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CHAPTER ONE
Sue Jean Eckerd moped down the midway of Cap’n Bob’s Stardust Carnival. The flashing red, green, and blue lights didn’t cheer her up, nor did the smells of cotton candy, corn dogs, caramel apples, and deep-fried Snickers bars delight her. The music of the carousel and the other rides might as well have been white noise as far as Sue Jean was concerned. She was too pissed off at Madison Carroll to care about any of those things.
She’d come to the carnival with her BFF, but Madison had dumped her within ten minutes for the dubious charms of that pimple-faced dickwad Freddie Pierce, who had nothing going for him at all other than the fact that his father was a zillionaire. But then, Madison had always been shallow. Horse faced too, though Sue Jean would never tell her that.
Besides Madison’s deeply hurtful betrayal, there was that goofy fortune-teller. Sue Jean knew better than to have some old hag read her palm, but when Madison dumped her, it seemed somehow like the thing to do.
The inside of the tent smelled funny, and the old biddy at the table with the crystal ball did too. Or maybe the smell came from the incense that glowed in a bowl on a little stand nearby. Sue Jean didn’t like incense. There wasn’t much light in the tent either, and the whole thing was totally creepy. Sue Jean started to leave, but she’d already handed over her five dollars, so she thought she’d make the best of it.
The woman, Madame Zora it said on the sign outside the tent, looked into Sue Jean’s eyes, and Sue Jean saw that she wasn’t entirely ancient, but she must have been over thirty for sure. The robes and the shawl she wore over her head hid a lot of her features, but Sue Jean knew an old person when she saw one.
Madame Zora took Sue Jean’s hand and studied her palm. She hadn’t looked for more than two seconds before she jerked her head back as if somebody had hit her on her pointy chin. She dropped Sue Jean’s hand and let her arms fall away from the table.
Sue Jean thought Madame Zora might have had a stroke or a heart attack, since that was the kind of thing that happened to old people, but there wasn’t anything Sue Jean could do about it. She’d heard about what to do on some TV show, or maybe it was in some class at school, but it didn’t matter. She hadn’t listened. She remembered that if somebody was having a seizure, you were supposed to keep them from swallowing their tongue, but there was no way she was going to touch that old woman’s mouth.
Luckily, however, Madame Zora wasn’t having a stroke or a seizure. The fortune-teller’s head snapped back up and she stared at Sue Jean like she had two heads or a gigantic zit.
“Go home!” was what Madame Zora had said. “You should leave the carnival grounds right now! Don’t stay here any longer. It’s too dangerous for you tonight.”
She looked as scary as Sue Jean’s Algebra II teacher on test day, and Sue Jean didn’t stick around to hear any more. Even if it meant losing her five dollars, she was getting out of that tent.
She left in a big hurry and thought she’d better have a snow cone, one of the red ones, to calm herself down. Then she might leave the carnival, but she didn’t think there was any real rush. The old woman was just some kind of crazy crank who liked to scare kids—that was all. She was probably jealous of anybody who wasn’t some old crone like she was.
So Sue Jean ignored the warning and bought her snow cone and thought about Madison and Freddie the Puke Pierce and hoped somebody was barfing corny dogs on them from on top of the Ferris wheel. Maybe she’d walk down that way and see.
The Ferris wheel was at the end of the midway, down near the carousel, and Sue Jean didn’t quite get there. Earl Compton stepped out from between a couple of the tents and said, “Hey, Sue Jean.”
If there was anybody creepier than Freddie the Zit Pierce, it was Earl Compton, and his old man wasn’t even rich. Earl had bulging eyes, big ears, a big nose, and big hands. Sue Jean knew what they said about guys with big noses and long fingers, but she didn’t want to find out the truth of it from some goober like Earl Compton.
So she ignored him.
As she walked past, she heard laughter, which meant that Harry Thomas and George Simpson were with Earl. No surprise. Those two were always around where Earl was, and if Sue Jean didn’t know better, she’d have thought they were all gaywads out for a circle jerk except there wasn’t any way they could make a circle with just the three of them. Maybe they’d have a triangle jerk.
“I guess you didn’t hear me,” Earl said. He came out after her and grabbed her arm.
Sue Jean dropped her snow cone, and it made a red splash on the hard-packed ground at her feet. A little of it even got on her shoe. She jerked her arm away. “Look what you made me do, you asshole. What’s the matter with you?”
“Nothing you can’t fix,” Earl said, and he grabbed her arm again.
Sue Jean tried to get away, but this time he held on. His long fingers crushed her upper arm, and he dragged her backward. He got a hand over her mouth before she could cry out and dragged her away from the tents and the lights.
Harry and George followed along and giggled like maniacs. When Earl dropped her on the ground, they fell on her. Harry slapped a grubby hand over her lips, and he and George started tearing at her clothes.
Sue Jean kicked and clawed and scratched, but it didn’t bother them. They ripped off her shirt and shucked her out of her jeans.
“Thong!” George yelled, sticking his grubby fingers under the stretchy band and trying to pull it off.
Earl, who had stood by watching, said, “That’s enough.”
George and Harry turned to look at him. A little drool from the corner of Harry’s mouth dripped on Sue Jean’s stomach as she twisted away and made a grab for her shirt. Earl kicked her hand away before she could reach it.
“My turn now,” Earl said, and he unzipped his pants and pulled out his dick.
Sue Jean saw that what people had said was sure enough true, at least in Earl’s case.
“Get out of the way,” Earl told Harry and George, and they did.
As soon as Harry’s hand came away from her mouth, Sue Jean screamed.
Earl laughed. “Yell all you want to. It won’t help a bit.”
“Not a damn bit!” George said, just before Earl hit her.




CHAPTER TWO
Matthew Cahill walked down the midway. It was a little after ten o’clock, and the carnival was still going strong, though black clouds were gathering and lightning threaded the sky to the occasional rumble of thunder off to the north.
If it began to rain, the crowds would be gone soon enough, but for now, everyone seemed happy to stick around. The carnies hawked their wares and their games in hoarse voices. The lights flashed red, green, and blue. The music played clunky melodies over old speakers that had all the fidelity of a tin can. The rides at the end of the midway turned and clanked and whined.
Matt walked by the ringtoss booth, where Jerry Talley tried to lure two marks with promises of an easy win; past the high striker, where a high school jock was about to try one more time to prove to his girlfriend how strong he was; past the milk-bottle toss, where a teenager was arguing that there was no way he hadn’t knocked that last bottle down.
Matt grinned. He knew the mark couldn’t win that argument. Tony Allen wasn’t about to part with one of his big teddy bears or even one of the smaller ones this late in the evening. He might let the kid have a cricket clicker or some other five-cent prize, but the big prizes went early in the evening to a shill who’d carry them around so they could be seen by a lot of marks who couldn’t win one if they threw the softballs at the bottles a million times.
Walking on toward the rides at the end of the midway, Matt passed Madame Zora’s tent. It was dark and the flap was closed. Matt wondered what had happened. Madame Zora never closed early. As long as there was a dollar to make, she’d be there, waiting for someone to cross her palm with the long green.
Matt had heard some disturbing rumors from a couple of the other carnies about Madame Zora lately, and he’d been planning to have a talk with her. He wondered if what he’d heard about her visions had any part in making her close before all the suckers had been cleaned out.
Well, it wasn’t Matt’s problem. He was part of the security force for Cap’n Bob’s Stardust Carnival, and his job was to prevent trouble. He’d been working for a while now, and so far, the biggest problem he’d had was breaking up a fight between two of the carnies who’d been slugging it out over who had the right to the charms of Madame Zora. Maybe one of them had gotten lucky and was with her right now in one of the trailers behind the rides at the end of the midway.
If that was the worst he had to deal with, Matt thought, life would be good. He remembered all the other things he’d seen and done in the time since he’d come back to something resembling life after being buried for months under an avalanche of snow and ice. Blood and death and suffering enough for a lifetime. For several lifetimes.
While working with the carnival, he didn’t stay in one place for more than three or four days and got to travel around the country in the company of people he liked, people who enjoyed their privacy and respected his. It was a way for Matt to look for Mr. Dark without always being the only stranger in town.
He wasn’t sure who or what Mr. Dark was…only that he had shown up shortly after Matt’s death and that he took great delight in spreading evil with his touch. Matt knew that he had to stop him.
Matt hadn’t seen Mr. Dark for a while, but he had a feeling that trouble was already on the way. It was nothing definite, nothing more than a tingling between his shoulder blades, as if someone might be watching him, or the way some people knew that there was a storm coming by the smell of rain in the air.
Matt thought about his duffel bag and the ax it held, his grandfather’s ax, the only thing that remained to him of his other life, the one in the clean, cold forests of the Pacific Northwest. He remembered the things he’d done with the ax since leaving that part of the world. He tried to put those thoughts out of his head. He hoped he’d never have to use the ax again except for its intended purpose.
As a member of the carnival’s security team, Matt couldn’t carry an ax or any other weapon. He had to blend in with the crowd. So like the others, he wore a sap cap. It looked like an ordinary baseball cap, but it had a weight sewn in the back. Grab it by the bill, and it made an effective sap, or so Matt had been told. He hadn’t had to use it yet.
He reached up to touch the bill of the cap, and that was when he heard the scream.




CHAPTER THREE
Sue Jean knew it was all her own fault that she was in this mess. Madame Zora had told her plain as day to go home, and that’s what she should’ve done. But she’d had to have that snow cone, and now these three goobers were going to rape her.
She screamed again.
This time Earl didn’t hit her. He stood up and twitched his head at Harry and George, and they fell on her like a load of lard. Harry put his mouth over hers while George slobbered all over her tits. Earl zipped up and looked toward the carnival.

