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CHAPTER ONE

“Don’t crush it up, dude. You’ll just waste it on the floor.” Ron took the pipe from Jeff’s hands and showed him how it was done. “You don’t bust up crystal like this—you want the flakes in the bowl. Otherwise, what’s the point?” After dropping the jet-black meth into the glass, Ron fired up the torch and gave Jeff a look. His friend seemed almost nervous now that they were actually doing it. Dipping the fire into the pipe, Ron gave Jeff a nod, and the stem from the bubble dipped into his mouth. Ron saw his friend huffing in the smoke, which was almost as black as the flake itself, easily the darkest smoke he’d ever seen from crystal. Jeff pulled away from the pipe, not with the pale, glassy look that accompanied a normal hit of good meth, but with a grayness in his cheeks and a change in his eyes already. Ron gave his friend a look—Wicked, bro—then slid the glass tube into his own mouth and ran the blowtorch over the bowl.

The smoke came in at an astonishing rate, but unlike with regular crystal, Ron didn’t want to cough. He just kept sucking in, easily the biggest draw he’d ever taken from a pipe, and it just kept going. Finally, with his lungs screaming, Ron set the pipe and torch down. Even his eyes felt as if they were full of smoke. Jeff was sitting in the same spot that he had been in before, but he looked much farther away now. Finally, smoke came pouring from Ron’s lungs, and he collapsed into the chair behind him. Goddamn intense, he thought, and then just like the very first time he’d ever smoked crystal—a puff stolen from the glass dick of one of his mom’s many boyfriends—Ron felt that pop in his head, that rush that all junkies crave and are willing to search for until they finally die. Free told the truth, thought Ron as the smoke overtook him. It really is like the first time all over again.

The walls of the trailer felt almost as if they were rushing in on Ron, but in a good way. He didn’t have a care in the world, not about Mom’s new boyfriend, Bill, saying he was going to kick Ron’s ass if he didn’t either get a job or move out, not about the hundred bucks he owed Danimal, and sure as shit not about Christine dumping him last month, the stupid bitch. Right now, all he cared about was in this room, in his head, and in the rush. All those old junkies they got to come to the school to talk to them in that last year before he dropped out had been wrong. Your buzz could come around, that rush could come back, and if anything, this time it was even stronger.

Wishing they’d turned on some music, maybe some Nickelback, Ron watched Jeff pick up the pipe again, almost drop it, and then light the torch. “Dude, what are you doing?” Ron asked the question in a voice that didn’t even feel like his own, and sure didn’t sound like it, either. He was slurring, but that was par for the course—he spent lots of time slurring. His voice was deeper, thicker somehow, and when Jeff spoke, his voice was different, too.

“I’m hitting this pipe. What the fuck does it look like I’m doing?” Jeff said in an annoyed voice. “You don’t want any more?”

“Nah, man, I’m good. I just can’t believe you’re not. I’m like the furthest from tweaking out in a long time. I feel good, really chill, but still wired up.”

Ron watched as Jeff ducked the flame into the glass and took another hit, a huge one this time, then exhaled and did it again. “You’re kind of blowing my mind, Jeff. You’re a beast!”

“It’s not working,” said Jeff as he stood, still holding the torch, smoke pouring out with the words. “It’s not working at all.”

“You need to give it a minute, man. This is good smoke.”

Ron smiled as Jeff set the bowl down. The dude needed to chill out. The smile left his face as Jeff quickly crossed the room and leaped atop him, knocking the chair over and spilling them both to the ground. Ron was trying to speak when Jeff started on him with the torch, hitting his mouth first with the MAPP gas, and as his lips fried under the extreme heat from the torch, Ron still felt pretty damn good.

***

Matt Cahill was cruising through the southern tip of Indiana, spinning wheels as his Honda CB550 motorcycle got to pushing him through towns with names like Santa Claus, Liberal, and New Boston, but with no real destination in mind. Riding the bike felt good, sometimes almost as if the Honda were an extension of his body, accelerating when he needed it to, crisply turning on a long-ago-replaced suspension. Matt had no destination in mind—he just wanted blacktop underneath him and miles behind him. The motorcycle was perfect for both.

Matt wasn’t sure if he’d been running from a problem or chasing after one for the last year or so, never really sure if he was facing it with his hands up and balled into fists or if he was backing away with his palms wide and outstretched. Either way, the time spent since being trapped underneath ice and dying had brought him more conflict than Matt would ever have guessed one man could encounter, especially when that man was he. Invariably, that conflict was brought on by a there-but-not-there entity that Matt thought of as Mr. Dark, a presence that meant bad things were going to happen, and usually sooner rather than later. Time without meeting people, without hearing tales of woe and seeing awful things in their eyes, meant time away from Mr. Dark, and that was just fine with Matt.

Not that running away was a perfect solution, or even really a solution at all. It was just the way things were right now. But deep down, Matt knew that wherever he went and whatever he did, the head was going to catch up with the tail. Whether that meant Mr. Dark was following him or some other less visible entity was pushing him into bad situations because of what was needed from a man who had died and had been brought back to life, Matt didn’t know. Not that it mattered much, it wasn’t his choice, and hadn’t been for a long time.

Matt had been arguing with that empty stomach since bedding down the night prior, one of those nights that managed to finally cool off just enough to be enjoyed when his head hit the pillow—his stomach wanted food, but his duffel was empty. Like it or not, it was going to be time to stop soon. The thought of interacting with another person for more than the few seconds it took to pass them on one of these dusty roads made him feel half-sick.

A blast of black smoke from the bike’s engine brought Matt’s attention back full force to his method of transportation, and when a loud noise accompanied the smoke, Matt knew the decision was being made for him, and he nosed the sputtering Honda to the shoulder of the road.

Hopping off the still-smoking bike, Matt popped out the kickstand with a deft kick from his boot, then took a moment to give a sour look to his no-longer-faithful steed before checking out his surroundings. Two-lane road, last car he’d passed was a truck full of chickens about an hour back, and the blacktop itself had the look of disrepair that indicated that the highway commission wouldn’t be fixing this one anytime soon.

Matt wasn’t sure whether to laugh or get pissed off over the situation. All things considered, at least the warning signals that would have indicated the presence of Mr. Dark weren’t flashing in his head. So far, this was just plain old dumb luck. Matt Cahill was perfectly okay with dumb luck as he took off his jacket, laid it across the seat of the bike, and sat down next to the road.


CHAPTER TWO

The first car that passed him was a minivan that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a postapocalyptic movie, and of course, the van didn’t so much as slow. The next car not only slowed—it stopped, rolling up behind Matt half in the road and half not, and wearing signs that said County Sheriff. Matt stood, watching as the lights came on atop the car, but the siren stayed off. A few minutes later, the door opened, and a man in the rumpled brown suit that the county boys in this particular jurisdiction had been issued came out of the driver’s seat, head topped with a flat-brimmed hat that Matt could only assume was a required part of the uniform.

“Got some trouble?” The cop asked it in a way that was as much a challenge as a question, almost as if he were really asking Matt why he had to have trouble in this particular county.

“Yep. Couldn’t tell you what, though,” said Matt with a half smile, “other than she started smoking and seemed loath to quit.”

“I have an ex-wife with a similar disposition, and she was about as fun as your busted two-wheeler. You got a license on you, Mr.—”

“Matt Cahill,” said Matt as he went fishing in his wallet for his license and the papers for the bike before handing them over to the cop.

“What brings you to Spencer County, Mr. Cahill?”

“Matt will be fine, Officer. I’m just passing through, no real destination in mind.”

“All right, Matt. Is there anything on your person that I need to know about, any guns or weapons, drugs, anything that we could probably agree that a traveling fellow shouldn’t have with him?”

“I’ve got an ax in the duffel tied to the back of my bike,” said Matt, not sure what he would do if the cop tried to take it from him. The ash-handled weapon was the only remnant of his life before dying in the ice and had once belonged to his grandfather. “Other than that, I’m clean.”

“I’m not too worried about an ax,” said the cop, “as long as you’re not riding around waving it. You are missing a motorcycle endorsement on your license, though. Since I imagine you’ll be looking at a day or two in town to get your poop in a group, transportation-wise, I’ll have time to amend your ID. After all, it’s just a stamp here.”

“Thanks, I appreciate that.”

“Well, take it from my perspective, I never actually saw you riding. I do have to ask one favor—computer in the car is on the fritz, so if you don’t mind, we’ll call a wrecker and go run your license on the machine down there.”

“Sounds fine to me,” said Matt, his heart skipping a beat. He was dead to the world. What was going to come up when the cop ran his ID? If he came up marked deceased, the cop was going to assume he was using a stolen identity, and that was going to result in a lot of time and trouble. Matt shook the dark thoughts from his head, then continued speaking. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to grab my stuff off the back of the bike. Not that I don’t trust your mechanic, but—”

“Take it from me, you’d trust him less if you did know him. You can throw your bag in the trunk, all right?”

“That sounds fine.”

“And, if you don’t mind,” said the cop as he walked back to the cruiser, “you can go ahead and set in the back once you get your bag secured. No offense, but until I run your ID, we can’t be buddies.”

Matt unstrapped the bag and walked to the car, waiting for his nerves to kick in. So far, whether this was headed somewhere nasty or not, Matt felt pretty good, even with the possible ID trouble. He threw his bag in the trunk of the police cruiser, closed it, and then hopped in the backseat. The cop was already on a CB, talking to someone about sending Kenny over to pick up a bike. Smiling at the air-conditioning, Matt decided being a little civilized for a few days might not be the worst thing in the world.

***

Matt sat wordlessly in the back of the cruiser as the cop drove, realizing after the third turn that they were going somewhere that Matt most certainly wouldn’t have run into in his travels had the bike not broken down. The term off the beaten path only became more apt as they transitioned from blacktop to dirt roads and then to gravel as they entered town. Along with a single flashing red light, Matt saw the sheriff’s station, a restaurant called Mortimer’s that was wearing a few signs advertising Bud Light, a gas station connected to a service shop that Matt felt quite certain he would be frequenting over the next hour or two, and a small store that he figured was probably good for a little bit of everything.

The cop stopped the cruiser outside the sheriff’s building and walked around the car to let Matt out. Watching him move, Matt could tell the man was distracted by something, but it was impossible to tell what. The second the car door opened, Matt knew exactly what it was. Someone was shouting, maybe even a few someones. The cop pulled the door open slowly, and Matt got out, the heat back on him immediately and the respite from the air-conditioning forgotten just as quickly. The cop said, “You hang on right here, Matt,” then unsnapped his holstered pistol and began to walk toward Mortimer’s. The cop’s decision was confusing to Matt. He felt certain the bar wasn’t the cause of the noise—rather, the store across the road. Matt opened his mouth to say something, and then two people exploded through the front window of the store. The first of the two was a younger kid, a teenager. His eyes were solid black, and he was running impossibly fast toward the cop, who was just now turning to the disturbance.

First hopping the hood of the police car and then running at a full sprint, Matt was moving as fast as he was able, hearing but not hearing the cop telling the kid to back off. The kid was moving like an animal, faster than a human should have been able to, and doing it with his hands and feet levering him across the gravel road. Seeing no other signs of Mr. Dark’s corruption, nor feeling any of that awful vibe that people were about to start dying all around him, Matt continued toward the kid, who was gnashing his teeth as he closed in on the cop, still fumbling with his gun.

The kid made the cop first and had him on his back immediately. Matt could see that the guy’s gun had been knocked from his hands and lay useless a few feet away. Not thinking, merely operating on reaction, Matt ran to them, cocked back a foot sheathed in a steel-toed riding boot, and kicked the kid under the jaw as hard as he could. The kid made a noise like a dog with his balls caught in a mousetrap and lifted up to hover over the cop for a moment before falling to the man’s side and crashing down on his belly.

For his part, the cop reacted pretty well. He had cuffs out and on the kid’s wrists before getting up and dusting himself off. Matt watched him walk to his gun, pick it up and give the semiautomatic a brief inspection, and then reholster it. The cop spit in the dirt, then shook his head. “Goddamn idiot kids. Can you hear me, Jeff Walters?” The cop shook his head again. “I suppose you can’t, at least not yet. He’s going to wake up with one pounder of a headache, Matt.”

“I’d say he bought and paid for the right to have it.”

“I’ve been rude,” said the cop as he extended his right hand. “Name’s Frank Herbert.” Matt took Frank’s hand and shook it.

“Nice to meet you.”

“Yeah, you, too, partner. Not sure how much damage that little psycho could have done, but there wasn’t a whole lot I was up to at the moment when you got to kicking. Thank you for that.” Frank nodded at the road and the blown-out window, along with the other guy who’d flown through it, who was now sitting up and seemed to be taking inventory of the damage. “I’m going to go make sure Lem’s okay over there, and if you could do me a favor and poke your head in the station, that would be great. Should be a lady at the desk named Flo who’ll come out and put a shotgun on that asshole.”

The cop began to walk across the road, calling out, “Hey, Lem, hot enough for ya?” at the man in the road, who Matt could see had a nice cut on his head. Sparing one last look at the now snoring kid on the ground, Matt walked to the police station to see about Flo.

She was not what Matt had expected. Flo was pretty and short, with short blonde hair, and had skipped on the cop outfit, apparently preferring a Black Flag T-shirt and jeans. She gave him an irritated look as he entered. “Whatcha want?” Flo said as he walked in. “Sheriff’s out on a run.”

“He’s back now,” said Matt, “and he wants you outside on the double with a shotgun. Some kid out there attacked him.”

“Oh Lord,” she said, coming around the desk with a pistol-gripped shotgun that Matt felt quite sure had been pointed at him just moments earlier. “Did he kill him?”

“No,” said Matt, “just roughed him up a little bit before tucking him into bed.”

“That was mighty gracious of him. Is Frank okay?”

The way she said it, Matt figured Frank and Flo might be a little more than just coworkers. Pulling the door open, Matt said, “I think, other than possibly wounded pride, he’ll be just fine,” then followed her out the door.

“Fucking asshole,” said Flo when she saw the kid lying on the ground. She wasn’t pointing the gun at him, but it wouldn’t have taken much for her to move her arms and have him dead to rights. Matt gave a look to Frank. He and the storekeeper whom he’d gone to see to were walking over to them.

“You’re a quick bugger,” said the storekeeper. “Saved the sheriff’s bacon, from where I was sitting.”

“Lem, Flo, this is Matt Cahill, and he did indeed save my bacon.”

“I just did what anybody would have,” said Matt, shaking Lem’s hand and getting ignored by Flo, who was still fixated on the prone and still-twitching junkie.

“You see this, Frank?” Flo asked, gesturing at the teenager with the barrel of the gun. One of the teen’s eyes had lolled open, and Matt was staring at it.

