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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book makes reference to several earlier Dead Man tales, including Ring of Knives, The Dead Woman, The Blood Mesa, and The Midnight Special. It’s not necessary for you to have read those books to enjoy this one, but knowledge of those stories will make this one more satisfying, especially for those following the mythology of the series.


CHAPTER ONE

Matt Cahill was tired. He’d just spent nearly an hour fighting off the relentless advances of a self-proclaimed cougar who’d given him a ride and figured he ought to return the favor. He’d been ready to chew his own leg off to get away from that woman by the time he’d made his escape through a rest-stop window outside of Diamond Springs, California. He’d been forced to hoof it to Perks Corner through a sudden downpour that lasted exactly the length of his walk and was currently sitting in a crummy diner called the Prospector’s Pie Barn, staring down at a slice of apple pie that was as soggy and uninspired as he felt.

It wasn’t just the hike or the rain or the amorous cougar that made him feel so tired. It was a profound, bone-deep kind of weariness that no amount of rest could kill. An inevitable side effect of his ongoing private war.

He’d been wandering aimlessly for nearly two months, searching for any sign of that elusive trickster Mr. Dark. As the days and nights passed without incident, blurring together into dull, meaningless sameness, a soft-spoken but adamant doubt had taken up residence inside his head. When he was fighting real physical manifestations of evil, his grandfather’s ax in hand and galvanized by a sense of unshakable purpose, his strange nonlife was almost bearable. But in the empty, quiet times like these, he found himself engaged in a different kind of battle. Tortured by doubt and questioning everything. Was he really the hero he tried so hard to be, or was he just plain crazy? Had he put the worst behind him, or was the worst still to come? He had to believe that there was some kind of end, some way to beat Mr. Dark and get his own life back, but at times like this, he found he wasn’t so sure.

There was a folded, coffee-stained newspaper on the table, left behind by a previous customer. A traveler, obviously, since it wasn’t a local paper. It was the Los Angeles Times, and Matt was grateful for the distraction.

He browsed through shallow, breathless stories of glamour and mayhem. Severed heads and studio heads. Red-carpet dresses and skid-row murders. He was about to risk another sip of his sorry excuse for coffee when he spotted a photo that stopped him cold.

The story was sketchy and short. An eviscerated corpse fished out of the ocean near the Long Beach aquarium had been identified as twenty-seven-year-old dockworker Oscar Amezuita. Two photos were associated with the article. One showed the man’s widow, a chubby Mexican woman with a fading black eye too large to be completely hidden behind her sunglasses. She was standing over an open grave and holding the hand of a morose, lemur-eyed child whose gender Matt could not determine. But that wasn’t the photo that caught Matt’s attention. It was the other photo, a low-quality snapshot of the dockworker himself.

He was a large but otherwise unremarkable man. Latino, with light, acne-scarred skin and dark, thinning hair buzzed down to stubble. A little overweight, but thickly muscled beneath the fat. He was dressed in a sleeveless red T-shirt and turned slightly to the left, revealing a single tattoo on his right arm. A crude Ouroboros, the legendary snake swallowing its own tail. And beneath it, a dark splotch that could have been anything. A badly drawn portrait, an inept cover-up, a gang tattoo. It could have been any one of those things, except it wasn’t.

Because Matt knew exactly what it was. It was an image he had seen before. Not on human flesh, but carved into ancient stone on a mesa in New Mexico. And he would never forget the horror that had followed.

The photo was small and not very clear, but there was no question what Matt was looking at.

It was a portrait all right, but not of the dockworker’s mom or his dead homey.

It was a portrait of Mr. Dark.

Staring at that blurred image, Matt could feel a cold flush of dread like mercury under the surface of his skin. The few bites of pie he’d managed to choke down had turned into chunks of lead in his roiling stomach.

Matt put his coffee cup down so hard that the contents sloshed over the chipped rim. The fragile, anxious waitress jumped like he’d goosed her.

“Jeez, mister,” she said, mopping up the spill with a worn gray rag. “You okay?”

He looked up into her thin, worried face. She was one of those tall women who seemed to be subconsciously apologizing for her height with her stooped, kicked-dog body language.

“I’m fine,” he said.

She looked over his shoulder at the article.

“Did you know that guy?”

“No.” He folded the paper and stuffed it into his rucksack. “Well, sort of. Anyway, I’d better…”

He tossed a handful of bills on the table and shouldered his rucksack.

“Didn’t you like your pie?” the waitress called after him as he walked away.

He didn’t answer. He just hit the road. It was a long way to Long Beach.