The moon was hidden behind the thickening clouds, and with the carnival lights at his back, Matt Cahill couldn’t see anything other than the dark silhouette of a man standing in the field near the trailers where the carnies stayed during the day.
While Matt wasn’t expecting trouble, he knew that the man hadn’t been the one who’d screamed. Someone else had to be close by.
A damp breeze moved across the field and bent the tops of the few weeds that grew there. The man didn’t move, so Matt headed in his direction.
When Matt got within twenty yards, the man still hadn’t moved. Matt wondered if there was something wrong with him.
“Hey,” Matt said. “Is there a problem here?”
The man moved then, walking in Matt’s direction. Matt could see that he was holding something in his hand. A knife. Now that the man was closer, Matt saw that he wasn’t really a man at all, just a kid. A big kid, to be sure, but still a kid.
“Problem?” the kid said, giving Matt a little grin. “What makes you think there’s a problem?”
Matt wished the light were better, but as far as he could tell, there were no maggots squirming around in the kid’s eyes, no lesions opening in his skin. No smell of death rolled off him.
“Someone screamed,” Matt said, looking beyond the kid. He saw a heap of something twisting around on the ground. “Let’s go see what’s over there.”
The kid lost the grin, and he didn’t look around to see what Matt was talking about. “Nothing’s over there.”
He was cocky and seemed unafraid, but Matt didn’t find that strange. After all, he had a knife and Matt didn’t.
“I’ll just check it out for myself if you don’t mind,” Matt said, moving to the side so he could go around the kid without getting too close to the knife. “Just doing my job.”
The kid wasn’t going to let Matt get away with that. He moved fast, but Matt was faster. He whipped off the cap and slapped it against the kid’s wrist as the knife sliced upward. The kid yelled and the knife went spinning away.
Matt didn’t see where it landed, but the kid must have, because he took four running steps and reached down for something. By the time he reached it, Matt had caught up. Matt planted a foot on the kid’s ass and shoved. The kid did a somersault, came to his feet, and turned around so fast that Matt had trouble believing it. That was one agile kid. He came at Matt, holding the knife low, angling it upward.
Matt swung the cap again, but this time the kid was ready for him. Instead of trying to avoid the cap, the kid went for it with the knife. He stuck the blade into the cloth and snatched the cap out of Matt’s hand. With a flick of his wrist, he sent the cap spinning away. It landed twenty yards beyond the kid, near the squirming mass that Matt had seen earlier. Except that it wasn’t just a squirming mass.
It was a pile of bodies. The one on the bottom was a girl, and as Matt glanced that way, she got an arm and a hand free. She took hold of the ear of one of the boys on top of her and gave it a hard yank. She must have tried to pull it right off his head, and she came close to succeeding. He squealed like a hog being castrated with a rusty knife and rolled away from her. She beat her fist on the other one’s face.
Matt had no time to see any more. He had the kid with the knife to worry about, and the kid was coming right at him.
Matt wished for his ax, and he felt something cold and hard touch his hand. A tent stake. It wasn’t his ax, but it would do. He didn’t stop to think who might be behind him to help out. It didn’t matter.
Matt’s fingers closed around the stake just as the kid slashed with the knife. Matt slipped to the side and brought the stake down on the kid’s wrist. The stake worked a lot better than the sap cap.
The kid’s wrist cracked like pond ice, and he howled as he sank to his knees. Matt kicked him in the face, not too hard, and the kid flipped over backward.
Matt looked around to see who’d handed him the tent stake. No one was there. He’d thought it might have been one of the other security guys, Ken, maybe, or Fred. It wouldn’t have been like them to run away, however.
Matt didn’t let it bother him. He could figure it out later. He stuck the stake in his back pocket and ran to help the girl.
She didn’t need him. The boy whose ear she’d almost removed was lying on his side in the fetal position, whimpering. The sap cap had landed near the girl, and she’d somehow gotten hold of it. She swung it back and forth, whacking the other boy across the face. Blood flew from his nose and smashed lips as Matt watched.
Matt took hold of the boy’s shirt and pulled him away from her before she brain-damaged him. The boy was as limp as boiled pasta. Matt tossed him aside.
“I’ll take my cap,” he said, putting out his hand.
The girl dropped it and covered her breasts with her arm. “I need to get dressed.”
Matt nodded and picked up his cap. There were splotches of blood on it, so he stuck it in the pocket with the tent stake and turned his back so the girl could cover up while he thought about what he was going to do. One thing Cap’n Bob had insisted when he hired Matt was that the cops should never be called.
“We handle our own problems,” the cap’n had said.
He was a portly man with a seemingly sincere smile that invited trust. For some reason, Matt didn’t find it effective. There was something about the cap’n that bothered him, but not enough to keep him from taking the job.
“The cops are not our friends,” Cap’n Bob had continued. “We take care of our troubles on our own and in our own way. We don’t want anybody meddling in our business. Especially cops.”
That was fine by Matt. The carnies were a little strange, most of them, but certainly no more strange than Matt himself. Like Matt, a lot of them had secrets, and they knew how to keep them. In fact, Matt hadn’t even told Cap’n Bob his real name. He’d said he was Matt Axton and that he’d like to be paid in cash. Cap’n Bob had no problem with that.
Some secrets were easier to keep than others, however. Attempted rape was serious business, and Matt didn’t like the idea of letting the three kids off the hook.
“You can turn around now.”
Matt turned and saw that the girl had put on her pants and shirt. She looked about fifteen, but she was probably older, seventeen or eighteen maybe. Matt had trouble judging the age of anybody under thirty.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
“Sue Jean. I want to get out of here.”
Matt looked at the three young men who’d attacked her. The one whose ear she’d almost removed was still lying curled up on his side, but he’d stopped whining. The one who’d been whacked across the face with the sap cap was making snuffling sounds as he tried to crawl away. The one with the cracked wrist sat cradling his arm and glaring at Matt.
Three teenage punks who’d thought they could get away with something, Matt thought. He still didn’t see any signs of corruption on them. He also didn’t see any sign of whoever had handed him the tent stake. Where the hell had he gone? There wasn’t anyplace to go. No time to worry about it. Right now Matt had other problems.
“You think we should call an ambulance?” Matt asked. “Or the cops?”
“I don’t care who you call, but I’m not staying here,” Sue Jean told him. “I need to get away from this place. That old woman told me to. I should’ve listened to her. Then this wouldn’t have happened.”
“What old woman?”
“That fortune-teller, whatever her name is. She told me to leave, but I had to have a snow cone.”
Maybe those rumors Matt had heard were true, but he couldn’t keep from grinning. Madame Zora wouldn’t appreciate being called an old woman.
Sue Jean started walking.
“Hold on,” Matt said. “Don’t you want to press charges against these three?”
Sue Jean didn’t slow down. “I don’t care about them. They didn’t hurt me.”
Matt started after her. If she didn’t care, maybe he shouldn’t care. Cap’n Bob almost certainly wouldn’t, not as long as the culprits had suffered some damage. Which they had. Matt still thought he should try.
When he caught up with Sue Jean, he said, “Do you know who those guys are?”
“Assholes.”
“Yeah, I figured that out for myself. But I meant aside from that.”
“I know who they are. Just some guys from school. What difference does it make?”
Matt thought it over. OK, maybe it didn’t matter. The kids weren’t hurt badly except for the one with the knife, who probably had a broken wrist. Well, it would heal. They’d get over what had happened, and they could find their own way home. He was sure they could come up with some clever way to explain their injuries rather than telling anybody they’d been trying to rape one of their classmates. And Cap’n Bob didn’t want the cops coming around. Matt didn’t want them any more than the cap’n did.
But the whole thing bothered him. So he tried again. “They wanted to hurt you. They might try to hurt someone else.”
Sue Jean gave a short laugh. “Them? They’re drunk or they wouldn’t have bothered me. I think they learned an important lesson.”
Matt hadn’t smelled any liquor, but maybe the girl was right about the lesson. They’d sure gotten their asses kicked.
As he and Sue Jean got back to the midway, Matt turned back to look for them. He didn’t see them anywhere.
He also didn’t see the lollipop wrapper that the breeze blew across the bent tops of some weeds. It caught for a moment on the jagged edge of a leaf and then slipped away to move on.




CHAPTER FOUR
Madame Zora’s real name was Gloria Farley, and she was scared witless. She’d been scared before, but never like this, not even when she’d been arrested that time in a little northern Mississippi town for shoplifting. She’d been eighteen years old and two days away from the home she’d fled the day after her stepfather had come into her bedroom for the first time.
She wouldn’t have tried shoplifting if she’d known of any other way to get free food at the supermarket, but she didn’t think they’d give it to her. She was trying to slip out with a couple of cans of tuna and five candy bars when they grabbed her. The candy bars had probably been a bad idea. Not much nutrition in a candy bar.
She’d thought that if she cried enough and acted younger than her age, she wouldn’t go to jail, but Mississippi was tough on shoplifters, at least in that part of the state, and she went to the pokey all right. It turned out that the chief of police wasn’t a whole lot different from her stepfather when it came to methods of interrupting sleep, and after she got out of jail a couple of days later because the supermarket manager decided not to press charges, she promised herself she’d never go back in.
Not long after that she met a woman named Frances Devore, a woman who was old and getting frail but who still had an active and inquiring mind. She and Gloria had both been in a public library in another little town in Mississippi, which, in spite of what some people thought, did indeed have a literate population.
Gloria was there because it was warm and had comfortable chairs. Frances was there to read the magazines and be around people for a change instead of being cooped up in her house. She’d struck up a conversation with Gloria that had begun with her asking why Gloria wasn’t in school. Gloria had told her the truth, more or less, glad to have a sympathetic listener, and Frances got interested.
She was looking for somebody who’d help her out a little bit, keep house for her, do her shopping, drive her to the doctor, and fix a few meals.
“I could give you a roof over your head and your own room,” she said, “and I’ll keep you out of trouble.”
It sounded like a good deal to Gloria, who went home with Frances and stayed for six years, until the old lady died. Frances had an eclectic library of her own and didn’t mind if Gloria read the books that were there. In fact, she encouraged it. Frances didn’t have TV, so when Gloria wasn’t doing her chores, she read. She read novels and biographies and self-help books, books about Greek and Norse mythology, Shakespeare. She’d discovered that she loved to read. Whenever a book interested her, she picked it up and read it, and she was interested in a lot of things.
One day Frances saw Gloria with a book on palmistry and said, “You could learn to read palms in about five minutes.”
“It’s all a fraud,” Gloria said.
Frances sniffed. “Of course it is, or at least the kind in that book is. But palmistry’s real enough, if you have the gift. Some people really can see a person’s future in those lines.”
“Ha,” Gloria said, but she read the book, studied the charts, learned about the shapes of hands, and memorized all the lines and what they meant. After a while she tried out her new skills on Frances.
“Not bad,” Frances said when Gloria had finished. “You almost had me believing you a time or two. You have a way of sounding convincing.”
“I don’t have the gift, though,” Gloria said.
“No, you don’t, and that’s a good thing. People shouldn’t know the future. It never holds anything good, not even for a pretty young girl like you, and especially not for an old woman like me.”
“That’s not very encouraging.”
“Wasn’t meant to be. You should know by now that life gives everybody a hard row to hoe. And then you die.”
Gloria thought about her stepfather and about that police chief. Life hadn’t been so hard for them, as far as she knew, but maybe they were dead. It was pleasant to think so. She hoped they’d been run over by a bus or a train or some other form of heavy transportation and flattened out like roadkill. Serve the bastards right.
Gloria was with Frances for another year or so after that conversation, and although she read many other books during that time, she kept coming back to the one about palmistry. She had it pretty much memorized by the time Frances died.
In her last illness, Frances told Gloria the future, and as she’d promised, it wasn’t pretty.
“My cousins never gave a damn about me before, but they’ll show up because they think I have money. I don’t, but they don’t know that and wouldn’t believe it if I told them so. They’ll run you off first thing, no doubt about it. I have a will, but all I really have is this house, so I’ve left that to them. Maybe they’ll be satisfied. I wish I could do something to help you, but all I can do is give you the money that’s in the metal box under the sink. It’s not much. I wish it were. You’ve been a big help to me, Gloria, so you take it and don’t tell anybody.”
Sure enough, Frances’s prophecy came true. The relatives who’d never had anything to do with Frances while she was alive appeared and started squabbling right away. They kicked Gloria out of the house and told her that if she made trouble, they’d call the cops. They told her it would be a really good idea if she left town.
Gloria had already had enough of cops, so she left town, but she left knowing a lot more than she had when she’d moved in with Frances.
Gloria found a little over three hundred dollars in the box, and she put it in her purse. Tell anybody? Fat chance. It was all she had when the cousins kicked her out. They didn’t even let her stay for the funeral.
The three hundred dollars lasted Gloria for a month, and just as she thought she might have to resort to stealing again, she happened upon Cap’n Bob’s Stardust Carnival. She saw the ads taped to telephone poles in a little town she was passing through and realized that a carnival might be just what she was looking for. What better setting for a skilled palm reader? OK, maybe not skilled, exactly, but good enough. Even Frances had said so.
Gloria wandered around a bit, enjoying the crowds, the music, and the atmosphere. Not bad at all. She asked a barker how to find the boss, and he told her to look for a portly man wearing a ringmaster’s outfit. He wouldn’t be easy to miss.
Gloria found him in about five minutes near the tent of the Seven Dwarfs. He had a big smile that looked only a little fake, and she told him she was looking for a place to ply her trade.
“And what might that be?” he asked, never losing the smile.
“I’m a palm reader.”
“You any good?”
Gloria was tempted to pad her résumé but thought it might not be wise. She said, “Pretty good.”
“Follow me,” Cap’n Bob said. He led her to a big trailer in the back of the lot, opened the door, and motioned her inside.
Gloria had a momentary flashback to her experience with the cop, but she could handle herself better now. If the cap’n gave her any trouble, he’d be sorry.
Cap’n Bob didn’t try anything funny, however. When they were inside, he put out a hand and said, “Show me.”
Gloria took his hand, pretended to study it, and gave him some of the usual baloney about his life line and his heart line, explaining what each one meant and elaborating on the shape and length of his.
“You’ll do,” the cap’n said, taking back his hand. “Do you have a costume?”
“I can come up with something.”
The cap’n seemed satisfied with that answer, and he explained the percentage of the take he’d get for allowing her to work the carnival.
“That’s to pay for your booth space and my traveling expenses,” he said. “You can rent a spot in one of my trailers or buy your own.”
“I’ll rent a spot for now.”
“I’ll put you in a trailer with one of the other performers. When do you want to start?”
“Tonight would be fine.”
“I’ll set it up,” the cap’n said, and Gloria had been with the carnival ever since. It was a good enough life, better than a lot she could think of, and she’d grown to feel as if the carnival was her home and the carnies her family. She didn’t mind the traveling, and she felt safe and happy most of the time.
Not anymore. Not since things had started happening to her, things she didn’t understand at all.
She’d developed a good line as Madame Zora. She could string most people along for ten or fifteen minutes with no trouble at all, feeding them a line of bull that they seemed eager to hear and believe. If it made them happy, what was the harm? She didn’t believe any of it herself, and there was no harm in that either.
No harm in any of it, until a few weeks ago. Just about the time when that new security man had started to work. Matt Axton, he called himself, but Gloria knew better.
He’d arrived, and that was when things had started to happen. Gloria had started to see things, real things, not just lines in hands but things that were going to happen. She knew they were going to happen.
At first it was nothing much, like she knew a man was going to stumble when he left her tent, or she knew a woman was going to forget her purse. Little things that wouldn’t seem to mean much, maybe, but they gave Gloria a little bit of a hollow feeling inside.
After that, a man came in and after looking at his hand she knew that he’d lost his grandfather’s pocket watch. More than that, she knew exactly where it was. When she told him, he couldn’t believe it, but he rushed out of the tent to go home to look. Gloria knew he’d find it. She should’ve felt good about that, excited that she seemed to have the gift after all. But she wasn’t excited. She was scared. Something had happened. She’d changed, and she didn’t know why.
She remembered one particular day when a tall man walked into her tent. A woman was with him, and they were both smiling, happy to be together, having a fine time at the carnival.
“Hey,” the man said. “You must be Madame Zora.”
“Yes, I am she,” Gloria said. Among the other things she’d learned from Frances, she’d picked up a few rules of good grammar. “Please be seated.”
The man looked at the woman, and they both laughed. “Can you do us both at once?” the man asked.
Gloria didn’t smile. The hollow feeling was back, and it was worse. “Not for the single price.”
The couple laughed again, and the man said, “Didn’t expect you to.” He pulled a ten-dollar bill from his wallet and handed it to her.
Gloria tucked the money away inside her robes. The hollowness had been replaced with something like despair. She wished the man and woman would go away, but she knew they wouldn’t.
“Tell his fortune first,” the woman said, and the man held out his hand.
Gloria was reluctant to take it, but she didn’t see any way to avoid it. When she touched it, her stomach twisted. Her pain must have showed on her face, because the woman said, quite concerned, “Is something wrong?”
Gloria tried a smile that she knew must be ghastly. No, not with me. It’s him. He has cancer. He doesn’t know it yet, but he does. A tumor of the brain. No cure. He’ll be dead in six months.
“Please,” the woman said. “Can we help?”
Gloria straightened her face, put on what she hoped was a genuine smile, and said, “I am fine. And so are you two. I see nothing but happiness ahead. Look here at these lines…”
She traced the lines in the man’s hand, then those in the woman’s, giving them a cheerful lie about their lives. They were laughing again when they left her tent. They’d be happy for a while longer. It was all she could do for them.
When they were gone, Gloria slumped in her chair. Tonight had been the worst so far. She knew the girl—what had her name been?—Sue Jean was going to be attacked. Raped. She could see the faces of her attackers.
So she’d warned the girl, told her to go away from the carnival, knowing all the time that she wouldn’t go, knowing that something bad was going to happen.
And knowing that Matt Axton would be involved.
Knowing that Matt Axton wasn’t even his real name.
Knowing that, whoever he was, he was surrounded by darkness and that someone surrounded by an even deeper darkness was near the carnival too.
Knowing that things were going to happen, terrible things.
Even worse, not knowing what they were but certain there was nothing at all she could do about them.
So she shut the tent, went to her trailer, located the bottle of Ezra Brooks that she kept in a cabinet for special occasions, and opened it up.
She’d hardly finished her first drink when she heard a crash of thunder. Seconds later rain started to patter down on the roof of the trailer.
Then all hell broke loose outside, and to her horror, as soon as she heard the commotion, Gloria was sure she knew exactly what the trouble was.