“I did, black as an eclipse,” said Frank, and Matt felt as if he’d been punched in the guts.

“You can see that?” Matt asked, and three heads swiveled toward him.

“Of course we can,” said Frank. “It’s there plain as day to look at.”

Can they see the Dark Man’s mark, Matt thought, or is this something else? Matt let the thought slide away to answer Frank, who was giving him the kind of look that only someone with a long history of working in law enforcement can give. “Yeah, I just meant that I thought I was seeing things when I noticed them earlier. I’ve never seen anyone with eyes like that before.” Or at least not that I can tell you about if I want to stay out of the loony bin, that is.

“That’s understandable,” said Frank. “I was a bit put off the first time I saw them, too.”

“What is it?”

Matt watched Flo, Frank, and Lem all exchange a glance before Frank answered, and again, Matt was unsure if he was missing something or if they were just being paranoid around an outsider. “Why don’t I tell you a little later,” said Frank. “Right now, I need to get this guy in a cell, and I’m sure Lem wouldn’t mind having a talk about that broken window.”

“The window’s only the half of it,” said Lem. “You should see my store!”

“I will. Let me get this guy in a cell first,” Frank said. “Matt, you should just go park your keister over at Kenny’s—that’s the gas station. Right now, his tow truck is missing, but I have a feeling when it returns, it will have grown itself a motorcycle. Once you figure that out, come see me and I’ll get you your bag back.”

“Sounds like a plan.”


CHAPTER THREE

Matt found a seat near the front door to the gas station. The door was locked, and someone—presumably Kenny—had stuck a sign on it that said, Back Soon, Thanks for Your Patience. Matt wasn’t feeling particularly patient when he saw it. The heat was only getting worse, and he wanted his bag back, along with some answers. When he sat down, though, Matt felt different. The road had been wearing him thin in ways that he hadn’t realized, and it was actually nice to just be somewhere for a few minutes.

That wasn’t something he was concerned with now, though. Food was a much more pressing need, and even the snack cakes, jerky, and other garbage he could see through the service station’s windows looked pretty good at the moment. The noise of a diesel engine interrupted Matt’s daydream of a steak dinner with an ice-cold glass of milk. Raising his head, he saw a wrecker pulling into the small parking lot. His bike was in the back, and a man—presumably Kenny—was driving. Matt stood, hunger momentarily forgotten, and brushed his hands off on his pants. The truck stopped in front of a closed garage door, and Kenny jumped out.

“This your scoot, buddy?”

“That’s the one. You’re Kenny?”

“I am,” said Kenny, and Matt shook his offered and filthy hand. “Frank said you were Mr. Cahill?”

“Matt will work just fine. Any idea what’s wrong with her?”

“No. I’ve got some guesses, but so far, that’s all they are. That said, if we were wagerin’ on it, I’d guess the tranny. You come back in a few hours, I’ll let you know just what exactly got fucked up and what it’s going to cost to unfuck it. You got any family around here?”

“Nope, I was just blowing through.”

“I’ve had thoughts of doing a similar thing,” said Kenny, gesturing with a nearly black hand at the dilapidated service station, “but I stay here and live the dream. Shoot, you only live once.”

If you’re lucky, you only live once, thought Matt as he said, “Boy, that’s the truth.”

“Well, in any case,” said Kenny, “there’s a little shed out back of the gas station, used to be where my granddaddy lived before posterity come to town. You’re welcome to stay there if you’d like. There ain’t nothin’ worth stealin’, and the TV works about as well as one without electricity usually does, but it is four walls and some shingles, and you can make the march to Mortimer’s if you get hungry.”

“That’s really kind of you, Kenny. It so happens that I do need a place to lie down, and to be perfectly honest, it’s been a few days since my head hit a pillow.”

“Well, Travelin’ Matt, here’s a key to the place,” Kenny said as he removed a green key fob attached to a key embossed to look like the American flag from his pocket. “I’d say you can go on and get settled, but you haven’t got anything with you.”

“Much obliged. Yeah, the sheriff still has my stuff with him. I’m going to head on over in a bit and try to convince him to give it back to me.” Matt had meant the comment to be lighthearted, but Kenny’s eyes turned to slits as he spoke, and the mechanic leaned in as if to tell an old friend a secret.

“You be careful with Frank. He don’t respect our ways as much as he ought to. He’s from around here, not like the guy who disappeared a few sheriffs back, but that don’t mean he won’t stick his nose in where it ought not get stuck. Point bein’, him and that bitch Flo can be cantankerous about the private doin’s of some individuals. Live and let live is what I say, and it’s what the Lord wants as well.”

“Amen to that,” Matt said, unsure of how else to respond.

“Yup,” said Kenny, who apparently considered amen to be a good way to end both a prayer and a conversation. Matt watched as Kenny opened the garage and then drove the truck inside. Seeing the broken bike on its back was actually a little sad. Matt had become more attached to the bike than he had to anything in a very long time. Giving a last look to the service station and listening to Kenny grunt with effort inside the garage, Matt walked back to the sheriff’s office.

Flo was sitting at her desk, and Matt felt a little better about her shotgun this time around. Both of her hands were on the desk, and she was reading a Joe R. Lansdale book. She gave him a look and a nod but otherwise kept right on reading.

“Frank’s in his office,” she said, then tilted her head and followed it up with, “through there.”

“Thanks,” said Matt, but there was no response as he strode past her desk. There were two doorways from which to choose, but one was closed and the other had Frank in it, so Matt picked that one, rapping his knuckles twice on the doorframe before walking in. Frank gave him a nod as he entered and said, “Have a seat. I just have to fill out a couple more things.”

There were two chairs in front of Frank’s desk, a beat-up red one and a beat-up green one. Matt settled on green and sat down. Despite the looks, the chair wasn’t half bad for sitting. After a few minutes, Frank set down the pen and leaned back in his own seat.

“We can forgo the ID process, if it’s all the same to you. I owe you one, big time, and I’d hate to find out that I had to lock you up for something.” Frank sighed, then wiped a hand across his face. “I’ve been petitioning the DEA for a few years about the drug problem we have here in Spencer County, and all they ever tell me is that I need to document every drug case that I get. So I do, and send all my stuff in every year, both to them and the governor, and about a month later, I get a nice form letter telling me how understaffed they are and that I need to make sure to document every drug case that I come across. I can show you the letters if you’d like.”

“No,” Matt said, smiling. “I’ll take your word on it. What I would like to know is what in God’s name was that kid on?”

“New meth strain. We started seeing it about six months ago. Streets call it ‘the Plague.’ It’s like regular meth, but much more powerful than anything I’ve ever seen before. People who are already addicted to meth flock to it, and for most of them, it’s not a big deal, legal ramifications aside. For the average user, it’s supposed to be extremely euphoric and makes even the most basic motor skills difficult. Then you’ve got cases like the kid you kicked. For some of the junkies—and we have yet to know exactly what causes it, but my guess would be just plain old too much bad gas in a poorly made engine—they tweak out. Lem, the guy who owns the store, said that Jeff was stuffing his pockets with everything they could hold, wasn’t even trying to conceal the fact that he was stealing. Lem confronted him about it—”

“And they came through the glass,” said Matt. “I saw that part.”

“You didn’t see the inside of Lem’s, though. His store is trashed. Insurance will make good on it, but that’s the only place around here to buy things, and people are going to be limited on what they need until he restocks and gets the place fixed up. I think if he were a younger man, he’d move. He’s fed up. Not that I blame him. He shot a kid on his property a couple years ago, and even though it was a legit kill in the eyes of the law, he had to make it good with the Redneck Mafia.”

“That’s a real thing?”

“Yep, silly name and all. Bunch of idiots who are leftovers from bootlegging and Klan nonsense. They control most of the meth around here and I’m pretty sure are the sole supplier of this Plague crap. Shoot, they’re half the reason I need the DEA to come down and help. You’d be surprised at how many guys around here would never want anything to do with them as far as joining but will happily take some money or other favors to give a blind eye for whatever it is they’re up to. I’m convinced that’s how they get around all of the trafficking issues. I haven’t busted anybody who could be tied to them with any real quantity of meth, ever, and the folks I do bust they’re happy to see gone—less competition and no reason for them to hide a body. Anyways, I’ve bent your ear long enough. Here’s your stuff.”

Matt took the offered bag from Frank and was happy when he could feel the handle of the ax through it. He hated being away from it for even a few moments—the tool had served him so well against too many people corrupted by Mr. Dark.

“Thanks for all your help, Frank. It’s much appreciated. I’ll be staying in the shack behind Kenny’s station for a little bit, assuming my bike needs more time than today has left.”

“Good luck to you,” said Frank, “and thanks again. If you need any help while you’re here, don’t hesitate to let me know. As far as that goes, don’t take my ramblings the wrong way. I don’t talk to outsiders too often, and I was just venting. Most of the folks around here are good people. They’re just misguided at times, same as anywhere else.”


CHAPTER FOUR

Mortimer’s was cleaner than Matt had expected it to be by a fair amount, though it was as dark as most small-town watering holes tend to be. Even more surprising, and quite welcome, was the central air-conditioning and lack of cigarette smoke. Matt walked past a sign that said Seat Yourself and did just that, ignoring the bar and sitting at a table in the corner. Matt chose a seat on the wall that would let him see the bar and the door and gave a look around.

There were three old-timers having a drink at the bar and watching baseball, and the man behind was so stereotypical bartender that it was hard to believe. His shirtsleeves were rolled up to his elbows, both forearms glaring tattoos at Matt, one with the words Death Before Dishonor over a knife and the other of a hula girl. Around the barkeep’s waist was an immaculately clean apron, and when he saw Matt looking, he gave him a nod. Leaning back in the chair, Matt was fine waiting. The air was cool, and there was no angry drunk, zombified maniac, or black-eyed meth freak to deal with. All in all, pretty perfect. The bartender came by a few minutes later, and Matt read the embroidered name on his shirt: Mort.

“How you doing?” Mort asked before setting a glass of water in front of Matt.

“I’m doing all right. Had some bike trouble, so this might not be the last I see of you.”

“’S all right with me, especially if you brought cash.” One of the men at the bar howled with laughter, and the bartender spun, gave the man a look that went ignored, and turned back to Matt. “Those old buggers think that retirement means you just get hammered all day. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll take the money, but it can be a little much. Can I get you a drink?”

“I’ll take a beer—whatever’s on draft is fine with me—and I’d look at a menu if you had one.”

“No problem. I’ll go wake up the cook and bring you that menu and a beer. Lake perch is nine dollars. I think he uses too much salt in the breading, but most of the folks around here seem to like it that way, so I let it slide.”

Mort went back to his bar with its drunks, and Matt took a drink of the water. It was cold, but that was about all it had going for it. The water had a metallic taste to it, and though the glass was clean, it had a grit to it, as if some of the soap still needed to be rinsed off. Assuming it was an old bar trick being used by an old bartender, Matt set the glass on the table. Mort returned a few moments later, setting Matt’s beer on the table and handing over the menu. Matt took it with a nod, had a sip of beer from an unsurprisingly properly rinsed mug, and gave a look to the menu as Mort walked away. The food, just like Mort and the trick with the dirty glass, was exactly what Matt had expected.

When Mort came back a few minutes later, Matt’s beer was empty, and he ordered another draft and the perch special. As he was ordering, three men of the type Matt had expected to see holding down stools came in and sat at the end of the bar away from the old-timers. The first of them howled like a wolf, and Mort got a cross look on his face that disappeared as fast as it had arrived.

“I’ll get him cooking that perch, but the draft will be a few minutes.” Mort jerked his shoulder toward the new arrivals, and Matt gave him a nod back, then watched Mort walk to the men, shake their hands, and then clap one of them on the back. Matt hadn’t noticed at first, but all three men had black bandannas hanging out of their back left pockets, and all looked as if they could probably throw their weight around if they felt it necessary. Without being told, Matt got the sort of feeling he always trusted, and he knew that these men were either in that Redneck Mafia the sheriff had mentioned or were somehow associated with it. Cautious to observe without looking as if he was doing so, Matt began to gather what he could about the men. Probably going to be a here a few days, in any case. May as well give a look to the local wildlife. That look was tempered as a beer and a plate of golden perch fillets, fries, and tartar sauce arrived at Matt’s table.

As much as he wanted to continue to observe the men, food mollified him, and Matt set to eating. For their part, the men at the bar didn’t have a whole lot going on, either. They were drinking beer, doing shots of whiskey, and watching the same ball game as the old men. Had Matt not seen the kid with dead eyes attacking people like an animal in the street, he would have thought that maybe Kenny was right and that Sheriff Frank was overstepping the odd boundaries that a small-town lawman can find all around him.

The black eyes, though, they changed things. So did that sure feeling that the men sitting at the bar were part of the Redneck Mafia. Matt was used to that sort of sure feeling. He’d felt it before. It usually happened right before people with rotting flesh started to try to kill him and every innocent person around him. He’d known that, when he eventually got off the bike, he was going to find trouble, but he hadn’t expected it to be like this. He smiled as he folded a piece of perch into his mouth. Not the worst problem to have, too much normal. Deciding that he’d had enough perch, beer, and work as a detective, Matt walked to the bar, where Mort the bartender was talking to the three rough-looking guys.

“I need to settle up when you get a minute,” said Matt. “The food was great, but I need to see if Kenny can give me an update on my ride.”

All three of the men sitting at the bar turned to look at him as Mort walked away from the bar, and the one closest to him said, “What brings you in here? There are definitely better shitholes out there, and I mean in any given direction. Right, Mort?”

Matt was holding his bag under his arm, and he could feel the ax handle inside it. It was comforting in a small way, but the ax in his hand would have been a measure of security that was almost incomparable.

“If I could have picked a spot, I’m not sure where I would have landed,” said Matt, “but something on my bike died and said I was going to be stuck sitting here for a bit.”

The man nodded. The other two had already lost interest and gone back to drinking and watching baseball. Mort came back to the bar and slid a handwritten bill across it. The paper was set in a little plastic dish, and Matt dropped a twenty in it.

“You can keep the change,” Matt said to Mort, then turned to the other man and said, “You fellas have a nice day. I’m going to go see if my engine trouble has been diagnosed.”

“Best of luck,” said the man, turning and winking at Mort, “and if you get bored while you’re waiting on that moron to fix your wheels, have old Mort here give me a call. My name’s Free, and I can set you up with a few different versions of a good time.”

“That sounds good,” said Matt, “real good, as a matter of fact. I’m Matt Cahill, and I’ll see you around.”

Matt was almost stammering the words as he backed away from the man. Only the timing of a home run in the baseball game kept attention from being set upon him. When Free had turned toward Matt, he could see that a small tendril of rotten flesh was creeping up his neck. The exposed and raw skin made several of the tendons in the man’s throat look broken and ruined, and Matt knew that no matter the condition of the bike, he was going to have to find Free again.