CHAPTER TWO

Long Beach, California, Matt discovered, wasn’t nearly as pretty as its name implied. At least, not the areas of Long Beach frequented by the late Oscar Amezuita. He had lived in a sad little mustard-colored house on West C Street, cowering beneath the dinosaur shadows of massive container cranes on the nearby docks. Matt had considered knocking when he passed the place but had no idea what he would say to the black-eyed widow.

Excuse me, ma’am, but did your late husband ever try to eat you?

He didn’t think that would go over very well.

Amezuita had worked for Duister Stevedoring & Terminals, a small cargo-handling firm clinging to the northern flank of the massive Port of Long Beach like a skinny remora fish on a bloated shark. It was a sleek, ultramodern operation. High-tech and state-of-the-art, but still proudly proclaiming its commitment to “Preserving our environment through compliance with the principles of the Green Port Policy.” A few hours at the Long Beach library digging up background information on DS&T left Matt with more questions than answers.

For starters, the company seemed to be doing very little actual handling of cargo. Their main source of income came from a shady South African shipping company that had no public records or registration. DS&T’s yearly financial report didn’t show enough income to feed a modest family of four, let alone run that kind of high-end operation. The CEO was a shadowy, reclusive millionaire named Gregory Long. Trying to find out even the bare basics about Long was like trying to chat up the Secret Service. He was a ghost, a nonentity. A name with no face. Clearly this was going to require a more hands-on approach.

When Matt arrived at the entrance to the DS&T dock, there was a small crowd of men standing by the locked gate. Mostly Latino, with a few black and white faces mixed in. Roughnecks, every one of them. Tough blue-collar men with hard eyes, callused hands, and jailhouse tattoos, but no visible sores or other signs of spiritual corruption. They were all struggling to keep their expressions stony and detached, but Matt could see the hunger and desperation scratching around the edges of their tough-guy masks. These were just ordinary men, down on their luck and looking for work.

Matt joined the group, silently watching and listening. Nothing happened for several minutes. No one was talking. They just waited.

Eventually Matt singled out the guy who looked like the most approachable person in the crowd, a short, sturdy Mexican man with a Lakers cap and a nose like a wad of chewed gum.

“Been waiting long?” Matt asked.

The guy smiled and shrugged. “This is my fifth try,” he said. “I may not be lucky, but I’m stubborn. How about you?”

“I just got here.”

“Did you register for the lottery already?”

Matt shook his head, trying not to look completely clueless.

“See that door?” The guy tipped his chin toward a dented metal door to the left of the gate. “Go in there and get yourself signed up. You got your card?”

“Card?” So much for not looking clueless.

“Your union card.”

Matt’s expression must have answered for him.

“Sorry, man,” the guy said. “This gig is ILWU only. Port of Long Beach policy.”

“You’re in the union and you still have to participate in a lottery to get work?”

“Blame the damn robots,” the guy said, trying for another smile, but Matt could see the resentment in his eyes. “Pretty soon these docks will be one hundred percent automated and guys like us will be competing with teenagers for minimum-wage jobs at Burger King.”

Just then, a foreman with a clipboard appeared on the other side of the gate. Matt could barely see him between the eager craning heads and jostling shoulders of the hopeful men, but when he finally got a good look at the foreman, he felt a familiar queasy knot twisting in his belly.

The foreman was tall and lanky, with broad but thin shoulders and long, spidery fingers. He was wearing heavy-duty safety glasses and a hard hat. Behind the bulky plastic glasses, a scatter of purple pustules were visible in the hollows beneath his cold blue eyes.

He began to read names off a list on the clipboard. While he read, one of the pustules burst, spraying the left lens with tiny drops of iridescent putrescence. Unsurprisingly, no one else in the crowd seemed to notice.

After the foreman finished reading the list, Matt turned to the short Mexican guy beside him. He had obviously not been picked and was trying not to let his disappointment show.

“Still unlucky,” he said, voice cracking as he tried to laugh it off. “But still stubborn. I guess I’ll try again next week.”

As he turned and walked away, Matt wanted to call after him, to tell him how lucky he really was. Because something bad was going on behind that gate. Something ugly.

As the men who had been chosen filed through the gate to whatever fate awaited them, Matt couldn’t help but notice that they were the biggest, burliest, most physically intimidating specimens in the group. He wondered exactly what kind of job was being offered to these men. Once the gate closed behind the chosen, the remainder of the crowd headed across the street to a row of seedy bars conveniently located for just such an occasion.

Matt figured that if he couldn’t get a job with DS&T, he could still hobnob with their employees when they were off duty, drunk, and feeling chatty.

As he walked past the bars, wondering which one would be the best place to start, he noticed an older woman struggling to board up a broken window in front of a dive called the Block and Tackle.