CHAPTER FIVE
Matt decided that he couldn’t let Sue Jean just walk away from what had happened. The wind came in gusts across the field, and lightning flashed through a cloud. Thunder followed. The rides would be shutting down because of the danger of lightning strikes, and people would begin leaving.
Matt turned back from the field to look for Sue Jean, but she was already lost in the crowds. He walked almost the length of the midway, but he couldn’t find her. He might have continued to look, but he saw that one of the other security guys, Ken, was having a problem at the ringtoss booth.
Ken wasn’t a big guy, but he was wiry and had a mean, squinty look. Most of the marks backed down from him without much of an argument, but not this one, a man of about thirty wearing a shirt with the sleeves pushed up to show off his muscles and his tats. He seemed convinced that the ringtoss was rigged.
Which it was, of course, though not so much that it was entirely impossible to win. Just almost impossible.
The mark was several inches taller than Ken, and he leaned over him, yelling in his face. A woman stood a few feet away, looking frightened. Matt figured she was with the mark.
“Ain’t no way that ring fits over those blocks! I’m taking a prize for my wife and leaving now, and don’t you try to stop me.”
Matt didn’t think a sap cap would do any good against the guy, so he reached back for the tent stake. It was gone.
What the hell?
Well, at least he still had the sap cap, even if it was a bit bloodstained. He pulled it from his pocket and put it on.
“What’s the problem, Ken?” he asked, walking up to the two men.
Ken looked happy to see Matt. “Seems this gentleman has a complaint about the game. Says he’s going to take a prize, even if he didn’t win it.”
“Damn right I am,” the mark said.
Matt looked at him. He had black, unruly hair that stuck out from beneath a Saints cap, little piggy eyes sunk deep in their sockets, and a thin blade of a mouth. No signs of corruption, no odor of the grave, just a normal ugly guy, except for the anger that distorted his features.
“My game’s on the square,” Jerry Talley said from inside the ringtoss booth. “I explained the game and showed him how it was done.”
Matt knew that Jerry demonstrated to everybody who came by how the wooden ring fit over the varnished wooden blocks. Usually the marks didn’t notice that the ring he demonstrated with wasn’t necessarily exactly like the ones he handed over when the money changed hands. The ones he gave them would still fit, but it wasn’t easy to make them do it.
“Look-a here,” Jerry said, dropping the ring he held over a block. “Works just fine. What we got here is a sore loser.”
The mark backed away from Ken and Matt. “I’m sore, all right. You’re not gonna fuck with me like this.”
Some of the crowd stopped to watch what was going on, and the mark grinned at them. Matt thought he might trash the ringtoss booth. Matt couldn’t let that happen under any circumstances, much less with people watching. And the parents wouldn’t like it if their kids heard too much cussing.
The man’s wife was getting embarrassed. “Don’t talk like that, Buford, honey,” she said. She was small with blond hair cut short and close to her head. She wore tight jeans and a man’s white shirt with the sleeves rolled to her elbows. “Let’s us go home before it starts to rain.”
“Don’t tell me how to talk,” Buford the mark said. “And rain or not, I’m not letting anybody cheat me.”
“Look, Jerry,” Matt said, “why don’t you give this man a teddy bear if that will make him feel better. We don’t want him to go home unhappy.”
It wasn’t carnival policy to give an unhappy customer anything, but in this case even Jerry could see the wisdom of it. He took hold of one of the big teddy bears dangling from a string and gave it a pull. The bear came loose and dropped down. Jerry gave it a wistful look and handed it across the counter to the mark.
Buford took the bear. “You think you can buy me off with a fucking bear?”
“Nobody’s trying to buy you off,” Matt told him, keeping his voice level. “You have what you wanted. Give the bear to your wife and go on home.”
“Fuck you,” Buford said. “Fuck her too, and fuck this bear.”
He took hold of the bear’s head and tore it from its body. Holding the head in his hand, he dropped the body of the bear and stomped it a couple of times.
“Mama,” a little boy said, “that man killed the bear!”
Buford laughed and spit on the bear carcass. Then he tossed the head to his wife.
“Hold that while I take care of business,” he said. He smiled at Ken and Matt, showing off a gold tooth.
Something was in the air that evening besides rain, Matt thought. First the attempted rape and now this goober going nuts on them. It was time to put a stop to things.
“I’ll take the high road,” Matt said to Ken. “One, two, three.”
As soon as Matt reached three, Ken threw himself at Buford’s legs. The man tried to jump backward, but he didn’t react fast enough. Ken hit him below the shins, taking his feet out from under him. As Buford tumbled forward, he put out his arms to break his fall. Matt grabbed the left arm and twisted it up behind the man’s back as he hit the ground. Matt landed on top of him and shoved the arm up as high as he could. Buford groaned.
Ken was already on his feet, shooing the crowd away. “You all go on home now. This little squabble is over.”
Matt wrenched the man’s arm one more time and looked at the boy who’d been upset by the bear’s decapitation. “We’ll see to it that the bear gets a decent burial and that his head’s taken good care of.”
That got a few chuckles, and most of the people drifted away. As they did, Matt got to his feet, bringing Buford with him by keeping a grip on his arm and pulling him along. Buford tensed a bit as if he might fight back, so Matt cranked his arm a notch higher.
“Jesus Christ,” Buford said. “You’ll break my arm.”
“Yes, Buford, I will,” Matt said, “unless you apologize to my friend in the booth and then go home.”
“Apologize?”
“That’s right.” Matt cranked the arm again.
“Fuck! All right, I’m sorry. I’m sorry about the bear too.”
He sounded about as sincere as a whore saying I love you, but it would have to do. Matt let him go.
“Let’s get out of here, Marcy,” Buford said. He walked away without waiting for her response.
The woman looked at Matt. “Buford’s never done anything like that before,” she said and handed Matt the bear’s head before following the mark. Matt pitched the head to Jerry, who contemplated it as if it were Yorick’s skull.
“You might want to be a little easier on the customers,” Matt said. “Let ’em win now and then.”
Jerry tossed the bear’s head aside. “Hell, he could’ve won. He had the easy rings.”
“It’s been a funny night,” Ken said as rain began to spatter down on them. “Not ha-ha funny either.”
Matt knew what he meant. The crowd was much smaller now, and everybody was leaving the carnival. Thunder rolled across the sky like bowling balls.
“Could be a bad storm,” Ken said.
Matt was about to comment when he heard yelling. He turned and saw eight or ten men running toward them through the crowd, their arms flailing, their mouths stretched, and their eyes wide with panic.
“The snakes!” someone screamed. “They’re killing her!”
“Snakes. Why’d it have to be snakes?” Ken asked nobody in particular.
Matt was already running toward the sideshow tents.




