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CHAPTER 1
December 2006
The humming of a cell phone awoke Christian Vargas, jarring
her from another terrifying dream. This time the perpetrator
was chasing her with a strange-looking hammer. Gulping
air, she fought to emerge from the murky world of traumadriven sleep. Jerking upright, her head still swimming in the
zone between dreams and consciousness, she threw back the
covers. Sweat poured in rivulets down her back. Her thin,
damp T-shirt clung to her heaving breasts like a second
skin. The twenty-nine-year-old probation officer had taken
a sleeping pill the night before in hopes of avoiding the inevitable nocturnal battle. It was anniversary time. Her late
husband, Tony, had been dead for two years on Friday. The
feisty Irish-American didn’t expect to get through the week
without a nightmare or two. Tangled sheets had kidnapped
her legs. Kicking them back, she tried to avoid waking her
lover. She fumbled for the phone, issuing a hoarse whisper.
“Hello.”
“Hey Vargas, this is Simpson Jolly from detention. Some
girl called for you a few minutes ago, says she knows you.
Something about her friend Whitney is gonna die. She said
this Whitney’s out in Benton City with another punk named
Cole. We got cut off before I could get the address.”
A new anxiety clawed at her mind. Tonight’s nightmare
had been a warning. She exhaled deeply. “Did you get the
caller’s phone number?”
“Heck, no. Like I said, we got cut off.” The guard sounded
half asleep. Nightshift always did. She slipped out of bed
and tiptoed into the walk-in closet.
“Check the system’s caller I.D.”
1
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“Huh, it doesn’t show up, but the girl said she was in
Utah. She said she got this phone number from some other
girl named Stephanie.” The guard mumbled something to
himself. Christian tried to think.
“I don’t know a Whitney. Did the caller give you Cole’s
full name?”
“Nope.”
“Call dispatch, have them trace the call. Then call me
back. And next time, don’t wake me up unless you have
more information.”
“Huh, well, yeah. More information is probably better.”
The probation officer stifled the urge to rip the novice a
new one. There was nothing more frustrating than an underzealous trainee.
“Again, call dispatch immediately. I’ll have my cell.”
She closed the phone and glanced back at the nightstand
clock. It was four-thirty, but gauging from the lack of light
from her transom windows, the night hadn’t budged much.
Pulling her sweats from the closet, she shivered from the
morning chill. A fairyland sparkle of frost would offer some
ambient light in the barren Eastern Washington landscape.
The slender woman reached down, giving her dog, Bear,
his morning hug. His tail thumped on the wood floor; his
tongue on her cheek a wet reminder of his love. Smiling at
her pet, she wondered if she should negotiate the puddles
of ice with running shoes or her hiking boots. Her Christmas tree sparkled in the corner of her living room as she
wandered out of her bedroom in search of her boots. It was
nearly the holidays and for the first time in two years, she
and Bear wouldn’t be alone. The dog sat quietly behind her,
awaiting her next cue. “Come on, big guy. We’re taking our
walk early this morning.”
* * *
The bedroom where the boys sat was dank and littered
with garbage. Several small piles of dog feces were scattered
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in the corners. The old Welsh terrier had refused to go
outside for most of the winter. The dog was asleep on the
younger boy’s bed, snoring loudly and on occasion, passing
pungent gas. The vulgar lyrics of Marilyn Manson drowned
the creature’s vociferous sounds and forced the teenagers to
shout in order to hear one another. It was two o’clock in the
morning on the Friday before Christmas Eve.
Outside, freezing rain pounded the earth. Thick sheets of
ice had formed primitive ice-skating rinks on the street and
yard. The abandoned vehicles scattered around the two acres
of property looked like igloos after a snowstorm the night
before.