***

There was undoubtedly evil in Free. Matt could see that, and probably even somebody without his unique vision could, too, though not as vividly. But the nastiness infecting Free’s soul hadn’t consumed him yet. There was a chance Matt could still save him, or at least prevent Free from doing something awful to someone else.

It would be nice if Matt didn’t have to kill him.

Matt pondered the thought as he made the short trip to Kenny’s garage, crossing in front of the sheriff’s office, his heart still racing in his chest. It seemed that if it was possible, then perhaps he was arriving before Mr. Dark’s assimilation was complete. Kenny calling to him made Matt jump, and he headed toward the voice and the gas station.

“I was right, Matt,” said a somehow filthier Kenny. “Tranny is fucked. Which is good news on one hand, and bad on another. Shouldn’t be too expensive of a fix—bikes like this are a dime a dozen, so parts are easy to come by. As far as money goes, you’ll be lookin’ at about a thousand, at the high end maybe twelve fifty.”

“Well, that all sounds good. What’s the bad part?”

“Bad part, assumin’ the money wasn’t already the bad part, is that it’s gonna take me a day to do the job, and I won’t have parts to start until tomorrow night. So, at minimum, you’re gonna be lookin’ at two days stayin’ out back, eatin’ at Mortimer’s, and not doin’ a whole lot besides that.”

Matt, quite sure that on a few of those things Kenny was right, was also fairly certain there were a number of things that were going to be occupying his time over the next few days.

“Yeah, that’s all right. I can use some time off the road, to be perfectly honest. Might not be much to do here, but I figure I’ll make do.”

“It’s not all bad,” Kenny said, shrugging. “You get drunk a couple of times, it’ll seem like you were never even waitin’.”

“Hey, I had a question for you, because you strike me as somebody who probably knows just about everybody here.”

“Shoot.”

“You know a dude named Free? Stands a little taller than me, seems to be in some sort of bandanna club with his buddies?”

Kenny gave a look over his shoulder, almost as if he thought Matt were setting him up for a very unfunny joke and Free was going to be standing right behind him and pissed off if he said the wrong thing.

“I know him,” said Kenny. “Why are you wonderin’ about that dude?”

“I met him over in Mort’s place. Seems like an okay guy.”

“Yeah, I guess you could say that. He’s an okay guy. Hooked up, too. In real tight with some of those high-dollar boys that like to go a little wild at Sally’s.”

“Sally’s?”

Kenny leaned in real close to Matt, as though he were sharing some deeply private information. “A whorehouse, couple miles from here. Rumor is...Well, rumor is guys with some real money have their fingers in the pot. Like I said, a guy like you or me could spread some money around, wind up gettin’ some tail, have a good time. There’s a couple of cats that run with Free that have real money, real connections, too, and if you believe the rumors, they like to do more than screw around in there. They run a lot of what happens around here.”

“When you say connected, do you mean the Redneck Mafia?”

“That’s exactly what I mean, only they aren’t somethin’ that you talk about. Rumor is they had a sheriff killed a few years back, and nothin’ come of it because they got the state boys wrapped up, what with money and Sally’s. That’s what I meant earlier when I said Frank needs to keep out of people’s business. This little shitburg town, this whole county, even—this is mafia turf, and that’s why what they say goes. I heard about that kid Frank brought down earlier, all fucked-up on that new meth? That’s them just trying somethin’ new, and Frank is gonna get on his high horse and try and do somethin’ about it. Here’s the problem. They don’t want dudes reactin’ like that, either, and I personally guarantee you that they’ll get that new flake gone long before Frank can do anything about it.”

“That’s a lot of drama for a small town.”

“Ain’t the size of the thing—it’s money. We’re about as dick deep on the edge of the real Mason-Dixon Line as a community could get, and there ain’t nothin’ out here. There’s big money to be made in meth, whores, and security. The reason people like the mafia is because they make it safe. We’re not some town with two gangs fightin’ over turf. We have a safe place to live. The sheriff needs to remember that his job number one is keepin’ us safe. Everything else doesn’t matter. The mafia keeps all the undesirables out, and Frank needs to remember that traffic stops and some guy beatin’ on his wife are about all he’s needed for.”

“I can dig it. You think two days?”

“Can’t see why not. If you head to Sally’s, ask for Renee. Trust me.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Matt watched as Kenny walked back into the shop, presumably to make a call to whatever parts shyster he dealt with, and giving a look to the empty street, Matt walked to the sheriff’s station.

Flo and her Lansdale book were right where Matt had seen them last, and he figured she must have some kind of ESP after she pointed to the office without looking up. The sounds of yelling and banging had been added to the police station since Matt had last visited, and their addition did nothing for the ambiance. Frank was sitting at his desk when Matt got there, and he waved at the green chair that Matt had sat in earlier.

“Kid’s really got some pipes,” said Matt, “and I think he’s trying to tell you that he wants out.”

“He has made mention that he would like to be released,” said Frank. “To be perfectly honest, I’m not sure he remembers a damn thing that happened. All he knows is that he woke up locked in a cage and that he wants more dope.”

“Think he checked under the mattress?”

“He shredded the mattress. What brings you back here? Want to rub my nose in how you saved my butt?”

“No,” said Matt, leaning back in the chair. “I was hoping we might be able to come to an understanding.”

“I’m all ears.”

“My bike is going to take a couple of days to fix and is going to cost about a grand to get that way. I was figuring since I was going to be in town either way, I might be able to help you out with some of your problems, and maybe you could grease my palm.”

Frank had been playing with a pencil and stopped, letting the marigold-colored No. 2 roll on his desk until it found a barrier in a logbook. Frank looked from Matt to the pencil and then back again.

“What exactly are you proposing?” Frank asked. “And no beating around the bush. I need to know for sure if you’re saying what I think you’re saying.”

“I’m saying that I kind of have a bug in my ear about this whole thing. Like, maybe I feel I might need to help you out. Let me finish. I’m serious. That kid today was not natural, but neither was my bike breaking down, and neither was a guy named Free just happening to walk into Mortimer’s and ask me if I was looking for a good time.”

Frank was pale and the pencil was forgotten. He was leaning back in his chair when he said, “Go on.”

“Word is there’s a place called Sally’s in town, a house of ill repute, unless I’m misreading things. If I had to guess, you’ve been offered a trip or two there, and if I had to guess again, I’d say you said no. Probably did wonders for your reputation for about half the county and made everybody else think you’re a problem. I can go to Sally’s. I can tell you what’s happening there, and once I’m in, it’s a damn good bet I can find out who’s making Plague.”

“You’ll stay for a trial?”

“No, of course not.”

“Then what does any of that matter?” Frank asked. “None of what you said does me a damn bit of good in prosecuting these assholes.”

“I never said anything about prosecution. If anything, persecution might be a better term for it. I know that I can get in there in a short amount of time, and once I do, you’ll just need to wait for the call. News like that, it won’t matter how much money they dump into the state police or how many sheriffs they’ve killed in the past.”

“If you do this, there’s no way I could ever tell anyone that I was involved at this level. It’s one thing for me to make you disappear during a raid—”

“But if I get killed before I can get ahold of you, then there will be nothing you can do for me. I know that, and I’m still going to do this, with or without your permission.”

“I could put you in a cell right now to stop you from killing yourself.”

“You could,” said Matt, smiling, “but when are you ever going to get another opportunity like this? If I can do what I’m telling you, this whole drug problem can go away for a little bit, and maybe the meth cooks that replace these dirtbags won’t make product that can make a teenager attack a policeman.”

“And greasing your palm?”

“A thousand bucks would help me out a lot.”


CHAPTER FIVE

When Matt left the police station, he went over in his head what he was going to do. First things first, he was going to need to talk to Free and see if he intended on bringing him to Sally’s or if he just wanted to sell him some crystal. Figuring that Mortimer’s would be the easiest place to start, even if Mort had to call Free, Matt was scowling as he left the police station, trying his best to look pissed off. Bleak thoughts about a past filled with death and regrets made it easy to get there quickly.

Shouldering the door open, Matt kept scowling as he strode into the bar. Free and his two bandanna buddies were sitting where Matt had left them, and all three of them looked a little out of sorts. Still scowling, Matt ordered a whiskey from Mort, then changed his mind. “Make it a double.” Free and his two buddies watched as Matt slammed the brown liquor, then spun a finger in the air for Mort to refill it. When the glass was full again, Matt took a sip and then a seat, next to Free.

“You look like somebody stepped on your tail,” said Free. “Bad news on your ride?”

“I wish. That sheriff fuck with everybody?”

“Now I see the problem,” said Free, who was wearing a mask of concern that Matt thought might even have been real. “Yes, he does, and I take it he fucked with you, too. Well, you won’t be the first, or the last. He makes it hard for a man to make an honest buck, but don’t worry, he’ll get what’s headed his way. Look, a couple sheriffs back, my daddy and some of his buddies took care of a problematic man in a way that really ought to make our boy think seriously about what’s really important. For example, keeping that piece of ass he’s got watching the front desk safe. Little black crystal, dark plume of smoke, she’ll be turned out faster than it takes Mort here to pour me a beer.”

Free smacked his mug on the table, and Mort refilled and then replaced it.

“See, that was damn fast. That’s the sort of thing our boy in there needs to consider, less’n he wants to see his old lady servicing truckers all night so she can get herself some of the black.”

“What’s black crystal?”

“You better cover your eyes, Mort,” said Free, laughing. “I’m about to break rule number one.” Matt could hear one of the old men grumbling under his breath, but thankfully, none of the old-timers said anything audible, or worse, forced Matt to defend them. Free stuck a hand in his leather vest, and Matt was transfixed by the wound in his neck. It was exactly as it had been the last time he saw him, another odd sign. Normally, the rot and signs of death came into focus much more quickly. Finally, Free took his hand out of his vest, and Matt forgot all about the wound.

In the center of Free’s offered palm was a small ziplock baggie filled with writhing, pitch-black maggots. It was all Matt could do not to show some sign of disgust, but instead, he forced a smile onto his face and took the bag from Free. Matt thought for a moment before he spoke. If he described the crystal wrong, they would think he was insane, but he had no idea what he was actually looking at, and surely no one else could see the maggots. The flake was pure evil.

“It’s so black. It’s almost like it eats all the light that should be passing through it,” Matt said as he held the bag aloft. “How’s it smoke?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe. It’s like you’re a fucking virgin all over again, like you never smoked so much as a joint before.”

The man next to Free leaned over to chime in. “Free wouldn’t fuck with you, either, man. That there is the real deal. You smoke that, you’ll be so high that you won’t just forget all your problems. It’ll be like they were never there in the first place.”

Matt took a sip of his whiskey, then handed the bag back to Free. Feeling the maggots fighting that bag against his skin was making his stomach do somersaults.

“No way, buddy,” said Free, hands aloft and flat, the rot in his neck stretched taut. “That’s a little taste for you to try. You tell me what you think, but I guarantee you’re going to tell me that busting your ride was the best thing that ever happened to you after you puff on that black glass. You got a pipe in the van, Danimal?”

“Yup,” said the man sitting next to Free, apparently Danimal. “Torch, too.”

“Well,” said Free, “let’s go fire it up, then.”

Unsure what to say, and desperate to buy time, Matt felt Free’s hand on his back, shoving him out the door. Free was calling to Mort as they left, “Throw it on my tab!”

***

Danimal’s van was exactly how Matt had expected it to be: short on looks, long on dents and rust. It was the sort of model that had probably started life as a housewife’s dream vehicle for hauling the kids to the grocery store, and just slowly meandered down the path to where it had wound up, purchased very used by a man like Danimal. Matt felt ushered, almost, as they rounded the bar to the back lot, and he saw the as-yet-unexplored shed that Kenny had given him a key to. Sparing the building a long look, Matt clambered into the vehicle behind Danimal and before Free and his yet-to-talk buddy.

Danimal quickly made his way to the one of the two front seats, the only seats left in the Dodge, in fact. The back was just stained carpet, empty brass, and cigarette butts, along with mounts where seats would have once been attached. Free made a glass pipe rippled with the striations of white resin appear from nowhere and placed it in Matt’s lap.

“Better pack that bowl,” said Free, and any pleasant look the man might have had in the bar had been sucked from him like juice from a grape. No more rotten spots, at least none that Matt could see, Free’s throat notwithstanding, of course, but the remnants of a half-fried worm were still writhing in the glass bowl. Matt pulled two of the maggots from the bag and shoved them into the pipe atop the half-dead one, gave a look to Free and then to Danimal.

“My boy needs a spark,” said Free. “Where’s the MAPP, Danny Boy?”

“I told you not to call me that. I hate it,” said Danimal, and Matt smiled despite himself. He was about to suck down burned maggot flesh, and somehow these idiots could still be funny.

There was no question that frying the bugs might kill him, or possibly even do something worse, and for the first time, Matt began to consider the van as an environment for a fight. The thought died as a yellow tank was passed to the backseat. Free took it and ran a lighter over the top, and a blue flame jumped from the tank, which he lowered to the bowl. Matt felt like vomiting as the maggots fought the fire and attempted to dive through the glass, and then, looking Free in the eyes, Matt hit the pipe. A moment of fire, and then, nothing.

“What the fuck?” Matt asked and exclaimed, “Is that a joke?”

Free shook the tank, then began fiddling with the valve. Matt’s heart was racing in his chest as he watched Free. I came this close to getting that shit in me. Matt could feel his ax through the bag and wondered what his chances would be here in a close-quarters fight. None of them would have the strength of the fully turned, but still, if he fought here, even fought and won, his ability to get to the bottom of what Mr. Dark was planning would disappear. Also at risk would be his ability to help Frank. Matt had known the sheriff only a short time, but he truly believed the man had the best interests of the county at heart. Finally, with Matt watching, Free set the tank down.

“You’re out of gas, Danimal,” said Free, “but that’s not all bad. You didn’t even hit that, but I know you’re not a fucking cop. You looked ready, man. You got a sweet spot for crystal, huh?”

“Yep. That stuff’s as good as you say it is, I’d be in to buy—big-time, even.”

“Yeah,” said Free, his eyes shifting to the Danimal and the man Matt had yet to be introduced to, and then back to Matt. “I’m sure something could be arranged. We got a few errands to run. You going to be around later?”

“Yeah, I’m just staying in the shack behind Kenny’s,” Matt said, handing the pipe with its still-writhing maggots back to Free, “so I imagine I’ll be sitting at Mort’s most of the next couple of days.”

“We’ll meet you back there in three hours, sound good?”

“Yeah, that’ll work for me. I need to get settled, anyhow, catch a few winks.”