CHAPTER SIX
The Burmese rock python isn’t exactly a cuddly beast, but it’s popular with snake fanciers who want a pet that’s both easy to care for and often shocking to casual visitors, as big snakes sometimes are. It’s also attractive in its own way, with brown and black patterns on its skin. Even people who don’t like the snakes at all are known to buy footwear and other leather goods made from the skin of a python.
While Burmese rock pythons are not native to the United States, they’re quite adaptable serpents, as anyone familiar with the Florida Everglades knows. The snakes have become a nuisance there because some Floridians who bought them for pets became uncomfortable with them when they started to grow, as pythons tend to do. Their uncomfortable owners released them into the steamy Florida swampland, where they thrived. They grew to monstrous proportions and reproduced with unseemly abandon. As a result, they’ve become a danger to wildlife of all kinds, including alligators, formerly the rulers of the swamps and now just snake fodder. The pythons have even inspired bad made-for-television movies starring nearly forgotten pop stars.
Aside from these admittedly unpleasant drawbacks, Burmese rock pythons are nevertheless favorites of carnival sideshow snake handlers, most of whom dote on their serpent companions and treat them as valued thespic partners. After all, while not exactly affectionate, the pythons generally behave well onstage, and they return human affection as best they can in their reptilian way, which is to say they hardly ever kill their owners as long as they’re treated with kindness and respect.
Which was how Serena of the Serpents (real name, Louise Parker) had always treated Clem and Clementine (their real names), the two Burmese rock pythons that performed with her. It wasn’t much of a performance, to tell the truth. Mostly Serena moved lazily in time to some snaky music played over a crackly speaker system, striking an occasional semi-erotic pose while Clem and Clementine slithered around her scantily clad body.
Serena had been doing the act for six years, and Clem and Clementine had been with her the entire time. They often seemed as bored by the act as Serena was, wanting nothing more than to be able to quit slithering and get back to their cages, where they’d occasionally get a tasty snack of a nice juicy rat—or two rats, actually, one for each of them, since Clem and Clementine didn’t really grasp the concept of sharing.
They could grasp the rats, though, crushing them before ingesting and digesting them. The snakes didn’t need to eat often, as long as the rats were of generous size, and certainly they’d never entertained the idea of crushing Serena and ingesting her, as far as anyone knew.
Until tonight. The thunder and lightning outside didn’t bother the snakes, but Serena knew the carnival would be shutting down soon and she was about to end the act. Her audience consisted of exactly ten people, all of them men who were there more for Serena’s scantily clad body than for the snakes, if the truth be known, although not one of them gave any evidence of wishing the act to go on any longer.
So the tall, unnaturally blond Serena gave one last little bump, preliminary to a final halfhearted grind. As she did, the snakes reacted as if galvanized, constricting with amazing suddenness. Clem was at that time wrapped partially around Serena’s bare white midriff, while Clementine was entwined around her left leg. The sudden reaction of the snakes caught Serena off guard, and she fell to the stage.
The fall didn’t disturb the snakes in the least. Clem continued to crush her midsection, while Clementine unwound herself from the leg, coiled so that her mouth was near Serena’s head, and opened her mouth alarmingly wide.
Serena screamed and the audience leapt to its feet, not to cheer and certainly not to make any attempt to rescue her. At first they watched in horror, and then all of them turned at almost the same instant, which happened to be the instant Clementine opened her mouth. The audience ran from the tent in panic. At the sight of them in full flight, other people panicked too, even if they weren’t sure why, but Matt managed to make his way through them without getting knocked down and trampled.
He knew where the trouble was because Clem and Clementine were the only snakes in the carnival. Serena hadn’t had any trouble with them since Matt had arrived, but so many unsettling things had been happening that Matt figured anything was possible.
Rain washed over the garish paintings outside Serena’s tent, and the snakes in the pictures almost seemed to move under the sliding water.
When Matt entered the tent, he was stunned to see that the pythons had turned on Serena, attacking her savagely. One of them was even trying to get the top of her head in its mouth.
“God a’mighty,” Ken said.
Matt didn’t think God entered into it.
Thunder crashed overhead and rain pounded the canvas tent roof.
“What’re we gonna do?” Ken asked. He had to speak up to be heard over the sound of the pouring rain.
“See if you can pull them off,” Matt told him. “I’ll be right back.”
Ken didn’t move, but Matt couldn’t afford to stick around any longer. He left the tent and made a run for the trailer that he shared with Ken. He was soaked when he reached the trailer. He flung open the door, went dripping to his bed, and dragged the duffel bag from beneath it. He unzipped the bag and took hold of the handle of the ax.
The smooth wood felt natural in his grip. It almost tingled, as if the handle and his hand had been formed for each other in some cosmic scheme.
Matt didn’t stop to contemplate the cosmic scheme of things. He went back out with the ax and sloshed toward Serena’s tent.
Ken was still inside, not having moved, and no one else had come to help.
“Where are the other guys?” Matt asked.
“Damn if I know,” Ken said. He sounded dazed. “Crowd control?”
Matt rushed to the stage. Serena’s mouth gaped open in a soundless scream. Matt didn’t know if she was alive or dead.
He also didn’t know which snake to attack first, the one crushing Serena’s midsection or the one trying to inhale her head. He decided on the crusher.
The snake seemed as thick as some of the trees that Matt had once chopped down with his ax, and its skin seemed to glisten in the dimly lit tent. Matt aimed for the space in back of the head. It was near Serena’s body, but not so near that Matt thought he might miss and hurt her.
The ax came down and sliced through the snake cleanly, easily, dividing the head from the body. Blood sprayed. The head hit the floor with a dull thunk. The coils around Serena’s body didn’t loosen, however. If anything, they seemed to constrict a bit more.
Matt was about to drop the ax and try to release Serena when someone appeared beside him. He thought at first it was Ken, but a second glance told him that it wasn’t.
It was Madame Zora. She was as wet from the rain as Matt, though she didn’t have blood on her as he did.
“Get the other one,” she said. “I’ll see what I can do here.”
Matt didn’t question her sudden appearance. He moved behind Serena, one foot slipping in the blood of the first snake. The second one was going to be more of a problem, considering that it now had a good bit of Serena’s head in its mouth.
It didn’t really matter, though. Separate the head from the body and the serpent died. Matt raised the ax and struck.
This time the reaction was different. The head remained attached to Serena’s head, but the body flopped and thudded wildly about the stage, spraying blood everywhere—on Matt, on the stage, on the sides of the tent. It jerked and floundered off the stage and landed on the dirt in front of the stage. The flow of blood stopped, and it lay there twitching.
Matt ignored it and dropped the ax. He knelt down and got one hand on the top of the snake’s distended mouth and another on the bottom. He exerted all his strength as he tried to pry apart the powerful jaws.
As he struggled with the snake’s head, he watched Madame Zora try to get the other snake uncoiled. She was having more luck than Matt was, and the coils had definitely loosened.
Matt’s knees slipped on the bloody stage. He skidded backward, but he kept his grip on the snake’s jaws and continued to keep the pressure on them. He felt them relax somewhat and strained with all he had. Something in the jaws cracked, and the snake’s head came away so swiftly that Matt fell forward. As he did so he threw the head away from him. It landed on a chair in the first row, bounced, and hit the dirt.
Madame Zora finished uncoiling the other snake and started to give Serena CPR. Matt got back to his knees and watched. It didn’t take long. Serena coughed and started to breathe. Madame Zora helped her sit up, and just as she did, Cap’n Bob and the other two security men, Fred and Lonnie, came into the tent. Rainwater dripped from their drenched clothes. They stopped beside Ken, who still stood exactly where he’d stopped when he’d come in earlier.
“Holy shit,” Fred said.
“You can say that again,” Lonnie told him.
“Holy shit,” Fred said.
Rain drummed on the tent and wind whipped the sides. The men had to yell over the tumult.
“Cut out the goddamned comedy,” Cap’n Bob said. His wet uniform stuck to him now in a way that was hardly flattering. “What the hell happened here?” he asked.
“Snakes,” Ken said. “Why’d it have to be snakes?”
Cap’n Bob ignored him. “Tell me what happened, Axton.”
Matt stood up and wiped his bloody hands on his soaked pants. “I don’t know. Ken and I came in and the snakes were trying to kill Serena.”
“What about you, Madame Zora?”
Madame Zora sat by Serena, her arm around her shoulders. “I heard the shouting and came to see if I could help.”
“Serena?”
Serena’s voice was strained. Matt could hardly hear her above the sounds of the wind and the rain. “Clem and Clementine went crazy. That’s all I know. Now they’re dead.” She started to cry.
“You can get some new snakes,” the cap’n said. “I’ll even pay for them.”
“It won’t be the same,” Serena said between sobs.
Matt picked up his ax and got off the stage. He sat in a chair and slumped forward. Something was happening here, and not just in this tent. The attempted rape, the berserk man at the ringtoss booth, the tent stake that had appeared and disappeared, and now this. Could it be Mr. Dark at work? Matt didn’t see how. The signs weren’t there. Mr. Dark always had a goal, and Matt couldn’t see what it could be in this case.
“Did anybody call the cops?” Cap’n Bob asked.
“None of us did,” Lonnie said. “I don’t know about the rubes.”
“They were too busy running,” Fred said. “Every one of them was hoping somebody else would make the call because all they wanted to do was get off the grounds before those snakes got after them.” He took a look at the remains of Clem and Clementine. “Not that there’s any danger of that.”
“So no cops,” Cap’n Bob said.
Fred shook his head. “I don’t think so. People will just be happy they got in their cars or to their homes before the rain.”
The cap’n seemed satisfied. “Good. Let’s get this mess cleaned up.”
Matt thought he’d done his share already, so he got up to go back to the trailer to do his own cleaning up. Nobody tried to stop him.
Madame Zora caught up with him at the entrance to the tent. Like Matt, she was covered in blood.
“You and I need to have a talk,” she said when she reached his side.
She didn’t sound happy about it, and Matt turned his head to look at her.
“Why?” he asked.
“Because I know who you are.”
The words were like a blow to the heart. Matt glanced toward the others, but none of them appeared to have heard her.
“I don’t know what you mean,” he said.
Gloria looked at his ax. “Axton. Pretty funny. But it’s really Cahill.”
“How do you know?”
“Never mind how. I just do. There’s more. I know you can see things others can’t.”
Matt started to sweat. “Tell me.”
“Not now. Come to my trailer when you get cleaned up. We can talk there.”
Matt thought it over and decided he didn’t really think he had much of a choice.
“Half an hour,” he said. “Maybe the rain will have stopped by then.”
Gloria nodded. “I’ll be waiting.”