The two boys sat on the floor with the Ouija board between them, their grimy fingers lightly placed on the plastic compass called a planchette. True believers, they had
become Saints a few months earlier after they’d been introduced to the religion by their older friend, Jared. They’d
been intrigued by his stories about a man of great power and
knowledge. During his months away, Jared had studied under his master of the dark arts. Taken by their friend’s new
religion, Cole and Thomas had joined his cult, which met in
the high desert on the full moon of every month. There, the
month before, they’d been given their sacred names. Cole
was now known as Moloch and Thomas had been christened
Miasma. These were special names requiring a special form
of initiation. Moloch and Miasma knew that it was a perilous
game they were playing, but the high stakes made it worthwhile. The cult’s leader, otherwise known simply as Cancer,
had promised to pay them five hundred dollars for their efforts.
Once they’d set up the board, the boys had offered a couple
of crude prayers to Satan for help. Then they waited. Moloch
picked his nose for a while. The drugs made him fidgety and
he wasn’t a patient boy to begin with. Within minutes he had
given himself a bloody nose. He casually wiped a smear of
blood on the old carpet, its discoloration now further enhanced. Miasma, on the other hand, had the ability to wait
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it out. The silver piercings in his lower lip, known as snake
eyes, glistened in the dim light. Once in a while his tongue
flicked out of his mouth like a serpent’s, moving the rings to
and fro. After several minutes of waiting for the small triangular apparatus atop the Ouija board to move, they began to
lose interest.
The younger boy’s mother worked night shift at the local
Wal-Mart. Cole’s older sister was at her boyfriend’s house
and so it was just the three of them. The girl had already
passed out from drinking nearly a pint of vodka. The boys
were highly agitated from a lethal mixture of Smirnoff’s and
methamphetamine, but they’d been discreet with the latter.
Though it hadn’t cost them much, a wired Whitney could be
a pain in the ass, so they’d waited until she was unconscious
before indulging themselves.
The older one put his nose to the tattered chessboard that
they used as a snorting table. “Man, this is like the best crystal ever,” Miasma hollered as his eyes rolled back in his head
from the pain of inhalation.
Just fifteen years of age, the older one was tall and wellbuilt. Despite his youth, he’d grown a tuft of facial hair that
appeared below his bottom lip. His large round head was
shaven and a fresh tattoo in the shape of a tear could be seen
below his right eye. He sported several other tattoos including a Latin phrase, Lex Talonis, which stretched across his
muscular back in an ornate, gothic-styled script. Miasma
would have been handsome if not for the wild look in his
eyes and the disgusting meth mouth that was further injured
by the fact that he never bothered to brush his teeth.
“This is the real stuff. Joe says they call it ‘la glass’ cuz its
so f-in’ pure. No junk in it at all. I got lucky cuz he owed me
a big favor.”
“What’s that?” Miasma countered, his eyes narrowing
menacingly. He liked to brag that he was the boss of his
friend. Any time Moloch went on a drug run with his older
sister’s boyfriend, Joe Sliver, Miasma became enraged. Instant anger from the drug rush took him over the edge and
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he threw a shoe at the stereo system. The music stopped
abruptly.
“Hey, why’d you do that?” Moloch asked, twisting his
child-like features into a frown.
“How do you expect Satan to reach us when we can’t
even hear each other?” Miasma’s long-lashed eyes widened.
“Oh God, will you look at that.” Though they had temporarily forgotten the Ouija board, it apparently hadn’t forgotten
them. The planchette was slowly moving from the D when it
had originally rested to the letter A. The boys sat in stunned
silence as the marker then moved to H and stopped for a full
thirty seconds. Moving slightly away to the M, the plastic
piece then moved back over the letter and hovered momentarily. Then, as though yanked by a string, the marker swung
over to the E and back onto the R. The boys were speechless,
awaiting the planchette’s next move. After a long two minutes of waiting, Moloch hissed, “DAHMER.”
The older boy’s normally olive complexion turned a sickly
green. His mouth opened as if to reply, but he seemed to be
temporarily frozen. Trembling with fear, Moloch jumped up
and started pacing, muttering vulgarities under his breath.
“DAHMER. What does that mean?” he croaked.
Miasma lifted his head and turned to Moloch. “Jeffrey
Dahmer, you idiot. Remember? He’s the killer who ate his
victims.” With eyes aglow with an unearthly light, he pointed
to Whitney. “You go first. No pain, no gain.”
