood just killed someone right there in Jack’s dining room.”

Grim gawked at the radio, then at Danny.  He knew Michele Kirkwood, not well, but well enough to doubt what he heard.  He just couldn’t make his mental image of Michele gel with the word Killed.  

Danny looked doubtful too, indicated it with a little shake of the head. 

“You have got to be mistaken,” Danny said.  “Michele wouldn’t kick a dog if it was chewing her leg off.”

“I know,” the radio squawked back at them.  “Dear God, I hope I am mistaken.”

 
*     *     * 

 
Danny had seen dead bodies before, mostly on the highway; truckers run off the road by exhaustion, and a few town folks that had been t-boned pulling onto the highway by Jack’s without looking first.  This was his first murder. 

Well, not exactly a murder.  Wallen had attacked Michele first, then the strange, silent girl sitting alone in the corner booth.  Not exactly a murder then, but the thing was, he didn’t know how else to think of it. 

A fifteen-year-old girl that he knew from town—a nice girl, a good girl—had busted Wallen’s old head wide open with his own cane, and had saved the other girl’s life.  

So really, she was a hero, not a murderer.  

He had trouble convincing himself though, probably it was the sight of the old man, lying cold in a pool of his own blood.  He didn’t think Michele would buy it either.  He’d had to pry her off of the strange girl. 

Grim sat with her now, holding her, trying to comfort her while Danny took a statement from her mother, Evelyn Kirkwood. 

Jack had closed the place down and left for home after giving his statement—which was nothing really, since he was in the back cooking when it had happened.  The other patrons were gone too, having given their individual statements and perspectives.  

The consensus was that Michele had been brave and acted before any of the others had a chance to. 

This didn’t feel right though.  Wallen had backhanded Michele out of the way—and a damn wonder she wasn’t out cold after the hurting he’d put on her—and then attacked the girl in the booth.  The girl’s throat had swollen, and there were ugly purple imprints where his fingers had closed around it.  That had taken more than just a second to inflict. 

And Michele had hit him twice before his skull caved in.  Twice.  There should have been plenty of time for someone else to step in and help. 

What it looked like, though, Danny didn’t quite dare say it, was that the others had just stood around and watched. 

That didn’t make any God damn sense either.  He knew these people, thought he did anyway. 

“Thanks, Evelyn.”  He closed his notepad; he wasn’t going to get anything new.  “You better get Michele home now.  Poor girl’s had the worst night of her life.”  There was a lump on her head where she’d hit the floor, and her split lip still dribbled blood, but she would be OK.  No concussion, nothing broken.  The emotional shock seemed to be the worst of it.  

Evelyn glared at him.  “Well, no shit?  Where ever did you get your spectacular grasp of the obvious?”  She turned away from him, purse clutched to her chest and nose in the air. 

Let it slide, he thought, face burning with equal parts embarrassment and anger.  She’s having a shitty night, too. 

Shitty night or not, that kind of antagonism was par for the course when dealing with Evelyn Kirkwood.  She was a bitch on her best days. 

He watched her approach Grim and Michele and willed her to keep a civil tongue with Grim at least. 

“Lets go, baby,” she said, holding out a hand to Michele.  To Grim she said, “Thanks.”  At least her mouth said thanks.  Her tone said stay away from my girl. 

“Take care, Michele,” Grim said, and didn’t even acknowledge Evelyn, just stood and walked past her like she wasn’t there.  

Just let it slide, as Grim liked to say. 

Little brother: kind of; troublemaker: definitely, but sometimes that kid impressed the hell out of Danny. 

Grim waited until the door swung shut behind Evelyn and Michele, then said, “How did such a nice girl ever come out of that bitch?”

“Shut up,” Danny said, even though he’d been thinking close to the same thing.  

Darla was sitting alone in the employee’s break room in back, probably helping herself to Jack’s beer (and could Danny really blame her?).  So it was just them and the girl in the room. 

That weird fucking girl. 

Danny had an idea why no one else had helped.  It was his job, and he didn’t want to.  The thought of touching this strange girl made him cold. 

The girl had settled back into the far corner of the booth, hugging her knees to her chest.  Not comatose, not a vegetable.  It was almost like she was sleeping with her eyes open. 

“Shouldn’t the ambulance be here by now?” Grim asked. 

“Naw,” Danny said, a little disgusted.  “They’re all tied up right now.  There was a pileup a mile outside Orofino.”