The woman was probably in her late sixties and was extensively tattooed. Both wobbly, wrinkled arms were fully sleeved, and her leathery cleavage was crowded with fading butterflies and skulls and cursive script that hadn’t been legible since 1981. Her cottony, frazzled hair had been dyed safety-cone orange and sprayed up into a spiky style that resembled a toilet brush. She was wearing distressingly tight leather pants, clear plastic stripper heels, and enough makeup to keep a clown college in business for a year. Matt watched her struggling with a battered old nail gun, shaking it and swearing at it until it went off, firing a random nail into the scarred brick hide of the building.

“Ma’am,” Matt said. “You look like you could use a hand there.”

She gave him a suspicious squint.

“What are you supposed to be,” she asked, gesturing with her wattled chin at the ax strapped to his rucksack. “A lumberjack?”

“Jack-of-all-trades, I guess you could say,” Matt replied. “I was looking for work over on the docks and not having any luck. I saw your window and I thought maybe…”

“You thought maybe you could rip me off just because I’m a woman?” She spat. “Fuck off. I don’t need help from you or any other man.”

She waved the nail gun at him and it went off again, driving a nail into the concrete between Matt’s boots. He swore and leapt back.

“Whoa, take it easy, lady!” Matt put up both hands like she had a pistol. “I don’t want to rip anybody off. I just thought you could use some help—that’s all. You’re gonna hurt yourself with that thing.”

She looked down at the nail gun in her hand. A strip of vintage duct tape that had been wrapped around the grip was coming unstuck, flapping against her wrist.

“Sorry,” she said with an embarrassed grin. She let the nail gun drop to her side. “I get kinda snippy sometimes, but don’t take it personal. It’s just that this here is the third broken window this month. My late husband, Chuco, God rest his soul…” She crossed herself and kissed her thumb, raising her mascara-smeared eyes to the smoggy sky. “He passed away last June. Heart attack. He was a no-account, skirt-chasing boozehound and pretty much useless in the sack, but he did know how to fix things.”

She shrugged like it didn’t matter, but her eyes flashed raw and wet with grief for half a second before she was able to batten down her emotional hatches. She looked away, fuchsia lips set in a hard, grim line as she tried to wrap the old duct tape back around the cracked grip of the nail gun.

“Let me help you with this window,” Matt said softly. “If you’re happy with the job I do, maybe there might be a few other things that need fixing around here. Just pay me whatever you can spare. Okay?”

“I can’t spare much right now,” she told him. “But I can give you food and beer, and there’s an old sofa bed in the storeroom for you to crash on if you got nowhere else.”

“Thanks,” he said. “That would be just fine.”

Her name turned out to be Flame Melendez. She was a tough old broad with a sailor’s mouth and a shotgun under the bar, but once you got to know her, she was warm, decent, and as loyal as a pit bull. Her crumbling old joint had enough problems to keep Matt busy for months, but in the end, he didn’t need that much time. In the end, trouble found him. Like it always did.


CHAPTER THREE

It was a Friday night, unseasonably hot and sticky long after the sun had gone down. Matt had spent the majority of the day engaged in hand-to-hand combat with the ancient ice maker. He’d been ready to take his ax to the ornery machine and put the damn thing out of its misery when it had inexplicably decided to start working again. He was celebrating this questionable victory with one of Flame’s surprisingly better-than-decent hamburgers and a cold beer.

In the past few days, he’d been able to glean very little solid info about the late Oscar Amezuita. Rumors, mostly, picked up from fellow dockworkers who came in every night to drink their paychecks. No one seemed to know much about his life, but everyone had a theory about his death. He was an exotic reptile smuggler who’d been offed by the competition. His wife did it for the insurance money. His buddy did it because he was nailing the buddy’s wife. Nothing that really stuck with Matt until he met a sour old-timer named Lenny who claimed that Amezuita was involved in “bad things.” The old man told Matt seven or eight times in as many minutes that he was retiring in twenty-four days from his job with DS&T and “didn’t want no trouble.”

It took three shots and three beers to finally get the old man talking. He told Matt that Amezuita made extra money on the side as hired muscle and was supposedly involved in some kind of underground bare-knuckle fights. According to Lenny, there was some speculation that Amezuita may have died from head injuries sustained in a fight and then been dumped by fellow fighters who didn’t want their little hobby investigated by police. Or maybe one of his muscle jobs had gone south and left him floating in the bay. Of course, neither of those options explained the eviscerated torso.

“Sea creatures, maybe?” Lenny said, peering into his shot glass like he was shocked to find it empty. “Sure, it could have been sea creatures. Only you’d think sharks and things would eat the arms and legs first, not just the innards. Seems like those bits would be harder to get to.” He shrugged and pushed the empty glass away. “Anyway, what do I care? I got only—”

“Twenty-four days left,” Matt finished for him. “Right.”