CHAPTER SEVEN
The rain was still coming down, but lightly now. It was more like a fine mist that hung in the air. The thunder was a dim sound in the distance, and the occasional lightning flash was too far away to give any light to the carnival grounds. Matt wiped the mud that had accumulated on his shoes on the side of the steps leading to the door of Madame Zora’s trailer. Then he knocked.
“Just a second,” Madame Zora said from inside, and then Matt heard the unlocking of the door.
“Come on in,” Madame Zora said, and Matt entered the trailer. It was much nicer than the one he shared with Ken, but then the fortune-teller had been with the carnival for a long time and had earned enough to have something a little upscale. Not that it was fancy. It was just bigger, cleaner, and better furnished than most of the others. There were even a couple of comfortable chairs in the small living area, along with a forty-two-inch flat-screen TV and a bookcase overflowing with paperbacks. The place smelled of apples and whiskey. Not a bad combination.
“You watch a lot of TV?” Matt said, just to get the conversation started.
“Not to speak of, but I have a satellite dish, and I can pick up just about anything I care to watch.” She paused. “Not that there’s much to watch. You know the old joke. Five hundred channels and nothing worth looking at.”
Matt nodded. He sat in one of the chairs and Madame Zora sat in the other. She had changed from her faux gypsy outfit into jeans and a men’s blue work shirt. Her dark hair, still wet from her shower, hung down to her shoulders. Her eyes were as dark as her hair.
“You want something to drink?” she asked Matt.
“What do you have?” Matt asked, though he thought he knew the answer.
“Ezra Brooks.”
He’d expected something a little more refined, but that was close enough.
“Not exactly sippin’ whiskey,” Matt said.
“It gets the job done.”
“Yeah. Sure, I’d like a drink.”
The little kitchen was only a couple of steps away. Madame Zora poured a stiff drink in one glass and a smaller one in another. She handed the stiff one to Matt.
“You’re not a drinker?” he said.
“I’ve had a couple already.” Gloria raised her glass. “To better days.”
“Better days,” Matt said and took a drink. The raw whiskey burned its way down to his stomach, where there was a small explosion. Warmth spread over him like a thin blanket.
“Look,” he said after a couple of seconds, “I don’t know what your real name is, but I’m pretty sure it’s not Madame Zora.”
“Gloria,” she said.
“It almost rhymes.”
“That wasn’t the intention. I think I saw it in a book somewhere.”
Matt took another drink and found that the whiskey was almost gone. It hadn’t affected him other than the first rush of warmth. “You mentioned that you knew my real name.”
“Matthew Cahill,” Gloria said. “And you’re dead.”
Matt held up a hand to stop her. “All right, fine. You know who I am. I don’t want to hear all that. You could get it from Google.”
“I don’t think Google could tell me about the things you see, the rot in people’s souls.”
Matt felt a chill, almost as if for a moment he was buried under the snow again. Ever since his rebirth, he could see evil on people as a physical decay…as if they were decomposing right in front of him…maggots crawling out of their eye sockets, pieces of their flesh rotting off their bodies like melted wax. Those were the gruesome, unmistakable signs of Mr. Dark’s touch, and Matt had grown more weary of seeing them than he could say.
But until now he thought he was the only one who could.
“How did you know that?”
Gloria took a sip of her drink. “I just knew. I don’t know what’s happened to me. It’s strange. It’s scary. I could never really tell fortunes before, but now, all of a sudden, I…know things.”
That pretty much confirmed the rumors Matt had heard about her. The talk among the carnies was that she’d been telling some real fortunes for a good while now. It had them spooked a little. Matt didn’t doubt it was true. He’d experienced too much to question the possibility.
Under the current circumstances, her newly acquired ability just added to the weirdness of the other things that had happened that night. What he needed to know was whether whatever had suddenly given her the power to see the future was connected with Mr. Dark. And if it wasn’t, was there anything she could tell him about Mr. Dark, or about his own future?
Matt looked at Gloria again. She was probably in her early thirties, but her skin was smooth and clear. She wore no makeup now, and she really didn’t need it. She usually hid herself beneath the gypsy garb of robes and scarves but had no reason to hide that Matt could see. She was an attractive woman with no sign of the corruption that would have told him she was somehow associated with Mr. Dark.
Matt knocked back the rest of his drink and asked Gloria what else she knew about him.
“That’s all. I’d tell you if there were more.” She finished her own drink. “You don’t have to worry about me telling anybody who you are. There are plenty of people here who don’t want anybody talking about their pasts.”
“Do you know their stories, or just mine?”
“I’ve heard a few of their stories, but I don’t know how true they are. Their stories don’t matter, anyhow. They’re not part of what’s happening. I’m sure about yours, though.” She frowned. “Do you want another drink?”
Matt looked into his empty glass. “No, I think I’ve had enough. You don’t know anything about a…darkness that’s associated with me?”
Something showed in her eyes. Fear? Matt couldn’t tell.
“This knowing, this sensitivity of mine, started when you came,” she said. “I don’t know why or how, but you have something to do with it.”
“But you don’t know what it is?”
“I don’t know anything more than I’ve told you,” she said, turning the whiskey glass in her hands.
“You might be able to find out,” Matt said. “That’s why you asked me to come here, isn’t it?”
“I…I don’t know. I have a…feeling that I’m supposed to do something, but I’m not sure I want to do it.”
Matt didn’t blame her. The strangeness of the night would have been enough to make anybody uncertain.
“You showed up at Serena’s tent just in time,” Matt said. “I don’t think it was because you heard the shouting.”
“I did hear something, but there was more to it than that.”
“Another feeling?”
“You’re making fun of me now.”
“I’m the last person in the world who’d make fun of something like that,” Matt told her. “Believe me.”
She looked into his eyes. “I believe you.”
“You handled yourself very well in that tent. Better than Ken did.”
“Some people have a problem with snakes. I don’t.”
“Maybe it was the blood he had a problem with.”
“That doesn’t bother me either.”
“You’re awfully tough, aren’t you,” Matt said.
“Not really. It’s just that I’ve learned to face things when I have to. And that’s what I should be doing now.” She put her glass on the floor by her chair. “There’s no use putting it off any longer. Give me your hand.”
Matt hesitated. “If you don’t want to do this…”
“It’s not what I want that matters. This is something I have to do. You understand?”
He did. It was why he left his home, ax in hand, and went out searching for Mr. Dark, hoping to stop the evil that he spread.
And if there was something she could tell him, answers to the questions that had plagued him since his resurrection, he wanted to know it. Good or bad, it didn’t matter. He wanted to know it.
Matt knew this might be a trick, that she could be some willing, or unwilling, puppet of Mr. Dark’s, but he had to take the chance.
He leaned forward in his chair, set his glass down on the floor as she had done, and put out his hand.
Madame Zora…Gloria…closed her eyes and sighed. Matt waited, his hand extended. Gloria opened her eyes after what seemed quite a long time and said, “I can’t promise you anything.”
“I don’t want promises,” Matt said. “I just want to know.”
“Knowing can be dangerous.”
“Yeah. I’ve found that out.”
“I can’t promise you the truth either.”
Matt pushed his hand forward. “Just have a look. After you tell me, we can worry about what’s truth and what’s lies.”
“All right.” Gloria closed her eyes again and took his hand.
When Gloria touched his fingers, it was as if a mild electric shock went through him, all the way down to his toes. If Gloria felt anything, however, she gave no indication. She held his hand in hers and stared down at it for several seconds.
Then she dropped it, slumped forward, and fell onto her side on the floor.
Damn, Matt thought. That can’t be good.
He raised Gloria up and got her back into her chair. She was breathing heavily and her face was flushed, but otherwise she seemed OK. He would have liked to think that she’d just had too much to drink, but he knew that wasn’t the problem. He rubbed her wrists, then put a hand on her shoulder and shook her.
She stiffened, opened her eyes, and took a deep breath.
“You want to tell me about it?” Matt asked.
“Not really.” Her voice shook. “I need another drink.”
Matt took her glass and stepped into the kitchen, where the bottle of Ezra Brooks still stood by the sink.
“A little or a lot?” he said.
“A little. I’ll be fine. I was just caught by surprise.”
Matt poured the drink and handed it to her. She was a bit shaky, but she took the glass with both hands and took a sip.
“What was the surprise?” Matt asked.
Gloria took another sip and looked at him with something like pity. “You’re wrapped in darkness. It’s like another person that you carry with you.”
“I know all about the darkness,” Matt said. “I even know his name. What I’d like to do is get rid of him.”
“I’m not sure you can. He…it is too much a part of you.” She trembled. Matt knew she must be frightened by what was happening, though she was trying not to show it. She had guts—he’d give her that. “Have you ever heard of Loki?”
Matt shook his head.
“Loki was one of the Norse gods,” she said. “He was a trickster, a shape-shifter, a father of monsters. He loved disorder and chaos. It was like a game to him.”
“That sounds a lot like someone I know,” Matt said. “I call him Mr. Dark.”
“I’m not saying that it’s Loki you’re dealing with. Just someone similar, someone who’s powerful and who likes to play games. I guess Mr. Dark is as good a name as any.”
Whoever he is, he told me we’d have fun. He said that at the very beginning, but I don’t want to play his games. What’s fun for him isn’t good for anybody else.
Games. Matt remembered the way the stake had appeared when he needed it and then disappeared afterward. The carnival was all just part of a game Mr. Dark was playing with him.
“Is Mr. Dark responsible for what happened tonight?” Matt asked.
“I think so,” she said. “But he’s hiding himself from me. There was more to see, but I could see only as much as he wanted me to.”
“I don’t get it,” Matt said.
“Neither do I, but I know I’m a part of it now, whether I want to be or not,” she said. “And it terrifies me.”
“I know how you feel,” Matt said.
But it was much more than that. He felt a sense of kinship and relief that almost overwhelmed him.
Finally there was someone who understood, who saw…or at least sensed…what he did.
He wasn’t alone anymore.




CHAPTER EIGHT
When Sue Jean woke up the next morning, she didn’t feel well. She couldn’t quite decide what was wrong. It wasn’t quite a headache, and it wasn’t quite a stomachache, but it was something sort of in between.
She thought about what had happened the night before. That didn’t make her feel any better. She and the carnie guy had given those turds something to remember her by, but somehow that didn’t seem satisfactory now. She wished she’d been able to do more to them, hurt them worse, maybe done some permanent damage. Jail wasn’t the answer, though. She was sure of that.
It was Saturday, so she didn’t have to go out if she didn’t want to. Her parents didn’t care. They were probably working in the yard, pulling weeds or planting flowers or poisoning ants or something. She couldn’t figure out why anybody would want to do any of those things, but it was fine with her if they wanted to, just so they left her alone and didn’t try to make her help them. Maybe if they got really lucky they’d win the “Yard of the Month” award and get their picture in the paper. What a thrill that would be.
Sue Jean lay in bed until around noon, listening to tunes on her iPod and wishing she felt better. After she finally got out of bed, she cleaned herself up and put on makeup, noticing, as she often did, how much prettier she was than her former BFF, Madison, that horse-faced bitch. She supposed that Madison and Freddie had survived their night together at the carnival, since her mother hadn’t come in and told her about anybody meeting with a horrible accident.
Too bad. The more she thought about the two of them falling off the Ferris wheel or getting crushed between a couple of the bumper cars, the better she felt. That was strange, but it was true. She imagined them being impaled on spikes, and that made her feel better still. She didn’t know why. Evil thoughts had never affected her that way before, but then she’d never felt bad in quite the same way that she had earlier. Now she seemed to be feeling just fine.
She went down to the kitchen, where she heard the lawn mower and the gasoline edger roaring in the backyard. She looked out the big bay window and saw her mother, wearing goggles and green gardening gloves. She guided the edger along the bottom edge of the wooden fence that separated their backyard from the Kingstons’.
Her parents felt nothing but contempt for the Kingstons, who hired a crew to come by once a week and do their lawn and weed the flower beds. On her parents’ scale of values, people who didn’t do their own lawn care ranked somewhere below the homeless.
Sue Jean had thought she was hungry, but she wasn’t. She couldn’t think of anything she wanted to eat. She went into the den, turned on the TV, and flopped down on the couch. There wasn’t anything she wanted to watch. NASCAR, for God’s sake. She scratched her forehead. She had all kinds of little itches under her skin, but she still felt great. Hating on Madison and Freddie had done wonders for her.
She was a little sleepy, though. Her parents would be in the yard for hours, and then they’d probably power wash the driveway, so Sue Jean pulled a couch pillow under her head and drifted off.
Her parents woke her up arguing in the kitchen. It was well past noon, and they were all worked up over whether it was time to plant the petunias or whether they should wait until next week. Sue Jean wished they’d shut up, but they could go on for hours about things like that.
She got off the couch and looked around. What the hell, she didn’t have to stay there and listen to them. She had a better idea. A much better idea. She pulled her cell phone out of the pocket of her jeans and called Madison.
“Want to go back to the carnival?” she asked when Madison answered.
“Well,” Madison said after a second’s hesitation, “Freddie’s supposed to meet me there.”
“I won’t be in the way,” Sue Jean said. “I promise. I just want to see you for a while. Then you and Freddie can have all the fun you want to.”
“Well, OK. I’ll meet you out front.”
Sue Jean was smiling when she ended the call.

Earl had felt funny all day—not sick exactly, but not right, either. It wasn’t his wrist. For some reason, his wrist didn’t hurt at all. He’d thought it was broken, but today it felt just fine. He’d taken a couple of aspirin, but that was all. He didn’t know aspirin had healing qualities, but maybe it did. It wasn’t like he was a doctor or anything.
In spite of the fact that his wrist was OK, he’d been pissed off all day. Pissed off at that whore Sue Jean, who probably put out for every guy at school but didn’t want him and his homies even to have a sniff of it. And pissed off at that asshole from the carnival who’d interrupted them.
Earl didn’t like being pissed off, and it was time he did something about it. His old man worked on Saturdays, and neither he nor his father had seen Earl’s mother in years. She went off one night with some guy at a bar and never came back. It didn’t bother Earl, and it didn’t seem to have bothered his old man either.
Earl went into his father’s bedroom and looked in the sock drawer of the wardrobe. He pushed the socks aside and found the pistol. He’d first found it a couple of years ago when he was snooping around for condoms, not that he’d have any use for one, considering his record with the opposite sex. That was another thing that pissed him off.
The pistol was an old .38 revolver. Earl picked it up. It was surprisingly heavy, and it was loaded. Earl didn’t know much about guns, but he’d seen plenty of movies. All you had to do was point the pistol and pull the trigger.
He stuck the .38 in his back pocket. It felt right back there. Like he should carry it with him always. He made sure his shirttail hung down far enough to cover it. It did. He was feeling really good now. He thought he should take aspirin more often.
It was time to call Harry and George and see if they wanted to have a little fun. Well, it was going to be a lot more fun for him than it was for them, the assholes. They’d blamed him for what had happened with Sue Jean, and they’d whined about it for blocks after they’d left the carnival. They’d be sorry about that. Earl grinned just thinking about how sorry they were going to be.