“You know,” said Free, “that’s probably not a bad idea. Fun can take a long time. Could be a late night.”


CHAPTER SIX

Matt managed to hold himself together as he walked away from the van, then passed in front of Mortimer’s, the sheriff’s station, and Kenny’s, but when he was halfway to the shack, he collapsed to his hands and knees.

The urge to vomit was hard to suppress, but fearful of being seen, Matt soldiered on, fumbling his bag and the key before sliding it into the lock and turning it. Stumbling into the shack, Matt felt close to passing out. The dizziness was horrible and all encompassing. He shut the door behind him and then fell into the first piece of furniture that he saw, a threadbare chair. What he wanted was a glass of water, but he knew if he moved to get one, he’d collapse again. Matt closed his eyes and took ten slow deep breaths, gradually establishing a rhythm.

Once his heart rate was slowed and his breathing was returning to normal, Matt opened his eyes. The shack was dark, all the shades were drawn, and it was hot, too—not quite a furnace, but still a bit much. Standing on legs that were still a little shaky, Matt walked across the room, a kitchenette that looked as though it had last been updated in the 1960s. Smiling as he took a light-brown tumbler from a surprisingly clean and dust-free cupboard, Matt turned on the water, letting it run for a few minutes before sliding the glass under the stream. The water was cool through the glass, and Matt drank greedily from it before it was even full, then stuck it back under the stream to fill it again. His hands were no longer shaking, and Matt Cahill was feeling human again. He set the glass on the counter next to the sink, giving himself a mental note to be sure to wash it before he left for the night, then set his bag on the table.

The duffel was road weary, almost as much as Matt, but like him, it was tough and also seemed to keep going. Matt took his grandfather’s ax from it, rubbing his hand across the side of the blade and then, ever so carefully, his thumb down the cutting edge. It was still sharp enough to split hairs with—or to cleave through a skull, for that matter—but it would need to see a grinder one of these days, if for no other reason than to fix all of the grooves years of fighting had burned into its beautiful blade. Matt laid the ax down on the table and walked to the only other room in the shack.

The front room and kitchen had been sparse of furniture and decoration, and the bedroom was no different. Matt walked to the bed, sat on the edge, and felt waves of tiredness crash over him. It had been a long day, a long week, a long everything since he’d come out of the ice. There was a tiny alarm clock on the nightstand. He set the alarm to wake him up in two hours. The bed was soft, too much so, but when his head hit the pillow, Matt Cahill was asleep.

***

The chirp of the alarm woke him from a sleep as solid as any he’d known in a long time. He rose with a start. Then the knowledge of where he was and what was happening came back to him, slowly but surely. The memory of the pipe and its dangerous drug came back as well, but Matt found that the less thought of that, the better. Thank God they were out of gas to light that damn thing. Matt couldn’t know for sure what would have happened if he had taken in that smoke, but he had a feeling it would have been very bad. He wondered if perhaps use of the drug might explain the small amount of rot on Free’s neck or if there was something else that he was missing. Sure that there was, and just as sure that there weren’t going to be any answers here, but rather, with Free and his friends, Matt readied himself to leave.

Matt left the bedroom, dropped the ax in the bag, and then shouldered it before walking to the sink and turning the water back on. Letting it run like the last time, he filled the cup, drank from it, and replaced it on the counter. If he didn’t come back, Kenny was going to have to deal with washing it on his own, might even do the guy some good to get some soap on his fingers. Giving the sparse room a last look, Matt let the door close after him, then locked it with the key before wandering off into a warm summer night, the only light from the moon.

Once Matt was back on the main drag, he was at Mortimer’s in just a few minutes. Not wanting to see the van out back for fear they might have refilled the gas tank on the torch, Matt walked into the bar. Mort was where Matt had seen him last, and Matt sat at the table he’d been at the first time he came in. The bar was as it had been before, a few old-timers watching the TV—not baseball, American Idol—and Matt wondered if maybe it would be easier to catch them in the parking lot and try out some other type of solution. Mort came over with a mug of draft beer a few minutes later, inadvertently interrupting Matt’s thought process, plunking the beer down in front of him and then taking the chair across from Matt.

“You’re making a mistake with those guys,” said Mort, “a bad mistake, the kind you might not get to make twice.”

“I know what I’m doing,” said Matt, not liking the way he sounded, but knowing he had to be this way, “and guys like that don’t worry me much. They’re the puffed-up-chest kind.”

“Well, that might be the case for some of them,” offered Mort, “but that’s not the case with Free. He’s a bad dude with a reputation in the gutter, and if you keep your ear real close to the ground, you might hear tell that his old man is one of the higher-ups in the organization around these parts.”

“You mean the Redneck Mafia?”

“Yes,” said Mort, glancing over his shoulder and looking flustered, “only that’s not something people around here say. That’s a group that don’t really exist, not on paper, and not on your lips, either. Look, you seem like you think you have to do something, and there’s nothing I’m going to say that’s going to change that. Small piece of advice: Free always wears a compact Glock inside his vest on his left side. I’ve seen the butt sticking out enough times when he’s drunk and leaning over the bar to almost feel like an expert on it. I’ve also seen him draw it, and he’s got fast hands. He starts going for his piece, you’re going to need to act, not think.”

“Thanks,” said Matt. “You best get gone, keep them drinks coming for your customers. I’ll be gone soon enough, and hopefully, in the morning, I’ll be seeing you about some food.”

Mort stood, and Matt could tell the older barkeep wanted to yell at him, tell him he was a damned fool and he was casting his dice with men who always cheated, but Matt knew all that already, and Mort must have figured as much as well. Half an hour later, Free and Danimal walked in. Free gave Matt a nod, and the three of them left together.

***

Matt was sitting on the carpeted floor of the back of Danimal’s van as they pulled out of the lot, Danimal driving and Free sitting shotgun, but in a quite literal way: lying across his knees was a wood-stocked double-barrel sawed-off.

Matt was trying to ignore the gun but found it an impossible task, and it wasn’t until they were pulling away from the single blinking red light over the road that he realized that he hadn’t been away from that main drag since he’d been picked up by Sheriff Frank. As they rolled down gravel-covered roads, the headlights of the van the only thing coloring the graveled surface, Matt was jarred back to attention by Free.

“You know how to bust heads?” Free asked the question the same way a normal person might ask if he were curious what pizza toppings someone liked, and Matt answered as best as he was able.

“Sure, no problem. Where’s your buddy?”

“He’s having some trouble.” Free turned to look at Matt as he spoke, and it wasn’t just the twitching of his nostrils, steady blinking, and almost-shivering teeth that made Matt sure that the man was tweaking. It was the lack of sunglasses. Free had worn them in the bar, and now Matt could see his pupils, solid black and utterly soulless. Even worse, though, was Free’s neck. Matt might have met the man only a few hours prior, but the rot extended much farther now, spreading across and up his throat, curling up to rest in the twisted bird’s nest of a corpse’s beard that hung off Free’s slowly rotting body. Matt did his best not to look at him but couldn’t help but wonder how long it would be until Mr. Dark had full control over him. How many hits of corpse worms changed to look like black methamphetamine would it take before Free would want nothing more than to kill, and keep killing, until he was felled?

Thinking back to the first kid he’d seen with black eyes, the one who had tackled Frank, Matt felt some part of the puzzle sliding so close to other similar pieces. There was some crucial element he was missing, but Matt knew he’d know soon enough, and in all likelihood, far too soon for his liking. The van meandered down country road after country road, turning so many times that even though Matt was trying to keep track of things, watch for landmarks and count turns, he quickly found it impossible to keep up.

Finally, the van turned off onto a road that was little more than a two-track, just twin runners of dirt clearing the way for the van and with trees on either side of them impossibly close, but not quite touching the sides of the vehicle. The van screeched to a halt in front of a trailer, and Danimal shut the lights off.

“Get out,” said Free, “right now.”

“What for?” Matt said, his voice rising. How could they have made me when there’s nothing to make?

“I’m telling you to get the fuck out of the van, and leave that bag where it is,” said Free, who as he spoke was leveling the impossibly huge barrels of the sawed-off at Matt’s face. “I don’t want you getting spooked and pulling out a gun or something.”

Opening the sliding door in the compartment of the van, Matt gave a look to the bag. Somehow, leaving it with these two assholes was worse than whatever it was that they were making him clear out of the van for. Resigning himself to the reality of what was happening, Matt stepped outside of the van and slid the door shut behind him. Fast movement just ahead of him caught his peripheral vision enough for him to see Free’s arm extend the shotgun out of the van. Matt dove to the earth as Free fired the heavy-gauge into the air. Matt’s ears were ringing from the concussion of the gun, but not so much that he couldn’t hear Free call out to him, “Best get up,” as he rolled up the passenger window of the van. Matt did a quick push off the ground in order to stand next to the van. Someone of his experience wouldn’t need to be told that something very bad was going to happen, but he figured just about anybody could have read the signs here. Wondering what was coming, Matt didn’t have to wait long.


CHAPTER SEVEN

It sounded like a dog running, but Matt had never heard a dog big enough to make the kind of noise that whatever was coming for him was making. Putting his back to the van, Matt took stock of the situation. He was unarmed, something was coming for him, and there was almost nothing he could do about it.

As the sound grew louder, the impossible-to-ignore instinct to either run or fight came over Matt, and he slowed his breathing as best as he was able, steeling his nerves and pushing fear into a little pebble in the back of his mind so he could stare deep into the zero, that place where fear cannot live. From the blackness, the creature came roaring toward him.

The beast was the man Free and Danimal had brought to the bar earlier, and he was running like an animal, just as the teenager who had attacked Frank had.

Matt watched the scurrying pattern of the man, a man he felt quite sure had eyes colored obsidian and a dust of burned corpse worms coming from his nostrils. As the thing leaped for Matt, he dove to the ground, just as he had an eternity earlier when Free had fired the sawed-off from the van. The man’s leap was interrupted by the van as the space that Matt had occupied was emptied, and the sound of him hitting the vehicle was like a steel drum.

The man collapsed from the van to his side, howling like a wounded animal, before righting himself as Matt ran around the van and headed to the trailer, its front door open but an impossible distance away. The headlights from the van cut swathes in the darkness, and Matt moved toward the house as the noise of footsteps on pine needles and packed earth began again in earnest.

Diving to the ground at the second the noise stopped, Matt pulled his head up just in time to see the man illuminated by the beams of the van and blocking his path to the trailer. The man was down on all four limbs, his eyes jet and yet still focused on Matt. Closer to the trailer now, Matt was momentarily distracted by the smell of rot coming from it. Then the beast was moving toward him again, and Matt let it come, tense on the balls of his feet.

This time when the man leaped toward him, Matt was aware of two things: it was exerting massive amounts of energy in the all-or-nothing attacks, and if it got him on his back as that kid in town had done to Frank, it was going to be all over. Ready to pounce as the thing dove at him, Matt pivoted on his right foot, letting the man turned animal soar past him, and when it was at the apex of its jump and level with his shoulder, Matt hammered a closed fist into the back of its head, sending it tumbling hard to the ground, much slower to recover this time. Taking the opening, Matt jumped to the porch and ran into the trailer, leaving the door open behind him, on the hunt for a weapon.

The inside of the trailer was a mess. The glass pipe that had been in the van when Danimal’s torch had mercifully run out of fuel sat on a table littered with fast-food trash and empty beer bottles.

Nothing worth grabbing there. Matt turned to his right, entering a kitchen and hearing the skittering noise of the slipping limbs of a man running on all fours hitting the wood porch.

The first drawer Matt threw open was full of towels, but there was a thunk from the back of it, so Matt stuck his hand in as the footfalls disappeared on the filthy carpet inside the trailer. Matt felt a wooden handle, grabbed it, and pulled out a rolling pin as the man, looking much worse for wear now, stumbled into the kitchen.

Matt held the rolling pin like the club that it was as the man growled, black eyes staring through him, and then drove toward Matt.

Matt circled away again, just as he had the last time he’d put hands on the man, only this time when the man rushed past him, Matt laid the rolling pin on his neck, hard enough to make the handle break and to produce a sound like a .22 long round going off.

He dropped the pin, leaned back onto a filthy countertop, and stared at the man-beast. Blood was leaking out of the man’s ears, nose, mouth, and black eyes, and his neck was twisted at an angle that vertebrae typically made impossible. Just as fear had come racing through him at the sound of the unnatural running noises, rage came now, cold and awful, and Matt high-stepped over the dying man to leave the kitchen.

Matt left the trailer with caution in every footstep, feeling the twin headlights from the van cutting through and around him, and also momentarily taking his vision.

Free was hanging his head out of the passenger window, and there was no shotgun in sight. He spit onto the ground, and then Matt saw him take a drink of a beer before disappearing, only to pop back a moment later with another longneck. He tossed it to Matt, who caught it one-handed.

“You stay right there,” said Free. “We gots to talk for a minute, and you look like you might still have your hackles up. First things first, so we can all be safe: Randy dead in there?”

Matt opened the beer and stuck the cap in his pocket, then took a long drink of beer. It was cold and wonderful, and the relief made him hate Free all the more.

“Yeah,” said Matt, “he’s dead.”

“Well, that sucks.” Free said it in a way that even though Matt couldn’t see his face, he knew that Free was upset, even if only in his own way. “He suffer much?”

“That shit he’s been smoking is what caused the suffering. All I did was put him down like a sick dog.”

Matt had another swallow of beer, still cold and delicious, but nowhere near the relief that the first drink had been. Free disappeared for a moment, then audibly grunted from inside the van. Matt tensed his now-quite-sore legs and got ready to dive out of the way of those sawed-off barrels. Without knowing the type of load Free had equipped it with, it was impossible to know if the gun would be wildly inaccurate or just plain old useless, even at just fifteen feet or so. When Free returned without the gun, Matt felt himself unwillingly relax, his tired body already betraying him.

“Well, you’re right,” said Free. “Something in that flake makes some folks lose their shit pretty much entirely. Randy, as it turns out, was one of them. To be perfectly honest, it’s almost enough to make me want to give up the stuff altogether. That probably sounds crazy, after what you just seen, but trust me, it’s an unbelievable buzz, a real fucking gut buster.”

“I’m not much of one to turn down a good time,” said Matt, trying not to sound tired or furious with himself for getting involved in the first place, “but I also don’t want to be hopping around like some bloodthirsty bullfrog. I’ll stick to beer and grass, maybe some of the regular flake that doesn’t turn your eyes black.”

“You still pissed?”

“Less so by the minute.”

“Come get back in the van so we can get out of here,” said Free, “and not spend the rest of the night screaming at each other. After all, we still got business to take care of.”

Matt nodded at that, finished the bottle of beer, and tossed it onto the trailer’s poorly constructed porch before walking to the van and sliding the rear door open, then hopping in and shutting it after him.