The younger one felt a harrowing rise in his belly. He
gazed at the beautiful girl. Her head was tilted back at a
strange angle. Her long hair swept across the dingy pillow
like a golden fan, its natural curls nearly perfect in their
corkscrew shape. Though her eyes were closed, Cole could
envision their gaiety. The softest of smile lines crossed the
top corners of her pale cheeks and her rosy mouth was a
cupid’s bow, ready to be kissed by a handsome prince. He
trembled, wishing that Miasma would somehow disappear
and that he wouldn’t have to do this. The older boy pushed
him hard.
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“Go on, ya pussy.”
Cole felt as though the world had slowed, like he was
swimming under water while God was watching; a grim line
across his great bearded face. He had gone to Sunday School
with Whitney. They’d played in his fort when he lived up the
road in his Uncle’s old house. Cole remembered her sweet
singing voice and the glorious way that she would lift her
chin to the Lord as she sang the simple hymns. Her smell,
like summer grass and girl sweat, still clung to her skin as he
moved closer. His entire body was sticky with sweat. Leaning over, he took her tiny wrist in his hands and opened her
palm. She had written something there. Squinting, he looked
down. The words, ‘I will love my baby’ were scored in her
fancy handwriting. Tears stung his eyes as he hesitated. Miasma started to chuckle and rubbed his hands together as he
hissed, “Come on! Suck it up, punk. Then it’s my turn.”
* * *
Whitney shifted slightly, disturbed by the musty smell
of the filthy pillow. Its scent reminded her of the dirty kid,
Charlie, from her elementary school. There was always a
dirty kid in every grade. Cole had been one of those, and so
what! Whitney had become his friend anyway. She watched
the boys from bed, keeping her eyelids low as to avoid detection. She didn’t care for Cole’s friend, but there was nowhere else for her to hide. She had exhausted her resources.
She was scared, for her baby more than herself, but she was
making plans. Her boyfriend’s aunt lived in Montana. If she
could just reach him, the teen knew that she could convince
him to buy a bus ticket for her to Ennis. His Aunt Cathy had
been very kind to Whitney during her last visit. The mother
of three had seen the bruises inflicted by Whitney’s father
and had made a CPS report, though apparently that had gone
nowhere.
Her dad was rich and powerful. He could stop a runaway
train with a wink if he wanted to. Besides, by the time the
authorities had gotten around to visiting her house, she’d
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been sent to the relatives in Salt Lake City. Her older sister had undoubtedly covered for her parents. “Whitney? She
doesn’t even live here,” she could imagine her brown-nosing
sister saying to the police.
To worsen things, Whitney felt as though her mother had
always hated her. Maternal nurturing had given way to an
underground animosity, born from envy, Whitney was sure.
She was a beautiful child. At least that was what everyone
in the family had told her. Her father had doted on her in
improper ways until the neighbor, a gentile from Seattle, had
reported her suspicions to Whitney’s mother. From that day
on, her mother had treated her differently. Then, once her
brother had been sent away, all bets were off.
That was why she’d started to pal around with Cole. He
was an ugly outcast, treated like trash by the boys and girls
alike. She was pretty and smart. Subsequently, she was vehemently hated by many of the girls in their seventh grade
class. A natural duo, they made up games of make-believe
to soften the cruel world in which they lived. Eventually
they’d started their own Buffy the Vampire Slayer society.
She would don the identity of Buffy. There were so many
vampires in her life, for real.
She had heard the boys talking about her and watched as
they’d played with the Ouija board. They were oblivious to
her, believing that she was passed out from too much vodka.
She had faked it. The peer pressure got to her, so when they
weren’t looking, she’d poured out the clear, pungent liquid,
replacing it with tap water. She hadn’t told anyone yet about
the baby. She wasn’t sure about the father, but even if her
child was a result of the rape, she didn’t care. She wanted
this baby. No one could take that away from her. When it
came to the baby, Whitney Clist had no regrets.