“We taking her then?”  The nearest hospital was fifteen miles east, in Orofino.  The girl seemed to be breathing fine, so there was really no huge rush, lucky for her. 

“I am,” Danny said.  “You can go back home if you want, but I won’t stop you if you want to come along.”  He gave the girl a sideways glance, barely a flick of the eyes, and shivered.  “Tell you the truth, I could use the company.”

“No sweat,” Grim said. 

For a moment neither moved, neither spoke. 

“What the hell do you make of her?”  Danny asked.  He supposed it was silly, the law asking a garden variety juvie what he thought of anything, but he’d spent his whole life here, and Grim had lived in Seattle most of his life, a street kid until he’d found his way to Clara.  He had seen things, experienced things that Danny never had. 

After a brief pause, Grim said, “E-Z-Lay.”

“What?”

“Roofies,” Grim said.  “I’ve seen what they can do.”  He looked away from her; must have seen the disgust that Danny felt and looked at the floor.  “She’s probably so drugged up she can’t remember her own name.”

Danny was still trying to take it in.  “Roofies?  The date rape drug?”

“Yeah,” Grim said. 

She was just a kid, looked about the same age as Michele, maybe younger. 

Grim sat down next to her, “Hey there, are you OK?”

No response, no acknowledgment.  

“My brother and I are going to take you to the hospital.”  He reached out and gave her shoulder a light shake.  “Don’t be scared.  We’re going to take care of you.”

A small response that time; she raised her head from her chest, just a little, rolled her eyes toward him.  Then she shifted toward him and rested her head against his shoulder before blanking out again. 

Grim put an arm around her narrow shoulders and held her. 

“We better let Clara know where I am.  She’s probably passing a stone by now.”

“Yeah,” Danny said, and walked to the phone to make the call. 

 
*     *     * 

 
The ride to Orofino was quick and quiet.  Neither Grim nor Danny spoke more than a word at a time.  The girl spoke not at all.  She sat buckled in next to Grim, slouching against her restraints.  

The only time she showed any life was when they passed the pileup he had mentioned.  Danny turned the flashers on as they approached it, and the State cops waved them by. 

Only one ambulance remained on scene, waiting for the extraction crew to peel open the last of the vehicles involved.  An old car, mustard yellow, looked like it might have been a Buick, California plates. 

The girl turned her head and watched the crew working to open it up.  When they were past it she twisted around in her seat, still watching.  She didn’t settle back into her seat until the next bend in the road put it out of sight. 

 
*     *     * 

 
A sound in the blustery, star dappled night.  A sound that made dogs whimper and hide under porches.  A sound that roused men and women stumbling zombie-like from beds to lock doors and latch windows.  A sound that made children pull blankets over their heads and bunch pillows over their ears. 

The gusting wind picked up the pace and dark clouds snuffed out the starlight. 

Then the sound came again, louder. 

Outside, somewhere in the deserted streets of Clearwater a voice called out.  A loud schizoid wailing that sounded like laughter—or maybe laughter disguised as wailing.  Crying.  

Then a scream. 

“Oh no!”  A woman’s voice. 

Her silhouette moved against the Old West Style false front of the Post Office, dragging something behind.  

She stopped, dropped what she dragged behind her.  A bag. 

“Oh my god, oh-my-god, ohmygod!”  She held her hands up and looked at them.  Then down at the bag. 

Then she ran away into the darkness, leaving the bag where it lay.  

The sound that followed her, like the heartbeat of the night, the squelching sound of footsteps in blood. 

 
*     *     * 

 
The night crawled on, the darkness endured.  Total darkness.  The sky was dead. 

Canyon Creek grumbled past at full flow.  A deep gash carved into the earth by a thread of water over the long years.  

Splashing feet disturbed the water, and the ragged breath of runners cut the wind.  

He caught her in the underbrush on the other side, the wild side of the Creek, and threw her down. 

There was a struggle, but it was brief. 

Ripping cloth, the wet smack of flesh on flesh. 

Slobbering, grunting, yowling, painful pleasure.  Animal.  Organic but unnatural, like a monkey fucking a cat. 

Only one returned. 

 
*     *     * 

 
The night grew old, bleached out like something dead.  The stars returned, but they were pale, weak. 

The darkness was not finished yet, the darkness endured. 
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