“No hard feelings about that tussle back there, all right, Matt?” Free asked him in a way that assumed there was nothing wrong with stranding him weaponless to battle against a dope fiend turned monster, and in response, Matt shook his head and placed his duffel back in his lap.

“Same here,” said Danimal, who Matt could see had tears running down his cheeks. “Randy was like a brother to me, but I’m not sore that you had to put him down.”

“All that aside, Matt,” said Free, “I hope you can see why we had you do that. We didn’t want to kill him on our own. He’s a good friend, after all, and besides, we needed to know you could cover your own ass. We got to go backcountry next, and it just gets worse. It’ll be nice knowing you can watch your own back.”

“Where are we headed?”

“Well, not that the names will mean much to you,” said Free, grinning at Matt in the darkness. “We got to go pick up some more of the black skag from where we get it, and then we got to go drop it off at Sally’s. It’s a whore—”

“I know what Sally’s is,” said Matt. “Kenny filled me in on some of the details.”

“Well, old Kenny should know better than to be flapping gums at strangers, but it worked out okay this time. So what we’re going to do is pick up some dope and then drop it off.”

“Sounds simple,” said Matt.

“It’s not,” said Danimal as he put the van in reverse and began to pull away from the trailer.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Matt watched again for landmarks and gave up almost immediately. Free and Danimal had their windows rolled down, and the air was almost sickly sweet smelling, making Matt feel as though he were breathing in the stink from Free’s slowly rotting neck. As much as he normally hated the smell, it was almost a relief when Danimal lit a cigarette. At least it covered the other stench.

“We going to Bucky’s?” Danimal said it as if he already knew the answer but wanted to be talking anyway, and he looked almost offended by Free’s response.

“You want to bring a new fish to Bucky’s? Are you crazy? There’d be three new holes in them woods, and the three of us would be what was filling them up. No offense, Matt. Danny here is speaking a bit out of turn, not that it’s any of your business, of course, but we ain’t going to see Bucky. He isn’t much for new people on a good day, and these haven’t been his best days.”

“So where we headed?” Danimal asked, and Free gave him a smile before turning back to Matt, the swampy rot of his neck glistening in the moonlight.

“We’re going to Luther’s.”

“Aw, Free, you serious?”

The tone in Danimal’s voice had the hair on Matt’s neck at attention almost immediately. Danimal hadn’t been scared pulling into Randy’s, but whoever Luther was, he apparently commanded more respect than a psychopathic hophead.

“Should I be worried?” Matt asked in a tone that sounded as if he really was a little concerned, but he was as happy as could be to hear Danimal concerned. If the man kept sputtering off names, tonight could be the end of it. The phone and a who’s who list could go a long way for Sheriff Frank, as long as Matt kept his wits about him.

“Nah,” said Free, “nothing much to worry about from Luther. Danimal here’s just a might bit superstitious. Fact of the matter is, old Luther’s spot is where we always ought to be picking up the flake, especially in the sort of quantities them whores need. It’s a little bit out of the way, even for here. You want another beer?”

“Sure,” said Matt, not wanting one at all, “keep them coming. Like you said, it’s going to be a long night.”

“Damn straight,” said Free, opening a bottle for Danimal and setting it in the cup holder before passing one back to Matt and then finally getting a bottle for himself. “You just go ahead and nurse these suds. We’ll be there in no time.”

***

Luther’s place was on a road that had been cleared, paved, and then forgotten. As they pulled up to the place, Matt felt the air escape his chest between his teeth. Danimal was freaked out for a good reason.

“Here we are,” said Free. “Let’s hope he’s not too fucked up.”

Trying not to think about the last stop, Matt grabbed his bag and got a good look at the place from the van’s still-bright headlights.

Luther’s place had been a Lutheran church, but the an had fallen off the sign ages ago, and now the building just said Luther on the front of it. Matt wondered if that was where Luther took his name or if the sign was what had made him pick the building to squat in. The roof looked as though it had suffered some fire damage, had at least partially caved in, and had later been repaired by whatever equipment was at hand, which was not limited to boards, and appeared to include a few tree branches and ratcheting straps.

Free walked to the door as though he were more than comfortable just walking inside, but Matt couldn’t help but feel apprehensive about not only standing in the ramshackle structure, but also catching its resident unawares. Matt followed Free into the church turned home, with Danimal at his heels.

The inside of the building made the outside look like a palace. The smell of animals was omnipresent, and Matt saw several cats diving to safety as they walked through what must have once been the church’s parlor.

After passing through another door, this one heavy and made of oddly well-maintained oak, they entered what would have been the chapel of the former Lutheran church. At the still-standing dais was Luther, looking over them as if he were expecting them to walk in at exactly that moment, and on the podium was a still-smoldering glass pipe.

It took all of Matt’s power to keep walking forward as Free ran to the dais to give Luther a hug. Danimal’s hand on his shoulder stopped him. He turned to look at the fireplug of a man. Danimal was giving him a look that said, Give it a minute. Matt obliged and turned his attention back to the front of the church.

If Free’s neck was an indication that he was starting to rot, Luther was a very clear picture of where that was heading. Meth smoke was pouring out of his nose, mouth, empty eye socket, and several holes in his throat. The man looked as if he were falling apart. But only Matt had a true glimpse into this madness. The others couldn’t see it, at least not the way he did.

Luther talked to Free by the podium while Matt waited with Danimal by the back of the church. Matt assumed they were talking about the stranger who had been introduced to this den of insanity, and after a few moments, Luther and Free began to walk toward them. Cats bathing themselves in the row between the pews scattered at their approach, making Matt wonder if the animals could sense what was headed toward them.

“Free says you’re a stand-up dude,” said Luther, “and that’s good enough for me. You understand what you’re going to be up to?” Luther’s mouth was torn on both corners, making his brown-and-black-flecked teeth visible through tattered cheeks, the sight of it reminding Matt of a flag that had been left hanging far too long.

“Yeah, he knows we’re picking up some shit,” said Free, “and then delivering some shit, and that’s about all he needs to know. That right?”

“Yeah,” said Matt, “I’m just looking to kill some time with some down dudes while I wait for my scoot to get well. Soon as I get parts, I’m gone. Unless, of course, financial obligations force my hand to stick around for a bit.” Matt smiled at the last part and even managed to hold the grin as the three men grinned back at him.

“Well,” said Luther, “enough jibber-jawing. How much Bucky say you needed to take to Sally’s?”

When Luther mentioned Bucky, he gave Matt a sideways glance that Matt just caught. He was being tested, and instead of doing what Luther would have expected of a snitch, Matt was looking over his shoulder, at the pipe.

“We’ll get to that. You head on outside with Matt, Danimal,” said Free. “Luther and I got to discuss a couple of things.”

Matt followed Danimal outside, unable to help but wonder what in the world Free was concerned about letting him hear when he was already included in a drug deal. Matt followed Danimal to the van, and when they were back inside, he sat with his bag on his lap.

“Don’t take it the wrong way,” said Danimal from the front seat, his eyes in the rearview mirror and locked on Matt’s. “There’s a bunch of talk I don’t get to hear, neither, and I’ve known some of these dudes my whole life. Bet yer ass I know what they’re talking about, though—Randy freaking out. That’s been happening a lot, and not always to dudes that burn all the time, sometimes to first-timers. Bucky says that everything like this has risks. I just wonder how much he’s putting on his rep. After all, once your eyes go black, you’re done. They don’t get right again.”

“Was Randy sick before?”

“No, man,” said Danimal. “He was fine, way fine. Liked to party, fuck, and fight. He was a good dude. The black just did him in.”

***

Free met them in the van a few minutes later. He had a package under his arm and looked stressed-out about something. Seeing that at least Danimal had noticed the worry on his face, Free gave them both a smile that looked almost like a wince.

“We’re going to come up here one of these times, and he’s going to be turned,” said Danimal. “I know it. Just like Randy and Big Mike and Dolan—”

“Cut the shit,” said Free in a voice that was instantly less amiable than the one he’d had in Luther’s. “Luther is doing fine. He’s always been a little off.”

“You saw where he was standing, and you know what that means,” said Danimal. “He was up there giving a little sermon, and the only reason he stopped is ’cause Bucky told him that preaching to all them cats would be bad for business if word got out. Not to mention, did you see those little fuckers run from him? If a cat knows you’re going nuts, that’s a whole new level—”

“I said cut the shit. Drive to Sally’s so we can drop off the skag and get out of there.”

“You don’t want to stop and party?”

“No. Just drive.”

Matt stayed quiet through the exchange. Whatever balance this little Redneck Mafia might have had, it was coming off the wheels, and quickly. He felt sure that Free was regretting taking him along on the trip. It had been the idea of a high man who had been brought back down to earth, and Matt had no doubt that Free was concerned about what the still-mysterious Bucky might have to say about the situation. He tried not to think about it as they crossed through more back roads, finally pulling onto a two-track that slowly turned into a field. At its center was a huge and ancient motor home, and floating in the air around it like drunken fireflies were the cherries of a dozen cigarettes.

“You can’t smoke inside,” offered Danimal as an explanation, “at least not tobacco. Buck—” A sideways look from Free changed his words, and Danimal continued. “Some of the guys don’t like the way it makes the girls smell. They say it’s bad for business.”

“Not that it much matters how they smell,” said Free, grinning, “bunch of whores barely need to be awake to show you a good time, and I’ve had myself some damn good times with some that weren’t with it at all.”

“Why the trailer?” Matt asked it in a way that he hoped wouldn’t come off as too interested, just conversation.

“So they can move it every so often,” said Free. “Keeps things that much safer.”

“How do the customers know where they’re going to be?”

“Well, either they can smell all that pussy from a distance,” said Free, “or we got something else worked out.” Danimal parked the van next to a trio of oversized pickup trucks and turned off the engine. Free patted his side and gave a look to Danimal, who returned the gesture. They’re both packing heat. Looking at Danimal’s face, Matt saw something else. They were nervous, too.

Free and Danimal opened their doors at the same time, and Matt was out of the van after them, unzipping his duffel so that it was open and then slinging it over his shoulder.

Free handed Danimal a package the size of a small pillow and then took a pistol from under his shirt. Watching him fumble with the snap on the holster, Matt could tell that as tough as the gun might make Free feel, he sure wasn’t all that comfortable with it. Free gave Matt a nod and said, “Let’s get to it. Matt, you pick up the rear.”

Free led them from the makeshift parking lot closer to the trailer, the dancing fires of cigarettes drawing closer, and the silhouettes of men slowly taking form around them. They must have been becoming visible, too, because the men were all separating around Free, almost dancing away from the door to the middle of the trailer as their group passed. Free swung the door open to let Danimal inside and then nodded at Matt to follow.

Matt walked inside the RV, and the stench was almost overpowering. Loud music was playing that had somehow been inaudible outside, and a man with a beer gut who was wearing a cowboy hat and holding an AR-15 stood in front of what appeared to be a bolted steel door with a slotted window cut into it.

Time seemed to freeze as Matt, Free, and Danimal stood looking at the expressionless and well-armed guard, and then the man broke into a smile that Free returned. The two hugged and then bumped fists, and Matt looked at Danimal, who, while left out of the exchange, was grinning, though small beads of sweat were collecting on his upper lip.

This might be the arrangement, but it’s not a comfortable one.

The man with the rifle rapped his knuckles three times on the door, never turning away from them.

“How’s it hanging, Freebird?” the man asked in a thick Southern drawl, a much more pronounced accent than either Free or Danimal carried in his voice, and it reminded Matt of some of his Southern travels.

“Low and to the left, Henley. How you been?”

“Busy. All this fucking takes some work, y’know?”

“I can dig it. I got your crystal.”

“You know that’s not my problem,” the man said, scowling. “She’ll be out soon enough.”

As if on cue, the slot in the door opened. Matt caught a quick glimpse of a face behind it, and then several locks began turning from behind the door before it opened and the woman slid out.

If Free was slowly rotting away and Luther was all but gone, this woman was the next level. Matt had a feeling that she would have been hideous looking even without the rot, but with it, she was horrible.

She was dressed in Daisy Duke shorts meant to show the maximum amount of leg and a tight cropped top with a push-up bra, but the only thing getting pushed up was a pair of breast implants sliding around in festering wounds. Her face was done up with makeup but was rotting off her skull, looking almost as if it were sliding off inch by inch. Her eyes were sinking into her head, and her hair, dyed and highlighted, hung in damp spaghetti strands. Her walking and living was a mockery of all things dead. She walked up to Free and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

“We brought you your stuff. More this time, too, just like you told Bucky your girls needed.”

“My girls do need the black if they’re going to stick around and do like they’re told. Bucky tell you Jesse Ann went feral? Tore up a trucker real bad, ended up having to put him down and dig a hole.”

“It was a real shame,” said Henley, standing now in front of the open door and looking even more alert.

“You dig one for Jesse Ann, too?”

“We was gonna—” said Henley as Sally interrupted him.

“Then I got a better idea,” she said. “Henley butt-stroked her with his army gun, and we tied her down on a board, all spread out. We popped a muzzle on her, and she’s good as new. Some of the boys are having a throw-down with her in back, said it’s like fuckin’ a wildcat. I wouldn’t know what that’s like, but I think I get what they mean.” Sally paused, taking the package from Free and then tossing it hand to hand. “This feels light, Free, big-time. Send your boys outside, or tell them to get in line for one of the girls, don’t much matter to me which one. But you and me gotta talk in the office.”

Henley stood aside as she walked back through the door into the rear of the RV and then took the offered pistol from Free before letting him pass as well.

“You heard Mrs. Sally,” said Henley. “And besides, it ain’t a bad night out, so go on, get. Freebird will be back out soon enough.”

Matt followed Danimal out the door and was beside himself to discover that, somehow, he was actually a little worried about Free. It was a ridiculous notion. The man was a horrible drug addict—he was slowly rotting away and contributing to all of the bad things happening here, but he also had an earnestness that Matt couldn’t help but appreciate. I’d still put my ax through his head if I had to, and will, when the moment comes, but damn if I don’t feel for the guy being locked in there with her.

Danimal must have been feeling the same way as they left the trailer, because rather than wait by the door, he walked swiftly back to the van. Once they were there, he climbed into his seat, and Matt hopped into Free’s.

“What’s going on in there?” Matt asked Danimal, and for once, he actually cared about the answer. It wasn’t just a probing inquiry to report back to the sheriff.

“Nothing good,” said Danimal, “nothing good at all. Not for Free, not for us, not for nobody. I swear to God, if we’re low, I’m going to go fuckin’ kill Luther. I don’t care if he lives in a church. That ain’t no house of God anymore.”


CHAPTER NINE

“Can’t you call Bucky?” Matt said.