* * *
North of Pasco, Washington, Patty Clist stared out her enormous kitchen window. The sun was high in the sky, conjuring
warmth and resiliency, but once she stepped out of the door,
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ravishing cold crackled and snapped at her skin like canvas
sails whipping in the wind. Her bones ached from the years
of housework and too many pregnancies. She had never been
a particularly strong woman, in any sense of the word. Her
frailties were abhorrent to her husband. When they’d built the
house, she had balked at the size, knowing that she would not
be allowed to hire help. Her husband had insisted on the sixthousand square foot home and her health had paid a price.
Yet if she were honest, the house wasn’t the only reason
that exhaustion was her best friend. Her son’s incarceration
and her younger daughter’s forced departure were the heavy
weights on her heart. Tears filled her eyes as she thought
about little Whitney. She was like a precious doll, ebullient
with light. Her platinum blonde hair and innocent blue eyes
had always been a mother’s source of great pride. Later, when
they learned about the girl’s intelligence and her magical aptitude for music, she thought her heart might burst with joy.
Yet pride was to be her greatest sin and rightly, she had been
punished for it. The father of her sweet little girl had found
temptation and so she had to be sent away.
If only she could erase time. If only she had paid more
attention to her commitment, and to her husband’s needs.
God only knew how much she despised his nightly advances
and vulgar urges of the flesh. He said that fornication was
his right. He was God’s conduit and that she must obey his
wishes. It was a bitter pill to swallow.
After that night, when her precious daughter had returned
for a visit home only to disappear within days, her life
seemed devoid of meaning. Yet Patty had made flyers, had
asked that her child’s photograph be placed on a milk carton,
like the other missing children on TV. Flyers were distributed throughout the state as well as in Utah, according to the
officials in the City of the Great Temple. Several times they
had received tips, but Whitney had seemingly vanished like
a sand castle in the rising tide.
The front door slammed. She heard the slow, methodical
steps of her second son. He had been a quick child, always
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moving through the house like a little tornado. However,
ever since her favorite of her brood had spent time ‘in the
pen’ as he liked to call it, he had learned to move with deliberation. Brandon strolled into the kitchen and promptly gave
his mother a peck on the cheek.
“Hey Mom, how’s it going? It smells terrific in here!” He
gazed into the bowl of cookie dough and took out a huge
hunk, stuffing it into his open mouth. “I never thought I’d
love the raw stuff so much. You’re a great cook, Ma.”
She smiled with pleasure as he opened the refrigerator
and rifled through its contents. The milk carton was on his
lips before she could scold him. She reminded herself that
he deserved the liberty. The poor child was still afraid of the
dark when the police came to arrest him that mean afternoon
in late November. God was not home that day, she’d decided.
Brandon took another gulp and put the carton back on the
shelf. With great flourish, he collapsed into an oak chair and
burped. “A guy at work thinks he saw Whitney,” he said quietly.
The woman’s knees began to quiver. Explosive hope roiled
through her, crushing the air from her lungs. She had to grab
the countertop to stop from falling.
* * *
In a back room of the Clist’s enormous home, the middleaged man held the heavy book in his hands, trembling with
inner conflict. The ancient text had belonged to his father, a
man of great virtue-hard-working, pious and always loving.
The Book of Mormon, from his church, the Church of Jesus
Christ of the Latter Day Saints, was flawless, though it had
been one of the originals published in 1833. He had forbidden anyone in the family to touch it. He only did with gloved
hands. Otherwise it was kept in a vault, wrapped in a special
cloth to protect its fragile pages.
In truth, Clist wasn’t a particularly devout soldier of
the Lord. As a child, living in rural America, confined to
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a remote community that had lacked in resources, he had
imagined a different life of magic wagons that could fly.
When his father had died, so did his dreams. He had joined
the church’s youth group, had sung timidly in the choir and
served as an altar boy. Their town of three hundred was full
of religious fanatics, some with multiple wives and troops of
children. He had been a handsome boy and had his younger
brother to care for. He did what it took to survive. Mumbling
a short prayer, Clist closed his eyes and opened the book.
It fell open to the same page nearly every time. The verse
about Satan glowed with luminescence as he began to read.
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