Buford Dorman was pissed off too. The bastards at the ringtoss booth had treated him like shit, and they’d made him look like a fool. If he hadn’t been outnumbered, he’d have shown that smartass who’d twisted his arm a thing or two.
And then there was Marcy. She should’ve supported him. Kicked one of those fuckers in the balls or something. That was the least she could do for him. She was his wife, after all. Instead she’d let them bully him and make him look bad. And he didn’t even get the fucking bear. OK, he’d gotten it, but he’d been so angry that he’d ripped it apart. Same thing.
Buford opened the closet in the bedroom. His deer rifle was in the back, behind his shirts, and there was a box of ammo on the floor. He pushed aside some shirts and bent down to pick up the box of .30-30 cartridges. He tossed it on the bed and got out the rifle. He hadn’t been hunting for a few years, so the rifle was a little dusty, but he’d cleaned it before he’d put it away. It would be fine.
He filled his pockets with cartridges from the box on the bed and then loaded the rifle.
“Marcy,” he called. “Come in here for a second.”

Serena of the Serpents still couldn’t believe that Clem and Clementine were dead. She was thirty-one years old, unmarried, and unlikely ever to marry, considering that she was of the sapphic persuasion and the kind of marriage that might have interested her was currently, if unjustly, illegal in most states. Clem and Clementine had been like the children she’d never have, and while she could replace them, what person in her right mind would want to replace her children? Clem and Clementine had had their own slithery personalities and were as distinct to Serena as any two human children could be, and no replacement could ever replicate their cute little ways.
The thought of the coldhearted way that the security guy had killed her darlings chapped Serena’s ass. Sure, he’d used the excuse that he’d had to kill them to save her, but that didn’t mean anything to Serena. She didn’t know why her babies had turned on her. The thunderstorm? The pounding of the rain on the tent? It didn’t matter. Not now. Now they were dead, and somebody had to pay for that.
Who had to pay? For some reason, that didn’t matter either. It would be just fine if the security guy…what was his name, anyway? Matt? Serena thought that was right. Matt. She’d like to see him flattened. Flat Matt. It would be just fine if he paid the price, would make her feel good all over, but that Madame Zora, the fake gypsy, was in on it too. She should get hers. And even Cap’n Bob. He was there, ordering people around and yelling about her babies. He should pay if anybody did. But if she couldn’t get to any of them, she’d just find someone else.
Like Gloria, Serena had her own trailer, and it had a tidy little kitchen. In one of the drawers of the tidy little kitchen there was a foot-long butcher knife. Serena kept it sharp because she liked to have everything in good order. She had a nice sharpening steel, and she went into her tidy little kitchen, took the steel and the knife out of the knife drawer, and began to draw the knife blade slowly up and down the steel, honing the edge to a fine sharpness. She liked the sound of steel on steel almost as much as she was going to like the sound of the screams she’d be hearing later on.

The carnival opened at noon on Saturday, and Matt was uneasy and watchful as he moved among the crowds. The sun was bright, the sky was blue, the humidity was low, and the air was cool. A perfect day. The people laughed, joked, played the games, took in the shows, and ate cotton candy and corny dogs. They didn’t mind the little bit of mud from last night’s rain. They didn’t have a care, or if they had one, they’d left it at home when they came to the carnival. The cheerful music from the rides at the end of the midway matched their mood.
Matt’s talk with Gloria had left him feeling worried and uneasy. The dreams he’d had later that night after he’d finally fallen asleep had only made things worse. He couldn’t remember them, but he’d awakened feeling sad, empty, and apprehensive. He was sure that Mr. Dark had been involved in all the strange things that had happened, but he didn’t know how or why.
Maybe everything would be all right after all. Maybe Mr. Dark had done all that he intended to do.
Matt almost laughed at his moment of hopeless optimism. He hadn’t seen the physical signs of decay on anyone yet, but he knew that Mr. Dark was around and that he wasn’t finished.
Because nobody had died yet.
But maybe now, between his sight and Gloria’s, he finally had an advantage over Mr. Dark…and could actually stop whatever it was from happening.
As Matt neared Gloria’s tent, he saw that she hadn’t opened for business. He didn’t know if that was bad or good. A dozen or so people stood outside the tent, milling around, talking among themselves. Matt heard enough to know that they were wondering when the fortune-teller would show up or if something had happened to her, but they weren’t worried. They just wanted to have their palms read because they’d heard that the gypsy was the real thing, someone who could really see into the future. They smiled and talked and waited, their moods light.
Everybody was having a fine time at Cap’n Bob’s Stardust Carnival.
 
Gloria didn’t want to be Madame Zora anymore. She wanted to go somewhere far away and forget all about telling fortunes, true ones or false ones or any fortunes at all.
That wouldn’t do, however. She knew there was no escaping whatever was to come. She swathed herself in her skirt and blouse and robes and scarves and left her trailer and books behind, wondering if she’d ever see them again. She couldn’t see her own future at all.
Maybe she didn’t have one.
She could see something about Matt, though, and while it wasn’t clear to her, she knew that she had to tell him something and that he wasn’t going to like it. Beyond that, she had no idea what might happen, other than that it was going to be bad. Very bad, indeed.




CHAPTER NINE
Sue Jean met Madison at the entrance of the carnival. Sue Jean sniffed.
“You’re wearing your mother’s perfume,” she said.
Madison blushed. “I thought Freddie might like it.”
“Oh, I’m sure he will.” Sue Jean smiled. “Is he meeting you inside?”
“At the ringtoss. He’s going to win me a bear.”
“Great! You deserve it. There’s something I want to show you before we go in, though.”
“What is it?”
“It’s a surprise,” Sue Jean said, taking Madison’s hand. “Come on.”
At first she thought Madison might pull away, but Sue Jean gave her a big smile and clasped her fingers with a friendly squeeze. Madison smiled too and came right along.
“What’s the surprise?” she asked again.
“You’ll see. You’ll never believe it.”
About a block from the carnival was a big open field that served as a parking lot. Sue Jean led Madison into it. Except for the parked cars, the field was deserted. The ground was muddy from the previous night’s rain, and there were ruts in the mud. Sue Jean and Madison threaded their way along, trying to stay on the grass and avoid puddles and mud.
“You stand right here,” Sue Jean said, dropping Madison’s hand. “It’s too muddy for you. I’ll go get the surprise.”
“It’s a car!” Madison said. “Your dad got you that new car you’ve been wanting!”
“You guessed it,” Sue Jean said. “I can’t wait for you to see it.”
Madison waited while Sue Jean went off to get the car, which wasn’t new at all, just the old family sedan, a gray Camry that was four years old. Sue Jean started it up, pulled it out of the parking space, and headed for Madison. When she got so close that Madison couldn’t get out of the way, she gunned it. The car slewed and mud flew from beneath the front tires.
The look on Madison’s face was priceless. Surprise, shock, fear…it was wonderful. The sound the car made when it smashed into Madison was even better.
Madison’s body disappeared under the front of the car. Sue Jean kept right on going, having disconnected the airbag earlier. She didn’t even realize she knew how to do that. It just came to her.
At the entrance to the lot, Sue Jean turned around and located another parking spot. After she’d parked, she walked by what was left of Madison. Her body was mashed down in the mud, and her horsey old face was greatly improved by the way the car’s front end had rearranged her features.
Sue Jean giggled with happiness. She could hardly wait to meet Freddie at the ringtoss booth.

Buford looked down at Marcy, lying there on their bedroom floor. She hadn’t bled much. Buford was a little disappointed. You’d think that with a hole that big through her chest, she’d have bled a lot more. Oh well, you couldn’t have everything. He took a deep breath and enjoyed the satisfying smell of gun smoke.
He thought about dressing Marcy out, the way he’d have dressed out a deer, but he didn’t really have time for that. He had other things to take care of, namely those bastards at the carnival. He hadn’t looked forward to anything this much in years.
He put on his Saints cap and gave it a tug to settle it on his head. He picked up his rifle, gave Marcy one last look, blew her a kiss, and left by the kitchen door.

Earl picked up Harry and George at their houses in his old Ford pickup. George was a mess. His lips were puffy and his nose looked a little askew, as if someone had moved it to one side and hadn’t moved it back. He talked funny too, like he had a cold.
“I think my fuckin’ nose is broke,” he said. “You said Sue Jean was begging for it. You said it’d be easy.”
“Shut up,” Earl said.
Harry was in a little better shape. His ear was puffy and red, but it was still firmly attached to his head. “Don’t be such a pussy, George,” he said.
George slapped his ear, and Harry howled.
Idiots, Earl thought. He drove them to a little convenience store near the edge of town. They knew the guy who worked the late afternoon shift there, and he’d always sell them a six-pack if they slipped him a buck or two extra.
“I’m paying today,” Earl said when he stopped at the side of the store. He handed Harry some bills. Couldn’t send George, not the way he looked. “Don’t get that fucking Old Milwaukee.”
“Yeah,” George said. “I don’t know how you can stand that stuff. Get a good beer. Like Miller Lite.”
Harry sneered. “Miller Lite?” Harry fancied himself a comedian, and he made a farting noise, which for him was the height of humor. “That stuff tastes like piss.”
“You should know,” Earl said. “Just go get the beer.”
Harry went into the store and came back with a six-pack of Budweiser.
“Will this do?” he asked, tossing a can in George’s lap.
“It’ll do,” Earl said. “Let’s go drink us a couple for lunch.”
“Can’t we just drink it on the way to the carnival?” George asked.
Earl shook his head. “Can’t risk it. We might get stopped.”
“I’m going to start mine anyway,” George said. He took a can and snapped it open.
“Shit,” Earl said.
He headed out of town and turned off on the first country road he came to, a gravel-topped lane that didn’t lead anywhere of consequence. After he’d gone about half a mile, he pulled off on the shoulder and pointed to a clump of bushes.
“Let’s go drink over there. Nobody can see us from the road.”
The others bitched a second or two, but they went. When they were sitting on the ground slurping from their cans, Earl said, “You two still blame me for last night, don’t you?”
Harry touched his ear. It was red and swollen. “It was your idea.”
Earl got up and stood behind Harry. He pulled out the pistol. It had been digging into his back the whole time he drove, and he was relieved to have it in his hand.
“Look what I have,” he said, holding it up for George and Harry to admire.
“Where’d you get that?” Harry said, turning to look.
“At the gettin’ place,” Earl said. “Drink your beer.”
Harry didn’t need any encouragement. He turned back to his drinking.
“Is it loaded?” George asked.
“Hell, I don’t know,” Earl said. “Let’s find out.”
He shot Harry in the back of the head. Harry’s skull came apart in a haze of blood, bone, and greasy hair, a lot of which spattered on George, who dropped his beer and screamed.
“Shit! Shit! Shit!”
Earl didn’t approve of screaming, so he shot George right in the center of his forehead. The bullet didn’t make much of a hole going in, but it took a nice-sized chunk out of the back of George’s head.
“Whose fault was that, asshole?” Earl said.
He picked up the beer cans. He’d drink the beers and recycle the cans. A friend of the environment, that’s what he was. As for Harry and George, well, they were biodegradable. They’d make good fertilizer for the bushes if nobody found them, or they’d be good food for some scavenger or other. Earl didn’t really give a shit.