“What did you say?” Danimal asked the question slowly, as if he really was wondering what Matt had asked him. In addition, Danimal looked almost scared, as though there was some detail Matt was missing in asking him to make the call, and it was a damn important one.

“I asked if maybe you could call Bucky,” said Matt. “I don’t know if that’s possible, or something you can do, or if you even have his number, but if you can call, maybe he can help. He’s who’s in control of all of this, right?”

“All what?” Danimal asked the question at the same time that he opened a beer with shaking hands, dropping the cap on the floor and then taking a long drink from the bottle.

“All of this,” Matt said, spreading his arms. “All this meth stuff, the hookers in the RV, all the dirty stuff here—that’s his operation, right?”

“Look, man,” stammered Danimal, “you’re new here, and just passing through. You don’t know some of the things going on behind the scenes here. Bucky’s been the dude for a long time, a big dude.”

“But he’s not now?”

“Hey,” said Danimal. “It’s not like that, and I couldn’t tell you exactly what’s up. Bucky is the man, but he’s been off. Big-time off.”

“So he can’t help?”

“That doesn’t matter. None of this conversation matters. Free is going to explain to Sally that Luther, being the dope fiend that he is, stole some of her delivery and smoked it. Just wait. He’ll be out any minute.”

“He might and he might not,” said Matt. “That outcome assumes he tells them that Luther did it and that they believe him. Has Free ever come up light before?”

“I don’t know, man.”

Matt leaned across the center console between the two bucket seats in the front of the van, close enough that he could smell the beer on Danimal’s breath and look dead into his eyes.

“You don’t smoke the black flake, do you?”

“Hell yes. I love the shit.”

“No, you don’t. And you don’t need to lie about it. I know you’re clean. You might like to drink, smoke dope, and maybe even do the regular blue speed, but you don’t dig on the black, never even tried to do it, as a matter of fact. I know that. So level with me, Danimal, and do it quick. Free might need us in there.”

“Goddamn, Matt. The stuff you’re saying could get me killed. Maybe even get both of us killed. You’re not from here. You don’t know how stuff works. Look, Bucky used to be the man around here, but you knew it because he was always around, always partying. Everyone loved that dude, even the people he leaned on a little too hard.”

“What if Bucky knows the black is bad but doesn’t care?”

“Man, this has to stop. Let’s go over and see if Henley knows how much longer Free is going to be. I can’t talk about this shit, I told you.”

“If we go in there, that big asshole at the door is going to shoot us if Free is in even the smallest amount of trouble. We either go in knowing we have to put Henley down or we accept that Free might not be coming out.” Matt gave a look to his arm, where a watch would be if he wore one. “Could already be running a bit late as far as Free is concerned, too.”

“Look. Free is fine. We’ve been dealing with Sally forever. She knows how things go and how Luther can be when he starts getting really high.”

“Yeah, and what if Sally is ripping off everybody? You know how I knew you didn’t smoke the black? Sally smokes a ton of it.”

“No, she doesn’t,” said Danimal. “Sally’s been clean for years. Everyone knows that. She gets drugs and hooch for the girls, but other than cigarettes, she’s clean, never touches a drop.”

“It’s in her eyes, plain as day,” said Matt as he opened the passenger door to the van, sliding the ax loose from the bag, then pulling the duffel over his shoulder. “I’m going to go get him.”

“You can’t do that,” hissed Danimal in the front of the van. “If you go in there, they’re going to kill you.”

“No,” said Matt, “they’re going to try.”

***

Matt crossed the lawn in a fast walk, with Danimal at his heels. The bigger man was having some trouble keeping up, but Matt wasn’t too concerned about Danimal being much help. The man was just too scared, too freaked-out over Free to be in a fight right now. Matt figured there might be some low-level pimp types who doubled as guards in the part of the RV with the girls, but if they went in fast, got Free, and then walked back out to the van, they might be okay. The trick would be to have no shots fired. Gunplay would get everybody going nuts—whores, patrons, and the people he really needed to worry about, the ones with more guns.

Matt walked between the smoking and waiting men, the ax tucked tight next to his leg so that it would be harder to see in the darkness. He opened the door to the RV and hopped quickly up the steps, moving fluidly, as if he’d been born to be here.

Henley, the big man with the Stoner rifle, was raising the gun as the door opened, and without thinking, Matt threw his ax. The blade cleaved through Henley’s head, dropping him, and stuck in the “steel” door that he was standing in front of. Danimal shut the door behind them and was staring at the body. Ignoring him, Matt pulled the ax free from the door and gave it a swift kick.

The door collapsed in on itself—just cheap aluminum, doesn’t matter how strong the locks are—and Matt raced through it, ax in hand, with Danimal behind him. He could see Free’s boots on the floor, just the toes, though, and so Matt assumed he was sitting. He still hadn’t made Sally, and it wasn’t until he was past the bathroom and into the short room at the end of the hallway that he realized she wasn’t there.

Free was tied to a chair and had a red rubber ball gag in his mouth. He was sweating profusely and struggling at the restraints holding him, but his eyes got a little hopeful when he saw Matt and Danimal.

“If you’ve got a knife, start cutting him loose,” Matt barked to Danimal before he pulled the rubber ball from Free’s mouth. It plopped onto Free’s damaged neck, making the wound glisten with saliva.

“Hurry up,” said Free. “She’s coming back!”

“Where did she go?” Matt asked. “Why did she just leave you here?”

“She was on her cell when she left, covering the mouthpiece to talk, and then she took off. If she was calling who I think she was calling, it’s not going to be good.”

“Who, Bucky?” Matt asked. “Would he be able to approve her offing you for delivering another light load?”

“You talk too much,” said Free to Danimal, who cut through the second leg restraint, and Matt loosened the one on Free’s left arm. Free stood, rubbing his wrists, the ball gag still slung around his neck.

Matt smirked at the sight and added, “Now you’re free. Let’s get out of here.” Matt led the way, with Free and Danimal behind him.

Free gasped when they were out of the hallway and he saw the body on the floor. “Damn!” he said. “You killed Henley? He was good people.”

“He didn’t look too nice when he was aiming a gun at me,” said Matt. “Take his rifle. We don’t need somebody else shooting us in the back with it.”

Free grabbed the rifle off the floor and took his pistol from Henley. Matt opened the door, then walked outside. The men with their cigarettes were still there, but it wasn’t until the three were walking among them that Matt realized all of them were watching him, Free, and Danimal with coal-black eyes. How did they all get so high so fast? The thought was dashed from Matt’s head when he saw Sally and realized they had a very serious problem.

She was standing at the far end of the group of men with a knife in one hand, a cell phone pressed to her head in the other, and fury in her eyes. She clicked the flip phone closed, her eyes shifting from Matt, to Free, to Danimal.

“Get ’em, boys,” she said. “They die, and the ass is on the house tonight.”

The group of men fell on them immediately. Matt barely had time to get his ax up as a black-eyed man lunged at him. He shoved the man away from him and brought the ax down onto the top of his attacker’s head, splitting his skull and dropping him to the ground.

Next to Matt, Free and Danimal were cracking shot after shot into the torsos of the men who were rapidly advancing on them. Some of them came bare-handed, but others held tire irons and other clubs.

Another black-eyed man, fissures of rotting flesh lining his forehead, charged Matt with a large bowie knife. Matt waited until the last possible second, then sidestepped the attack and brought the ax down on the back of his head, making it pop off his shoulders before the body and the head were joined on the ground.

From behind him, Matt heard a gunshot. It was close, so it had been either Free or Danimal shooting, but that didn’t make things any better. More would be coming, and if they were all turned, Matt, Free, and Danimal were going to be overwhelmed on the lawn. Matt cracked another skull as one of the things came after him, and he bashed another with the backside of the ax as it headed for Danimal.

“Run!” shouted Matt, but they’d waited too long, and all that was left to do now was stand and fight.

Danimal had apparently realized that, in order to kill, he needed to shoot the drug fiends in the head. Matt saw snippets of Danimal firing only when they came close enough that he was sure not to miss. Free was still fighting as well, though as far as Matt could tell, he’d given up on the rifle as a gun and was instead using it as a club, apparently unable to find time to take the Glock from its holster. Matt was busy as well, felling and killing two more of the men, before the hookers, johns, and pimps from the whorehouse were upon them.

As deadly and bloody as the battle already was, Matt saw two things that were far worse, and they were running ahead of the pack on all fours, with black eyes and faces twisted by the flake.

The two junkies split before they hit Matt, Free, and Danimal’s ever-shrinking circle of safety. One of them was rail thin and looked as though she’d been deprived of food. She had a muzzle made of leather and metal hanging around her neck, and there were deep gouges in her face from it. The other was a monster of a man, tall, fat, and just plain old big in every possible way. Matt was yanking his ax free from the head of another dead ghoul when he came to the realization that the two beasts were attempting to cut off Matt, Danimal, and Free’s slow progress to the van. Deciding the risks were worth the attempt, no matter how dangerous, Matt ran from the circle of killing to try to face them before they could overwhelm the three of them from the rear as they fought off the others who had spilled from the RV.

Matt came out of the thinned crowd of drug-crazed attackers at the exact same moment that the smaller of the two black-eyed addicts came bounding around the circle of fighting. Ignoring the knowledge that the larger of them would soon be at his heels, Matt squared his shoulders to face her. Gripping the ax in both hands, one at the bottom of the shaft, the other just under the blade, Matt watched her charge. Time seemed to slow as she leaped for him, her jaws impossibly spread and baring ruined, gray teeth. Matt swung the ax like a baseball bat, letting his hand that had been near the blade slide down to meet the other one, and the ax was singing in the wind as it met her.

The blow removed the head from her body in just a single swipe, and she rolled harmlessly in the lawn next to Matt as her arms and legs remained twitching, still trying to figure out what to do. Not sure why, Matt threw himself to the ground next to her headless corpse. It was as if a little voice in his head demanded it. Whatever it was, little voice or just dumb luck, Matt was on the ground as the bigger of the two bounders filled the air where his torso had been just moments earlier. The thing was screaming as it missed, and then Matt was back on his feet and ready to fight.

The larger junkie seemed more hesitant than the first one had, moving laterally, then switching direction to bounce on all fours the other way. If the movement was meant to be distracting, it was working. Matt had left Free and Danimal to their own devices only moments ago, and he had no idea if they were even alive anymore. Not that it really mattered, at least as far as his own safety was concerned. If they were dead, then he would be, too. He couldn’t fight off the horde and this thing alone.

Matt watched as the beast circled him, never quite leading him back to the fight, but not allowing him to progress any closer to the parking area, either. As dumb as the thing was, it wasn’t unintelligent, not completely. When it did finally charge, it did so deliberately, much slower than the girl had, and much less likely to miss. Matt squared his shoulders to the thing, ready to fire another Babe Ruth swing at the neck of the beast, when he realized his mistake. It hadn’t been circling him at all. The thing was setting him up for an attack from behind. Unable to check his six, and knowing he had only one option, Matt charged the lumbering brute, breaking into a run with the ax aloft above his head.

The beast trembled when it realized its plan had failed, and then it started its own charge at Matt. It instinctively raised its arms to protect itself from the inevitable overhead ax strike, and Matt kicked the thing in its withered genitals, dropping it to its knees, and then punched the blade of the ax through one massive ham of a forearm and halfway through the beast’s neck. Blood jettisoned from the arterial wound as the brute screamed, and Matt yanked the ax free. Turning at last, he was able to see that three more lumbering zombies were set upon and dividing him from his friends of circumstance. Leading the three was the somehow even worse-looking Sally, and Matt went for her first.

He took her unfortunate head off with one well-placed slice of the ax, severing it at the base of the neck and making her starved and meth-addled corpse look almost better without the overly made-up and rotting head. The other two zombies he dispatched quickly as well, their staggered formation a threat only if they had hit him from behind. Attacking like this, they were easy fodder with a few well-placed blows with the ax, and when the last of them fell, Matt returned to the fray.


CHAPTER TEN

Free was firing the Glock now, finally having found the time to retrieve it from his jacket, and Matt saw him fell three attackers, one after the other.

The crowd of attackers had been thinned, and Matt did his best to disable the few that blocked his view of Free and Danimal. Matt dropped the last of them with a blast from the ax, and it fell with the lower jaw still attached to the body, looking as though it were yawning as it dropped. It wasn’t until Matt called to Free that he realized Danimal was missing.

“They fucking killed him, man!” shouted Free, a madman with the gun amid the pile of bodies.

It was true. Danimal’s body lay at Free’s feet, and next to him was one of the whores. Danimal’s face had been battered nearly beyond recognition, and a stiletto stuck out obscenely from his neck. The woman had been shot three times, twice in her neck and once through the forehead, likely as she killed Danimal, from the look of things. Matt knelt and took Danimal’s pistol and then the keys from his pocket while Free looked on incredulously.

“You’re stealing from a dead guy?”

“We need this stuff more than he does.” Matt flipped the keys to Free. “You’re driving, back to town right now.” Matt turned, realized Free wasn’t coming, and spun back around. “Free, it’s time to go.”

“We can’t just leave him, man,” Free said. “He was like a brother since we were little.”

“Do your brother a favor,” Matt hissed, “and start listening. There will be plenty of time to mourn later, if we live.”

“You mean there’s more of them?”

“Please, get in the van, and I’ll explain. But we need to get to town, and we need to get there now, before it’s too late.”

“Too late for what?” Free asked as they walked to the van, his legs finally moving. “Seems to me like the world has already done gone to pot. My two best buddies both died today.”

“You’d be surprised, or maybe you wouldn’t after what just happened.” Matt swung the van’s passenger door open and climbed in. “But there could be a lot more where that came from if we’re not careful. What you need to do, at least for right now, is listen to me and do exactly as I say.”

Free turned over the engine on the van and got Danimal’s rolling bucket of loose bolts into drive and away from the parking lot, then pulled onto the gravel road.

“All right, I’ll listen,” said Free. “Can’t say not listening has ever done me much good.”

“We’re going to the sheriff. Don’t talk. You’ll get a turn in a minute. We’re going to go to the sheriff, and you’re going to tell him where this Bucky asshole is, and if he’s not the one making this poison, you’re going to tell him who is...Because we both know that everyone around here is going to die if we don’t stop this shit from spreading.”

Free was quiet for a few minutes, speaking only as they turned onto Main Street. The traffic light lay in the street, smashed, and the lights in all of the businesses were lit. A pair of bodies lay in the road in front of the bar, one of them wearing an apron. Matt assumed it was Mort.

“Looks like everyone’s already dying,” said Free.