Serena had never liked Ken, and he’d been there in the tent when her darlings had died. He’d done nothing to stop the killing, so he was just as guilty as the rest of them.
He was also the first person she saw when she came out of her trailer. She wore jeans and a long-sleeved plaid shirt. The knife was hidden in the right-hand sleeve.
“Hello, Ken,” she said.
She knew just the kind of voice to use on him. He was a man, after all, and men were stupid. They’d fall for anything, even a come-on from a woman that everybody in the carnival knew didn’t like men in the least.
“Hi,” Ken said. “I was just coming to check on you. Cap’n Bob wanted to know if you were doing OK and if there was anything he could do for you.”
“He did?” Serena smiled. “How thoughtful of him.”
“Yeah,” Ken said. “The cap’n’s a thoughtful guy.”
“Let’s talk about that, Ken, shall we?”
“Uh…sure. Why not.” Ken looked back toward the midway. “Seems peaceful enough. Things don’t start hoppin’ until sundown.”
“That’s right,” Serena said. “Why don’t we step right over here and chat awhile.”
She led the way between two of the trailers. One of them belonged to the Seven Dwarfs, though there were actually only four of them. They doubled the parts. The other belonged to a couple of freaks, the Alligator Boy and his mother, the World’s Strongest Woman. They’d be busy in their tents and wouldn’t bother anybody.
Once they were sheltered between the trailers, Serena stood close to Ken and said, “You were telling me how thoughtful Cap’n Bob is.”
“Yeah. Right. He’s always looking out for us, y’know?”
“I suppose that’s one way of seeing things.” Serena paused and gave Ken a piercing look. “Can he bring back my babies?”
“Babies? You mean the snakes? No. No, he can’t do that. But he said to tell you he has a line on a couple of pythons just like Clem and Clementine. A little younger, but just the right age for you to train. You’ll be back onstage in no time.”
“I don’t think so,” Serena said.
“But…”
“No buts. And no snakes are just like Clem and Clementine.”
“Well, I’m sure the cap’n didn’t mean anything bad when he said that. He doesn’t know much about snakes, I guess.”
“I’m tired of talking to you,” Serena said, and she let the knife drop down from her sleeve into her hand.
Ken saw it. “Wha…?” was all he could say before the knife slit his shirt and slid into his stomach and ripped upward though his skin and muscle as if it were slicing through a loaf of bread.
Serena pulled out the knife, stepped away, and looked at him. Blood ran down the knife blade and dripped on the ground.
“Y…you…” Ken said, or tried to say as he tried to hold in his intestines with both hands.
“Can’t you finish a fucking sentence?”
“I…I…sh…shit.” Ken sank to his knees.
“You surely did,” Serena said. “Or maybe that’s just your guts. It stinks, whatever it is. I’ll be leaving you now.”
Serena walked around behind him and kicked him forward onto his face.
“There aren’t any other snakes that are anything at all like Clem and Clementine,” she said, not that Ken gave a damn about that or about anything else, being pretty much dead by then.
Serena wiped the knife blade on the leg of her jeans and left him there.




CHAPTER TEN
Matt continued his patrol of the carnival grounds. He was passing the Ferris wheel when he saw Gloria heading in his direction. Matt smiled. She wore her gypsy duds. The show must go on. He stopped smiling when he saw the look of fear in her eyes.
“Something very bad is about to happen,” she said.
“What is it?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “But it’s already begun. It can’t be stopped.”
But Matt knew better than that. In his own way, he saw the future too, every time he looked into the decaying face of someone eaten alive by evil.
“That’s what he wants you to think,” Matt said.
He brushed past Gloria and headed for his trailer. Gloria reached out to touch him, but he ignored her. When he got to the trailer, he looked back. She was right behind him. Matt went inside. Gloria followed. He didn’t try to stop her.
Matt pulled his duffel bag from under the bed.
And took out his ax.
Whatever game Mr. Dark was playing was entering another phase. Matt felt like a checker that was being pushed across the board from one square to the next.
He’d had that feeling before.
He hated it.
“Go back to your trailer,” he said. “You don’t want to be a part of this.”
“You’re right, I don’t, but I am whether I like it or not. Hiding from it isn’t going to change anything.”
“OK, but it’s going to be ugly.”
“I know,” she said.
They walked out together, Matt holding the ax at his side. He didn’t care who saw the ax. It was more important to him to have it handy and ready.
They had gone only a few steps when they heard dogs growling and snarling. Snapping teeth clicked together.
“What’s that?” Gloria asked.
The ruckus was coming from somewhere between the nearby trailers. Matt moved cautiously in the direction of the sound, his ax raised, Gloria safely behind him.
He rounded the edge of a trailer and stopped cold.
Three mongrels were tearing at something that had been a man. They’d ripped away most of its stomach, and bits of flesh lay on the ground. The dogs were chewing busily. One of them stopped and turned to look at Matt, its snout bloody, its teeth bared, its eyes blazing.
“Ken,” Gloria said at Matt’s shoulder. “That’s Ken.”
The dog started toward them, and Matt turned around, taking Gloria’s hand. “It’s not Ken now. Come on.”
Gloria let herself be led away, but she said, “We can’t just leave him.”
“We can’t help him, and the dogs won’t let us move him.”
Gloria gasped. She stopped and bent over.
“Are you going to be sick?” Matt asked.
“I’ll be all right,” Gloria said after a couple of deep breaths and looked back at the trailers. The dogs were out of sight, but they could still be heard as they worked at the body. “Should we call the police?”
Matt shook his head. “If anything, bringing men with guns into this could make things worse.”
More checkers for Mr. Dark.
They walked on in silence, Gloria holding his free hand. They went past the Ferris wheel and the carousel with their happy crowds and their merry tunes that were so out of place with what they’d just seen. Matt thought about warning everyone he saw to leave the carnival, but what good would it do? Everyone was as much a piece on the checkerboard as Matt himself. What Matt had to do was change the rules of the game.
And then it hit him.
Perhaps he already had. Just by coming here.
Matt’s arrival had awakened some latent gift in Gloria, and now, in her own way, she saw the darkness that he did.
He’d gained an ally.
And a new weapon against Mr. Dark.
And even though she was frightened, she’d shown that she had the courage to act when needed.
Matt felt a small surge of hope.

The two of them headed down the midway. Matt noticed a crowd growing around the ringtoss booth. As they got closer, he heard shouting.
From a distance, Matt could see someone standing at the edge of the booth, yelling at Jerry.
It was Buford, the mark from the previous night.
Today Buford wore a long overcoat, though the day was warm. His face was red, and the veins stood out in his neck. The people nearby seemed fascinated, but they gave him plenty of room. Matt didn’t blame them. He headed into the crowd just as Buford opened his coat, took out his rifle, and blasted open Jerry’s stomach.
The crowd broke into a panic, nearly trampling Matt and Gloria in their hurry to get away. For some of them it was too late. Buford started picking them off. The sound of the rifle shots was almost deafening. A woman fell, then another man. People screamed. Most ran, but some stood rooted in place, shocked into paralysis.
Mr. Dark had made his move.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
Buford whirled around and fired again, missing this time. Matt could see that he wasn’t aiming at any particular target. He was just making random shots, not caring who lived or died.
“Stay here,” Matt told Gloria. He hefted his ax and advanced on Buford.
Matt and Gloria were so focused on Buford that neither one of them saw Serena standing at the edge of the crowd.
If Matt had seen her, he wouldn’t have recognized her. She looked like a cadaver that had been in the sun for a while, her bubbling, putrid flesh dripping from her moist bones.
Just as Matt made his move on the shooter, Serena stepped up to a dark-haired woman who’d been frozen in place by the horror of the shootings. Serena took hold of her hair, pulled back her head, and slit both carotid arteries in her throat with one smooth stroke of the butcher’s knife. A fan of blood arced out, splashing over two men standing near, and they suddenly discovered that they could move after all.
Serena let the woman fall and went looking for her next victim.
And saw Gloria, the bitch who had helped kill her babies.
Buford saw Matt coming and fired off a shot that singed Matt’s ear as it buzzed by. Before Buford could pull the trigger again, Matt feinted to the left.
Buford tracked him with the rifle, and Matt dodged back to the right. Going in low, he punched Buford in the stomach with the head of the ax. Buford doubled over but kept hold of the rifle.
Matt stepped back and swung the ax with one hand. The blade severed bone and sinew, slicing cleanly through Buford’s wrist. The hand didn’t lose its grip on the rifle, however. Hand and rifle dropped together, the index finger still poked through the trigger guard. Blood pumped out of the stump of Buford’s arm, but he either didn’t notice or didn’t care. He came at Matt, spitting and screaming.
Matt hit him in the temple with the flat of the ax, and he fell to the ground, blood still squirting from the end of his arm. Maggots seethed out of his nose, his mouth, and his ears and spread over his entire body.
Matt ignored the fallen man and was turning to look for Gloria when…
The world stopped.
No music.
No screaming.
The people became as lifeless as mannequins.
Except for Matthew Cahill, who could still move, though it was as if the air had become Jell-O.
And one person who moved with no trouble at all.
A man dressed in a tuxedo and eating an enormous wad of cotton candy.
“I love the carnival,” Mr. Dark said. “So many games to choose from. Are you having fun?”
“I’m sick of the killing,” Matt said.
Mr. Dark picked at his cotton candy, dropping bits in his mouth. “Well, if you aren’t enjoying yourself, then you should go.”
“And let you finish whatever you’ve started? I don’t think so.”
“It’d be no fun without you, Matt. Oh, look what’s happened. My fingers are all sticky.” He held up the fingers he’d been using to eat the cotton candy. They were sticky with sugar. “And so are yours.”
Matt looked at his hands. They were spattered with blood.
Suddenly the world came alive, like the play button had been hit on a paused video.
Matt looked up and Mr. Dark was gone.
But not the blood on Matt’s hands. It must have been Buford’s. He wiped them on his shirt and turned to look for Gloria.
And that’s when he saw her, wide-eyed with fear.
Serena embraced Gloria from behind and held a butcher knife to her throat. Gloria stood helplessly, Buford’s rifle and severed hand at her feet. Serena’s face was now just a skull with some clumps of flesh sticking to the bone, her eyeballs like curdled milk.
It was not a pretty picture.
“You killed my babies,” Serena said to Matt. “Now I’ll kill one of yours.”
Matt took a step toward her. There was no way he could stop her if she decided to slit Gloria’s throat.
“Wouldn’t it be better to kill me instead?” Matt said.
“You’re next,” she said, glaring at him.
It was in that instant, when Serena’s attention was briefly focused on Matt, that Gloria acted. She jabbed Serena in the ribs with her elbow, and Serena jerked her arm away, slicing Gloria’s throat, but only skin deep.
Gloria brought her foot down on Serena’s instep, causing Serena to yell and drop her arms. When she did that, Gloria pushed away, turned, and threw a pretty fair right cross, catching Serena on the side of her jaw. What little flesh was left on Serena’s skull flew off the bone, and her eyeballs splashed out of their sockets.
Serena stumbled back. Gloria picked up the rifle and shook it so that the dismembered hand with the finger through the trigger guard fell to the ground. Gloria put her own finger on the trigger and pulled it four or five times. The bullets tore into Serena and made her dance like a puppet. The knife fell from her hand as she jerked crazily and then fell.
The noise of the shots increased the panic of the crowd. People fled to the exit. Nobody stopped to see what was going on. Everyone just wanted to get out.
Gloria threw the rifle away from her as if it were tainted. She turned to Matt. “Look out,” she cried. “Behind you!”
Matt whirled around to see Jerry jump over the counter of his booth and start toward him, his intestines spilling out of his blown-open midsection. Jerry was holding a tent stake in one hand. Matt wondered if it was the same one that had disappeared from his pocket. Probably. That was the kind of thing Mr. Dark would have considered amusing.
“Jerry,” Matt said. “You don’t have to do this.”
Jerry smiled and a couple of his teeth fell out. He took the stake by the tip and threw it at Matt like a knife.
Matt swatted it aside with the ax. It clanged against the blade and dropped to the ground. Matt got a fresh grip on the ax handle and moved in. Jerry didn’t even try to defend himself as Matt brought the ax down and split his head. Grayish goo spilled out, and Jerry tumbled forward.
Gloria gagged, and Matt took her arm. Blood trickled down her neck onto her robes. She took a handkerchief from a pocket and held it to her throat to stop the bleeding.
“I told you it would be bad,” he said.
“I knew it would be,” Gloria said. “I just didn’t know how bad.”
“It might just be getting started,” Matt said.
“It is,” she said. “When Serena had her arm around me, I saw something. I saw the Ferris wheel.”
“What about it?” Matt asked.
“People are going to die.”




CHAPTER TWELVE
Sue Jean and Earl met at the entrance to the carnival just as the first fleeing patrons were leaving.
“Hey, Earl,” Sue Jean said, ignoring the screams and panic around them. She found that she had nothing against Earl after all. “How’s it hangin’?”
“Better than last night,” Earl said, who wasn’t pissed off at her anymore. “You ready to have some fun?”
“That’s what I’m here for, but it better be the right kind of fun.”
“Oh, it is,” Earl said with a grin. “It is.” He showed her the pistol. “See what I mean?”
“A pistol? Is that all?”
“It’s enough,” Earl said. “Watch this.”
He fired the pistol at a man who was running along with a child in his arms. The bullet hit the man in the knee. He screamed, dropped the child, and fell to the ground clutching his knee. Blood seeped between his fingers.
Sue Jean shrugged. “Is that all?”
“No way,” Earl said. “I think we can really fuck this place up. You gonna come along or not?”
“Why not?” Sue Jean said, and they strolled through the crowd as if it didn’t exist. Earl reached out and took Sue Jean’s hand. She smiled at him. “You really think we can do some damage?”
“You just wait,” Earl said. “You’ll see.”

The carnival was so noisy, full of music and bells and shrieks and pops, and the crowd so large and dense, that the bloodbath at the ringtoss and the shooting at the entry had gone largely unheard and unnoticed. The shots had been drowned out and the horrified screams blended into those from the rides. Word of the shootings and deaths had yet to sweep through attendees, but the panic was certainly spreading and soon it would be pandemonium.
Matt and Gloria were heading toward the back of the park, where the Ferris wheel and most of the other rides were, when he saw Sue Jean and Earl, thirty yards away, passing through the crowd like two salmon swimming upstream.
Even from a distance, Matt could see the swarm of blowflies following them.
They were walking dead.
He pointed them out to Gloria. “See those two?”
“Yes,” she said. “They’re death.”
And moving toward the rides.
He headed after them and Gloria followed. But it wasn’t easy. People eager to get to the rides themselves bumped them, shoved them, and cursed them for trying to get ahead.
Nobody seemed to notice Matt’s ax or the blood that was dripping from the blade onto the dirt.
 
Earl and Sue Jean reached the rides. The carousel music was “In the Good Old Summertime,” and people were smiling and having a good time, completely unaware of what was happening at the other end of the carnival.
The Ferris wheel creaked in its circle, the cars swaying, some more than others as the occupants tried to scare each other.
Small airplanes swung out from their center pole at the ends of strong chains, each plane holding a couple of happy kids.
Earl felt power surge through him, as if he were hooked up to the big generator that sent electricity to the rides. He felt taller than the Ferris wheel and wondered if he would just burst right out of his clothes. He looked at Sue Jean to see if she’d noticed the change.
She hadn’t. “This isn’t fun. I’m bored.”
“You won’t be bored long,” Earl said. “I told you we were gonna fuck this place up. I won’t even need my pistol.”
To prove he wasn’t lying, he extended his arm and pointed at the airplanes. As the crowd watched, the planes began to gain speed. Slowly at first, but then faster and faster until they were spinning so rapidly that they were almost a blur. The cheerful sound of the carousel was drowned out by the screaming of children and their parents, along with the whine of the chains cutting the air and the squealing of the big generator.
Sue Jean hugged Earl and laughed. He felt better than when he’d shot Harry and George.
“I told you you wouldn’t be bored,” he said.
“Do more,” Sue Jean said. “Do more.”
Earl wasn’t sure at first that he could, but power welled up inside him and he pointed to the carousel, which, like the airplanes, began to pick up speed. More screams as children clung to the horses’ necks and to the poles that ran through them. A man ran to get his child off the horse, but the carousel was going too fast. He managed to jump on, but the whirling carousel flung him right back off. He skidded across the ground and lay still.
Sue Jean clapped her hands. Earl sure knew how to show a girl a good time.
“Do the bumper cars!”
Earl did the bumper cars, which began whizzing around the ring entirely out of the control of the young drivers. They banged into each other with such force that their front ends were flattened.
Sue Jean laughed, but her laughter died almost at once.
“Nobody’s killed,” she said. “Why isn’t anybody killed?”
“You want somebody killed?”
“All of them,” Sue Jean said. “All of them.”
“Pick a ride,” he said, being generous and eager to show off his newfound powers.
“The Ferris wheel,” Sue Jean said. “Do the Ferris wheel.”
“Not a good idea,” Matt said, yelling to be heard above the panicking crowd, the zinging chains, the howl of the straining generator, and the screams of the riders, as he advanced on the couple.
Sue Jean and Earl didn’t seem surprised by his appearance. Matt saw the decay in their faces as they turned to him. Earl brought up the pistol and leveled it at Gloria, who was coming up behind Matt.
“The asshole from last night,” Earl said.
Sue Jean giggled and poked Earl in the ribs with her finger.
Earl grinned and said to Matt, “Things are different now. You’d better stop where you are. I’ll shoot your girlfriend if you don’t.”
Matt didn’t doubt that Earl would do it. He stopped. He hoped that someone in the milling crowd would jump Earl and take the pistol. Nobody did.
“After I kill her,” Earl said, “I think I’ll tear loose that Ferris wheel and let it roll through the midway.”
“Do it,” Sue Jean said. “Do it.”
“Goddamn right,” Earl said, but he was distracted by the airplane ride, where the noise had increased even more as the planes began to whirl ever faster, the chains stretched out almost parallel to the ground.
One of the chains snapped with a metallic twang as the links separated. The plane flew. Not like a real plane. Its wings were too stubby for that, but it had plenty of speed. It buzzed over the heads of the terrified crowd and slammed into the carousel like a bomb. Pieces of horses and poles exploded outward.
“Look, look!” Sue Jean said, clapping her hands. “Now do the Ferris wheel!”
Earl smiled, and the Ferris wheel began to turn faster. The screams of the riders were drowned out by the creaking of the wheel, the roar of the airplanes, the whir of the carousel, the high-pitched whine of the generator, and the screams of everyone else.
Matt didn’t want to kill Sue Jean and Earl. But they were as good as dead already, puppets of Mr. Dark now. They’d lost any humanity they’d once possessed.
Earl’s attention turned from the Ferris wheel back to Matt and Gloria. It was as if he knew that Matt was about to make a move. If he did, he wasn’t bothered. Instead of killing Gloria, he started to fire his pistol at random into the crowd.
Matt charged forward. He felt rather than saw Gloria move too. He didn’t know what she was up to, and he didn’t have time to worry about it.
Earl had saved one bullet for him, but as his finger tightened on the trigger, Matt swung the ax in a short arc and knocked the pistol from his hand.
Earl smiled and raised his arms. The Ferris wheel spun so fast that it was almost a blur. Still smiling, Earl lowered his arms and started to say something to Matt.
Whatever it might have been, he didn’t get it out. Matt swung the ax again and took Earl’s head right off his shoulders.
The head bounced across the ground and stopped near the carousel. Because of the confusion and destruction there, no one even noticed it.
Earl’s torso fell forward and lay still. Matt looked around for Sue Jean.
She was struggling across the muddy ground, reaching for the pistol. Her progress was slowed by the fact that Gloria was on her back, pulling her head up by the hair.
It was a convenient pose, and Matt didn’t waste it. Sue Jean looked up as Matt reached her. He swung the ax like a baseball bat, hitting her in the center of her forehead with the butt. Her forehead caved in like cardboard, shoving splinters of bone into her brain.
Gloria jumped aside and stood up, a horrified look on her face as she brushed brain matter off her robes.
Matt kept right on going. Earl’s death hadn’t changed anything as far as the rides were concerned. They still spun wildly out of control, and Matt had to stop them. All four were connected to one large generator, which was now howling with the strain. Matt’s plan was to cut the cables.
The cables were as thick as Matt’s arm, but he knew his ax would cut them, dull though it might be when the job was done.
He chopped through the first cable. Sparks flew and the carousel music died. The smell of burning insulation filled the air. The second stroke stopped the Ferris wheel, the third stopped the airplanes, and the fourth took care of the bumper cars. Most people rushed to rescue their children and to help with the injured. A few yelled into their cell phones.
Matt threw the switch on the generator, and the noise level decreased further.
It was over.
He looked at Gloria for confirmation of what he was feeling and she nodded. He trusted her senses.
Matt could now hear the sirens of police cars in the distance, drawing near. He wasn’t inclined to stick around and see what happened when the police arrived. There would be too much explaining to do, too many corpses.
He took her hand and headed for the trailers.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
When they got inside his trailer, he closed the door and grabbed his duffel bag.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“Changing out of these bloody clothes, getting what little I’ve got, and leaving,” he said, and stripped off his shirt.
“You saved the carnival, Matt, and countless lives. You’re a hero. You don’t have to run.”
“You don’t get it,” he said, tossing the bloody shirt and putting on a new one from his duffel bag. “When I’m around, people die. And they don’t die easy. If I stay, this is only the beginning. There will be more death. It’s better if I leave and draw Mr. Dark away from here before that happens.”
“What if he wants you to leave?”
Matt looked at her and thought about what Mr. Dark had said to him in that short, frozen moment.
It’d be no fun without you, Matt.
He hadn’t had time to stop and think about it before.
But now…he got the message.
It was Matt being there that had brought the carnage upon the carnival.
And Mr. Dark was offering to go if Matt would too.
A truce, of sorts.
But why?
“Because of what you being here has brought out in me,” Gloria said as if reading his thoughts. Then again, she probably was. “Maybe this gift of mine scares him.”
“It’s not a gift,” Matt said. “It’s a curse.”
It was now painfully clear to Matt that Mr. Dark had set out to destroy the carnival and kill as many people as he could…just to show Matt what it would cost him to stay with Gloria, to continue to imbue her with powers with his presence.
He’d given Matt a vision of the future.
And it was soaked with blood.
And it would be Matt’s fault.
Oh, look what’s happened. My fingers are all sticky…and so are yours.
“If you stay, between your sight and mine, you’d be twice as powerful against him,” Gloria said. “Together we might be able to beat him.”
“Or I can go,” Matt said, “and perhaps your visions will go away too.”
He could save her from his fight, from his fate.
And Mr. Dark gets what he wants…
“Or I can go with you,” she said, but without much conviction.
But Matt had made his decision, not one based on winning or losing.
“What you saw today, what you experienced, I’ve gone through before. Again and again. I’ve killed so many people I’ve lost count. I carry that with me every day.” Matt wiped the blood off his blade with his dirty shirt and shoved the ax into his bag. “That’s the curse. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.”
“It’s my choice,” she said.
“No, it’s not,” Matt said and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I’m sorry I brought this horror into your life. I hope now that it’s gone for good. Take care of yourself.”
He picked up the bag and walked out the door. She stood in the doorway of his trailer and looked after him.
And as he walked away, she felt the darkness lifting and she whispered her gratitude to him for leaving her behind.

Matt stuck to the side streets and, over the next few hours, made his way to the edge of town. There was a truck stop just inside the town limits, but he walked on past and down the moonlit, two-lane highway. He wasn’t looking for company or even for a ride.
But he felt a presence beside him nonetheless.
“I’m going to beat you,” Matt said, staring at the seemingly endless ribbon of road ahead.
“How are you going to do that if you fold your hand before all the cards are dealt?” Mr. Dark asked.
“By changing the rules of the game.”
Mr. Dark laughed. “You don’t even know what game you’re playing.”
“So tell me,” Matt said.
But he didn’t get an answer.
He knew he wouldn’t get it from Mr. Dark. But it was out there, somewhere.
And he would find it.
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