***

Matt had Free park the van in front of the police station, right behind Frank’s cruiser. Matt got out first and wasn’t surprised to see that a barricade had been erected inside the station: Flo’s desk had been turned on its side, and the glass door into the station had been shattered. Judging by the shells on the floor, Matt assumed the door had been ruined by gunfire. He pulled open the door slowly, entering first, with Free in tow.

“Stop right there,” called a female voice—Flo—and Matt did, Free bumping into him lightly. “Tell me your names.”

“Flo, it’s Matt. This is Fr—”

“Your full name.”

“Matt Cahill.”

“Don Freeman.”

Matt turned to look at Free. “Don?”

“Free, man. Since high school.”

Flo appeared from behind the makeshift barricade, holding the pump gun Matt had seen her with earlier, and she waved her hand toward them. “Hurry up, get back here!”

Matt and Free ran to her and then knelt behind the desk with her. “What happened?” asked Matt, and she shook her head.

“Frank pulled over a couple of guys DUI about two hours ago, right outside of Mort’s. They both went crazy when he got out of the car, beat him up pretty bad. He shot and killed one of them, but the other one ran across the street and broke back into the store. Frank was going after him when Mort came out and attacked Frank. Frank ended up killing him, too, but Mort had a knife. Frank came back in here and collapsed. I tried to call EMS, but the phones are down, land and cellular, and no one is responding on the CB. Two more men tried to break in. I had to shoot at them. I’m not supposed to do this part of the job. This is why—”

“You’re doing great,” said Matt. “You did everything you could have, and I know you’re worried about Frank, but this will be okay.”

“It doesn’t feel like it,” she said, her eyes shifting from Matt to Free. “The whole town is acting crazy.”

“You’re right,” said Free. “Right down the shitter.”

“Where’s Frank?”

“He’s in a cell, through there.”

“Next to the junkie?”

“You’ve been gone a while. That guy beat himself to death on the bars hours ago.”

“I’m going to talk to Frank. You two stay here. Don’t let anyone in here if you can help it. You’re doing a good job, Flo. The name test is a good one. Make sure anyone else who comes in can do at least that before you put your guard down.”

“My guard down? I’m half expecting to need to shoot Free the second you turn your back.”

Free scowled at that, but Matt smiled. “Any other day, maybe you would have. But Free is doing just fine right now.”

***

Matt walked into the sheriff’s office small jail, nervous for Frank and also nervous that Free and Flo would be overrun, or perhaps even turn on each other. Seeing the blood on the cement floor from where the doped-out teenager had smashed his head didn’t help things, and seeing Frank in the cell next to the stain, that door open, made Matt feel much, much worse. Frank was lying on the simple jail bed, his breathing labored but rhythmic. Matt could feel Mr. Dark in the room, even if he wasn’t there. Ignoring that as best as he was able, Matt turned from Frank, his eyes returning to the mess from the dead hophead in the other cell. Then he opened the door to return to Free and Flo. Feeling as if he had the puzzle but was still missing far too many of the pieces, Matt swung the door closed, hearing the locks slam home. Frank still wore a gun on his belt, and with the door shut, at least they would have a harder time getting to him. Sparing Frank one last look, Matt left the room.

Free and Flo were hunkered down behind the desk exactly where Matt had left them and looking no happier for it. Matt took a deep breath and told them what had to happen.

“Free, you’re going to drive us to Bucky’s, and we’re going to put an end to this crap.”

“I can’t take you there, man. It’s suicide.”

“Besides,” said Flo, “we can’t leave Frank here alone.”

“You’re driving us there, Free,” ordered Matt. “And Frank will be fine as long as we go end this. He’s locked in, and he has his gun. I don’t know Frank, but I do know that if one of us were taking a snooze in there, he’d still be up for catching the bad guys, or doing whatever else it was that needed doing. Since he can’t do that right now, we’re going to do it for him. Flo, what do you have in the way of weaponry?”

“We have another shotgun, the one that would normally be in Frank’s car.”

“Will you get it, and all the shells you can carry?”

“Sure thing,” she said, before standing and walking to Frank’s office. Matt turned to Free. “You’re going to drive?”

“I will,” said Free, sighing, “but I don’t like it.”

“You don’t have to like it,” Matt said, locking eyes with Free and probing him for some sense of imminent betrayal. “But you do have to drive us there, and then you need to help me get rid of Bucky, end all this meth garbage. You know what Danimal told me? He never smoked black flake. But you did. I can see it on you. I can smell it. Are you going to be able to let it go?”

“I can drive you there,” said Free. “I’ll even help you dust Bucky, if it comes to that, but that other thing, no guarantees. I’ve been smoking speed since I was a kid, and that is the best damn speed I’ve ever had. Some other cook is going to pop up with this same recipe, and you’re crazy if you think I won’t belly up to the counter to partake when the notion strikes me.”

“That’s not what I meant, Free. When we stop Bucky and whoever he’s working with, there will never be any more black flake ever again. I need you to help me do that.”

“Man, you believe way too much in this idea of yours. Trust me, if black flake came along once, it will be back. I’m with you, though. I know that’s what you want to hear. Besides,” Free said, grinning, “we’re all going to wind up dead up there. Bucky don’t like people coming by unannounced, and if you think it’ll go any different for us, you’re crazy.”

Flo came back to the desk barricade holding her own pistol-gripped shotgun and another with a black stock, along with a canvas sack full of twelve-gauge rounds. She handed the gun with the stock to Matt, and in turn, he gave it to Free.

“Your AR is empty,” Matt said by way of explanation and then turned to Flo. “Besides,” he said, pulling the ax free from his duffel, “I’ll be just fine with this.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

They were silent as Free drove. Matt figured they all had a lot to think about. His mind was stuck on thoughts of Mr. Dark. Even though he’d yet to actually see his adversary, Matt could all but feel him whenever he saw the black flake or someone under its influence.

But maybe what he was sensing was the presence of straightforward evil. Matt had learned that people could be evil bastards without being touched by Mr. Dark. Most of them just came by it naturally.

What was more troubling to Matt was the possibility that Bucky had managed to make a drug that could spread evil more broadly than even Mr. Dark’s touch could.

Then again, maybe it was Mr. Dark who gave Bucky the formula to start with.

Either way, Mr. Dark had every reason to want Bucky to succeed and probably had had his hand in the massacre that had broken out at the whorehouse. The evil seemed to spread among the crowd a lot faster than could be accounted for by the drug.

Matt stared out the windshield. He didn’t have the answers, but he didn’t need them. The drug had to be stopped.

Flo was almost certainly thinking about Frank, lying in his own jail, locked up like a common criminal, and with a head injury. Not best-case scenario by anyone’s logic, but Matt figured what Flo was really wondering was, if they didn’t make it back, how long would Frank be stuck there? Even if he had the keys, and Matt figured he did, that wouldn’t do him much good if he fell into a coma or had a stroke. Still, even with the stresses, he’d seen Flo with the shotgun, and she was more than confident with it. Hopefully not too confident.

Free was another story, and aside from whatever awaited them at Bucky’s, he was the one Matt worried about the most. If he were going to turn, it seemed like he already would have, but Free could still decide that he’d had enough of being a white knight. Danimal’s death was going to carry Free only so far, and Matt hoped it would take them all the way to Bucky’s.

Rain began to clatter on the windshield, and Free turned on the wipers. Matt watched them tick back and forth for a few minutes and then turned to Free.

“How much farther?”

“Not much. Why, you change your mind?” Free flashed a grin at Matt, and it did nothing to calm his concerns. They passed a truck that was dead on the side of the road. It made the van look like a luxury automobile. “That’s Luther’s truck,” Free said with almost no emotion. “I guess everybody’s coming to the party.”

“Why would Luther be here? He seemed pretty out of it back at his house.”

“Well, could be a happy little coincidence,” said Free. “Most likely, though, Sally made a phone call before everything got crazy at the trailer, and Luther came by to let Bucky know that I was the one who ripped him off.”

“But you weren’t.”

“I know that. Not that it will matter now, but it does make one thing clear. First Sally was ready to put me in the ground, now Bucky is probably getting ready to do the same, and the only evidence either of them has is that fuckin’ junkie whose beater we just passed.”

“Kind of an argument against working for a bunch of thieves,” said Flo, a touch of steel in her voice. “After all, you partnered up with all of these guys.”

“Yeah, I know. But what else was a guy like me to do? The mafia gave me money and drugs, not to mention ladies love a bad boy. It really was probably best-case scenario for me.”

“Yeah, best case or not, now you’re driving through the rain to go put lead on some people. Flo, we didn’t give you the full details of what happened at Sally’s, but the short version is simple. Everyone there wanted us dead, and in a hurry.”

“They went from a bunch of dudes smoking to a pack of cold killers,” Free clarified in a drawl. “Seriously bad mojo right there.” He turned the van off onto a two-track that barely qualified as a road. “Not far now,” said Free, just before slamming on the brakes hard enough to throw Matt onto the dashboard and toss Flo from the bare floor of the back of the van into the backs of their seats. “This ain’t good,” said Free. “They done buffaloed us already.”

Matt raised his head and saw the problem, though it took a moment to figure out why they’d stopped. A crude but effective roadblock had been placed in the twin runnels of the two-track, four-by-fours with tenpenny nails driven through them and painted black.

“What the fuck was that?” Flo shouted before poking her head between their seats. Blood was dripping from her nose—drops, not a river.

“We had to stop,” said Matt, pointing to show her the boards.

“So they know we’re coming?”

“Maybe,” said Free, “maybe not. Bucky has become more than paranoid in the last few months, maybe even longer. Either way, if you two still want to go up there, we’re walking. Probably about a mile.”

***

Matt left his bag in the van, figuring that even if he were to be killed by some awful thing at Bucky’s place, at least he’d have the ax with him. It was the only thing left from his old life, and if he was going to die again, it would be good to do so holding it. Flo and Free carried shotguns, and both of them had stuffed their pockets with shells, enough to finish a war, or at least that’s what they were all hoping. Trudging through the mud in the rain was terrible, and Matt wasn’t sure if he’d ever been this tired before, but he was ready to see things through, one way or the other.

When they were able to make out some floodlights from the house, Free whispered, “Hit the trees—them lights are new.” They did so reluctantly. Only Flo had a flashlight, and they weren’t using it for fear of being spotted faster. One of the lights kept dipping through the woods and then back to the two-track, as though it were on a swivel that allowed the operator to turn it only so far. Matt would have figured it to be a mechanical device moving it, but its patterns were inconsistent, and with only the one light moving, it seemed it had to be a person doing it. Every time the light would pass over them, Matt tensed, and he could see Free and Flo reacting the same way. At least we’re all on edge, Matt thought as the trees thinned and the house was visible.

Luther was sitting on a front porch that looked as though it had once wrapped around the house before falling into disrepair and partially collapsing. He had a beer between his legs and a cigarette behind his ear and was twitching as he sucked meth out of a pipe. The smoke was pouring out of him like water from a bucket drilled full of holes, and he was doing an odd dance in his seat. Ignoring Luther, Matt began to scan the rest of the property from behind an oak tree, being sure to duck back when the light headed their way.

There was also a man behind the light. He had a cigar hanging from his mouth, some sort of long gun over his shoulders, and a pair of pistols on his hips. He was naked, aside from the weapons, and was even more rotten looking than Luther, especially from the waist down. His genitals were gone, fallen off as if he were some Turkish leper, and it was all Matt could do not to stare at the awful sight of him. Most oddly, his eyes were black, pure cobalt in the ambient light of the spotting device, but he had not gone feral, at least not yet.

“What now?” Free asked, the sound of his whispering nearly making Matt jump. “What’s the plan?”

“Is the guy on the light Bucky?”

“The naked dude? No, that’s Evan. He’s a real ass-kicker, but to be honest, I never figured him and Bucky to be too close.”

“Appearances can be deceiving,” said Matt with a grimace. “I’d say it’s a fair bet that Bucky is letting money and flake do the talking tonight. “You think you can hit that guy on the light with a slug from here?”

“We can’t shoot without provocation,” hissed Flo. “It’s bad enough that we’re here, but I can’t abide killing a man in cold blood.”

“I’m not much of an abiding guy, in any case,” said Free as he raised the shotgun and took a deep breath.

Free pulled the trigger, and the slug hit Evan high in the chest, which made him fall from the roof, throwing the light askance as he fell. Reacting to the gunshot, Luther dropped the meth pipe on his lap at the same time the flake—or worms—began to ignite. Flames raced up his tattered pants, and he began to roll around on the ground, where he upset a canister. When it fell, the contents of the canister revealed itself to be some sort of accelerant, as first Luther and then the porch were covered in flames. Three men ran from the house, and one of them kept going around it, returning moments later with a garden hose. When he sprayed the fire, it just spread more. Luther had stopped screaming, and finally, one of the men noticed the light and then the dead man lying on the ground.

“Now,” said Matt, leaving the safety of the forest behind him and walking toward the men. The flames were running from the porch to the roof now, and one of the men placed his hands atop his head, clasping them tightly in frustration.

“Since they’re up,” called Flo, “may as well leave them there.”

The three men spun, the one with the hands over his head looking through them, and then all three were running toward them. There was a noise from the rear of the house, and Matt could hear Flo shouting, telling the men to stop, and then he heard her gun go off. Another shot came from behind him, most likely from Free’s shotgun, and then Matt was swinging his ax, burying it in the black-eyed man’s neck. Yanking his ax free from the fallen man, Matt saw that all three of the men from the house were dead, the other two dispatched with gunshots. Luther had fallen off the patio, and the flames were beginning to eat at the house, tendrils of fire licking through the windows and climbing the exterior of the building.

“That was an ATV turning over out back,” said Free. “I’d know that sound anywhere. That’s Bucky’s eight fifty cc. Fucker’s a beast.”

“Where would he be going?” Matt asked. “Do you know the trails back here?”

“Nobody knows the trails back here, except maybe Bucky.”

Matt followed Free down a two-track that was more deeply grooved than the one they’d left the van on. He could hear Flo walking behind them. She hadn’t said anything since shooting the man in front of the house, and her reaction to the violence made him nervous. The whine of the ATV was still audible, too. It was one of the only things that made Matt sure they were even on the right trail—that, and the lack of torn-up brush from Bucky taking his ride down an alternate route.

Though well-worn, the trail had clearly been used only by lifted trucks and off-road vehicles. There was no way Danimal’s van could have made it through without bottoming out, really the only mercy in the knowledge that they were chasing a man on a vehicle while they were on foot. Almost as disconcerting as the dull whine of the ATV and remoteness of the path was an acrid smell that Matt had originally associated with the fire at the house. It was becoming clear as they moved away from the house, though, that it was coming from something else, something they were moving toward in the early dawn.

“Look at that,” said Free, breaking the silence and pointing off into the woods. Matt saw it before he could even ask what Free meant. It wasn’t every day that you saw a two-headed deer. The animal was covered in mottled black fur and had the same eyes as one of the feral humans. The noise of a shotgun broke the moment, and the deer toppled where it had stood. Matt turned to Flo, the smoking pump gun still up and pointing toward where the mutant deer had been.

“Imagine if it had babies,” she said simply and then pushed past Matt and then Free, rearranging the order of their hunting party.

“Don’t figure that’ll matter much,” said Free amiably. “If there’s one of them, there’s probably a bunch.” Matt agreed but didn’t say anything. Nothing would have fit the situation. Bucky hadn’t just corrupted the people of the county. He was changing the ecosystem. If Matt had to guess, when they found Bucky’s drug operation, they were going to find a tainted water supply and probably a whole lot of other mutated and dead animals around it.

Flo turned to Free, the shotgun pointed at his chest. “I’m not going to listen to you joke about this,” she said. “Not now and not ever.” Flo quickened her pace, and Matt and Free pressed to keep up with her. Free muttered something under his breath about untwisting panties. The whine of the ATV intensified and then disappeared. Wherever Bucky had been going, he was there, and it had been a short trip. None of them spoke as they moved on the path, but Matt could already feel the adrenaline flowing through his veins, the only relief from the cold handle of the bloodied ax.

There weren’t many of them left, maybe only Bucky, and if the Dark Man was going to make a play, it seemed that he already would have. It was too much to wish for, so Matt hoped instead, holding his head up as he walked the trail to nowhere in a woods that was starting to smell worse than death.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Flo stopped in the middle of the trail, dropped her shotgun so that she was holding onto only the pistol grip, and retched violently into the left runner of the two-track. Somewhat composed, she righted herself and continued walking down the path. It was her third time vomiting, and there was nothing left to come out of her but bile. Matt understood. His stomach was empty as well, voided of the perch dinner that felt as though it had been eaten years earlier instead of just a few hours. Free was the only one of the three to not get sick, but Matt knew that even though the man was quite familiar with the usage of Plague, the smell was getting to him as well.

It was a deep rot. A fish hidden for a midsummer week in a house with no air-conditioning or ventilation. A shotgun suicide performed by a man with no friends, and no bills due, either. A body left in the trunk of a car, then lost to time. All of that wretchedness combined but stronger than any of them, the pure essence of rot itself. It was on everything, blackened leaves in the dead-looking trees, squirrels even more manic than normal, with black coats of fur and deadly looking claws.

Matt knew for certain that Mr. Dark had been here now, casting a poison upon the wilderness that was spreading by the inch, and by the minute, tainting everything.

Free walked past Flo as she composed herself. Matt was watching both of them, still ready for one of them to break. When Free was about twenty feet away from them, he walked into the trees, and Matt slipped an arm around Flo to lead her there as well.

“I can walk,” she said, pushing his arm aside.

“I know,” Matt muttered under his breath. “But Free either just went AWOL or he saw something that made him take to the trees. I figured it was worth offending you to get you off the path.”

“You’re right,” she said, whispering now as well, the real noise the snapping of sticks beneath their feet. “I’m sorry. This is all just so much worse than I was expecting. We’re supposed to find some criminal, not walk through hell. Between Frank and what happened last night, and now these fucked-up woods, I just feel wrong, like this is all just some nightmare.”

Matt didn’t answer her. Free was kneeling twenty feet or so away and waving them on. Matt let Flo go ahead of him and followed her closely, his eyes playing all sorts of tricks on him in the black forest. There were no obscene animals to see, but Matt felt as though the woods were teeming with them, more victims of Mr. Dark and the Plague. When they reached Free, he was holding a finger over his lips—“Shh”—then he nodded to the clearing ahead of them.

Matt could see Bucky’s ATV sitting in front of a cabin that had a front door and a shuttered window. It was smaller than the house they’d set on fire, and smoke was billowing out of a stone chimney, the blackest smoke Matt had ever seen. The back of the ATV had a pair of loose tie-downs lying across the baggage rack but was still empty. Free noticed the bare rack as well.

“Looks like Bucky might be getting packed up,” Free said in the moment before his head exploded.

Matt dove to the ground, grabbing Flo as he fell. A second shot cracked over them, hitting a tree and sending bark shavings into the air in a small cloud. Matt was sure when he heard the second shot that the bullets were coming from the cabin, or at least somewhere near it.

Matt rolled over, slowly, as he was unsure of his cover and didn’t want to draw more fire from the house.

Flo was lying on the earth, shaking. She was covered in blood, brain, and skull fragments from Free, enough of it that Matt considered it possible that she’d been hit as well.

“Are you okay?” Matt asked her, his voice coming out in a yell.

“I’m fine,” she said. “All things considered.” Her knuckles were white on the shotgun, and that gave Matt an idea.

“Stay here,” he said, then began crawling toward Free. He took the shotgun from Free’s body and moved slowly back to Flo. “How many rounds do these hold?”

“Mine holds five plus one. I think that one is six plus one.”

“All right,” Matt said, “here’s what we’re going to do.”

***

Matt and Flo stood six feet or so apart. The crawl to trees near enough to the tree line and close enough together had been horrible, every second feeling like hours of fear, but now they could try.

Matt figured that Bucky was shooting at them with a high-powered rifle with some sort of magnified optic on the receiver, either that or the shot on Free had been lucky. A gun like that was great at distance but nearly useless at close range, and Matt knew he was going to have to see if he’d guessed right. Now, holding what he couldn’t help but think of as Free’s shotgun and with his ax tucked into his belt, Matt was ready, no matter what might happen.

Matt nodded to Flow, who took a deep breath and then nodded back. Matt spun out from the tree, still standing, and then rolled back the other way, so that he was on the opposite side of it, and then began firing the shotgun. The rifle was sticking out of the shuttered window, and that was where Matt began putting rounds while Flo ran to the house. Matt walked, so as not to ruin his aim, and when the last shell casing flew from the gun, he dropped the gauge and ran toward the house.

The rifle had been pulled back into the window by the time Matt met Flo at the porch, and he yanked the ax free from his belt. Kicking the front door open, Matt was assaulted by the smell inside the cabin. If it had been bad outside, this was death distilled. Ignoring the filthy floor, stench, and ruined furniture, Matt was looking for only one thing, and he found it by the shutters turned to splinters: a pool of blood. The blood trailed into the next room, and Flo had already made the connection, turning toward the doorway when an explosion roared from the next room.

Matt hit the deck at the same time as Flo. The shot either had been aimed poorly or hadn’t been aimed at all. There was no reason for someone to miss at such a short distance. Matt hesitated for only a second before standing, the ax in his hand, and he sprinted toward the doorway.

The room was a kitchen turned laboratory, and Bunsen burners, beakers, and various other chemistry tools were in a madman’s disarray. The sink was full of the black maggots Free had given Matt, what everyone else saw as just a black crystal. Ignoring all the drug-making equipment, Matt followed the only thing that mattered, a blood trail that went out a rear door, the door still open and smeared with red.

Matt raced outside, oblivious to the fear of Bucky and his rifle. Flo was at his heels and almost fell as Matt stopped abruptly once he was outside. Bucky’s eyes were coal black, and his skin looked as if it were rotting off his body. There was a hole punched out of his side that was leaking blood so thick it looked like jelly, a mess of tiny abrasions in his face that must have been made when the shutters exploded around him, and a scoped bolt-action rifle in his left hand. The gun was pointed at a massive propane tank, a hardbound book lay at his feet, and Bucky was smiling.

“Why are you fucking with me?” Bucky asked in a growl. “I don’t care who you are or where you come from, but before I blow us all to shit, I want to know, why me?”

“You were just here,” said Matt. “That’s about the only way I can figure it. You were here, and you were making that bad crystal, and it’s been making people go crazy. If none of that had happened, I wouldn’t be.” Matt shrugged. “Just bad luck all around, I guess.”

“Was that Free with you?” Matt nodded in response, and Bucky barked with laughter. “I knew I’d kill him eventually, but I never guessed it would have been so soon.” Bucky pointed at Flo with his free hand. When he pulled it away from his side, the blood made it look as if he were wearing a glove. “And you. You and that idiot sheriff know better than to fuck with me. There’s too much money tied up in what I do for me to be worth your time. Like they say, ‘Don’t trust a cop that won’t take a bribe.’ Well, bitch, here’s your last chance. You get my friends in the state police out here, get me an ambulance, I’ll put you on the payroll. It doesn’t have to end like this.”

None of them were moving. It was all Matt could do to take his eyes from the quivering finger on the trigger of Bucky’s rifle. Matt figured he was at most twenty feet from the tank, with Flo not much farther behind him. If Bucky pulled that trigger, they were all going to look as if they’d gotten dropped into a wood chipper. There had to be something he could do. Matt just couldn’t figure out what it was. Finally, the decision of what to do was made for him.

“I ain’t got all day for you to figure out how you can convince me not to kill us and keep your white hat on. Fuck it,” said Bucky, and he pulled the trigger.

Time didn’t stand still in the moments after Bucky pulled the trigger, but Matt saw what was happening as though he were looking through a photo album. Bucky pulled the trigger. A gout of flame shooting from the tank, engulfing Bucky. Matt grabbing Flo, turning her from the explosion. The propane tank leaping off its moorings like a jet, exploding into the house. A hissing sound filling the air around them, as though a cluster of bees were storming above them. Matt felt his feet leave the ground as Flo and he were buffeted by a blast of wind hot and impossibly powerful, and then, nothing.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Matt woke up to pain. He was awake, alive, and lying under a tree. The ax—somehow—was still in his right hand, his fingers wrapped around it so tightly that he was initially unable to move them. Flexing his extremities one after the other, Matt was happy to see that as beaten up as he was—and bone tired, to boot—he hadn’t been crippled in the explosion. Using first the ax and then the tree as support, Matt slowly stood on sea legs that seemed as though they weren’t sure they wanted to work. A thought flashed in his mind like a laser: Flo.

Black smoke was everywhere, as was the smell of the house. It permeated everything, making the already-ruined forest somehow worse. Trees were splintered and bent, stripped of leaves and moved as though a massive child had been using the woods as a play area. Matt took a deep breath, his lungs burning from the hot wind, and still sore from being thrown. The house had been shredded, looking crushed, almost torn in half. The meth-making equipment, the meth itself, and the propane tank had combined to make a deadly mix of fire and accelerants. Of Bucky and his book there was no sign, but finally, lying in a group of pine trees was Flo. Matt ran to her.

Flo was breathing. Matt could see her chest rising and falling as she slumbered the rest of the concussed. He walked closer to her, then knelt in the pine needles and shook her gently. She began to stir, and he patted Flo lightly on both cheeks, stopping when her eyes fluttered open at him. The memory of where they were and what they were doing came back to her instantly, and he watched as the realization that they had survived came over her. Matt gave her space to get her head together, and she shuddered as she saw the destruction in the forest and of the house.

“It was pretty close,” said Matt, “closer than it should have been.”

“Where’s my shotgun?” Flo asked.

“No clue.” Matt gave another look around the woods. He offered her a hand, and she stood.

“Let’s walk back and see what’s left of the house, just to be sure,” Flo suggested, and Matt answered in a nod. The sun was breaking through the sky at the same time that they broke from the forest, and the sight of it made Matt smile.

There was no sign of Free. It was as if his body had been spirited away in the maelstrom, and the house itself was a total loss. Bits of it were everywhere, and the crater at its center was a charred mess. Matt figured if somebody did the right work with dental records, they might find Bucky and what remained of his ill-fated drug operation. He also figured the chances of that happening were zero to none. Matt and Flo walked around the perimeter of the house. Bucky’s being dead wouldn’t matter a bit if they’d left some of the black flake behind for some other redneck speed cook to start copying.

“Should we go back to the van?” Matt asked, and Flo smiled back at him, the kind of smile that someone who really wanted to wake up and have all of this turn out to be a nightmare would make. He smiled back at her. “You got the keys?”

“Shit.”

***

The sun was high in the sky by the time they got back to town. Matt had been quiet but hopeful that they might see a passing car and be able to catch a ride, but he hadn’t said as much to Flo. There was no point in adding to the stress of what they’d endured and were still enduring. When they walked into town, it was exactly as it had looked the night before, only worse. A battle had taken place, and the winners and losers were unidentifiable. Bodies were strewn in the street, and the broken traffic light was still lying sad and ruined in the middle of the intersection. Ignoring the mess, Flo opened the door to the police station, and Matt followed her in.

They went to the cells immediately, Matt hoping that Frank would still be okay. When she opened the door and Frank was standing and smiling at them, still locked in the cell, a wave of relief crashed over Matt.

That relief fell away and died as Frank, still grinning, produced his pistol from his belt holster and held it to his head.

Flo screamed, and then her voice was abruptly cut off, as if someone had changed the channel.

Matt looked at her. She was frozen in time, Frank just as frozen across from her, grinning with the gun to his head, when from behind him, Mr. Dark appeared, wearing denim overalls and a straw hat and chewing on a bit of straw.

“Don’t you just love these country folk?” said Mr. Dark, affecting a Southern drawl. “They’re so down-to-earth, though most of them are going to be buried in it.”

“Thanks to you,” Matt said.

“Seems to me you did all the killing,” Mr. Dark said. “And liked it, too.”

Mr. Dark adjusted Frank’s grin with his fingers, as though his face were putty. He was making it more pronounced, more insane.

“What you started here is over,” Matt said, feeling a deep, dark dread as he looked at Frank’s hideous grin.

“It’s never over, Opie,” Mr. Dark said. “When are you going to learn that?”

And then Mr. Dark was gone, Flo was screaming again, and Frank pulled the trigger.

***

Matt paid Kenny the thousand dollars Flo had given him. She had taken the money out of a locked box from Frank’s office and handed it over as though it were the easiest thing in the world. They’d spent the day that it took Kenny to install the parts sitting and sleeping in the house behind the gas station. Neither had much to say. Things for Flo were different now, and Matt felt as if it were his fault. She stood beside him now, a rucksack over her own shoulder.

Kenny gave them both a crooked grin, assuming they were lovers or conspirators of some kind, when all they really shared was a nightmare. The mechanic was practically the only one left in town. Matt wondered if he or anybody else would bother to bury all the dead or if they would just leave them to be picked apart by the creatures, natural or otherwise, that now roamed in the blackened wilderness.

Matt climbed on the bike, kick-started the ignition, and revved the engine. He nodded at Flo, and she hopped on behind him, wrapping her arms around his body, but there was no warmth there. He was just a handle.

“Are you sure you want to leave?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said, her voice hollow. “This town’s dead.”

But Matt knew, perhaps better than anybody, that the dead had a way of coming back to life.

There was hope for this place.

And someday she’d discover there was hope for her, too.

They sped off down the road to find it.
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