Illegal fighting and strong-arming were both pretty bad, but not Matt’s kind of bad. Not Mr. Dark’s kind of bad. There had to be more to it, but the old man had swiftly gone from unwilling to talk to unable. Matt eventually left him snoring on the bar.

Matt knew he should be patient, but the antsy conviction that whatever he needed to know was just on the other side of that locked gate across the street was starting to get to him. He’d never really been the wait-and-see type.

From what he’d discovered in the past few days, DS&T was very serious about security. He’d been over it and over it, and breaking in was pretty much out of the question. What he needed was an invitation. An opportunity. The opportunity came on this hot Friday night when he was least expecting it.

It was just after 10:00 p.m. when the lanky foreman with the pustules under his eyes came in for a drink with two other men. One was a gray-haired gorilla with the suspicious, hostile expression of a man trying to figure out if a word he didn’t understand was an insult. The other was lean and angular, with a broken nose under a wool watch cap that seemed like a really terrible idea in that kind of heat. They had very little in common, except for a mild case of a certain skin condition that only Matt could see. Nothing showy or blatant, just a few small, crusty sores on the gorilla’s hands and face and some dime-sized bluish splotches like livor mortis around the chicken-bone neck of the skinny guy. Not big-league evil, just enough to let Matt know that they were assholes. Which, to tell the truth, would have been obvious to anyone.

Matt bellied up to the bar beside them, nursing a beer and trying not to look like he was eavesdropping. Conversation between the men was minimal, limited to speculation on when “those goofy broads” were going to arrive and whether or not said broads were going to put out. The broads in question showed up about twenty minutes later.

The three women were all variations on the same theme: bottle blondes with bloated Budweiser physiques and cheap heels. Two of them were manifesting the same minor sores and corruption as their dates, but the third was clear-skinned and innocent. A little younger, sweet-faced and clueless, with way too much muffin top spilling over the waistband of her unflattering skinny jeans and the wide-eyed, anxious look of a kid on her first day at a new school. It was obvious that she had been dragged into this outing by her more aggressive friends and had no idea what she’d gotten herself into. She wound up paired with the gorilla, who greeted her by squeezing her breasts and telling her that they’d better be real. Her solution to the obvious lack of romantic chemistry between her and her date was to become utterly annihilated as rapidly as possible. She had seven tequila shots in the time it took Matt to finish his beer and nearly had to be carried out of the bar. Matt followed close behind them.

They steered the tottering girl across the street to join a large crowd filing through the open gate onto the DS&T dock. Mostly men, with a few hard-bitten women mixed in. Nearly everyone in the crowd had that same low-level corruption visible in their eager faces.

There was a young black woman taking people’s money as they entered. She seemed normal at first, but as Matt got closer, he noticed that her scalp had gone ashy and necrotic along the hairline, oozing a thin yellow pus from the roots of her tight braids.

The group Matt had followed from the bar was still mostly silent, but a pair of men behind Matt were a little more talkative. He listened without turning to look at them.

“Who do you like?”

“Considine. Hands down.”

“No way, man. Considine’s a vicious striker, I’ll give you that, but Lopez’s got a helluva chin, and if it goes to the ground, it’s all over.”

“I don’t give a fuck. I just want to see somebody’s nose get broke.”

Okay, so they were headed for a fight of some kind. Clearly this had something to do with the rumored underground fighting that Oscar Amezuita had been involved in before his untimely death.

Matt couldn’t see how much people were paying to get in, but he sincerely hoped that the lonely pair of fives currently residing in his battered wallet would be enough. When it was his turn to pay the woman with the infected-looking braids, he was relieved to discover that she required only one of the two bills. When he got inside the large aluminum building where the fight was scheduled to take place, he realized why it was so cheap.

A long plastic folding table had been set up beside the large roll-up door. Behind it, a trio of older men were doing brisk business taking bets on the upcoming fight. From the posted odds, it looked like Considine was heavily favored, at –245 on the money line. That meant that for every $2.45 someone bet on Considine, they would win $1 if he won the fight. So a $245 bet could bring a profit of $100 on a win.

The crowd around the table was so thick that Matt couldn’t get anywhere near it, so he walked down to the currently empty chain-link cage that had been set up in the center of the huge, echoey space.

It seemed to Matt that the atmosphere for a fight like this should be grittier, more cinematic. Bloody sawdust on the warped wooden floor. Dim, yellowy bar lighting. Sweaty, desperate men squinting through their own blood and trading punch-drunk haymakers. But this hollow, soulless warehouse space was disturbingly clean and generic. Brightly lit and stacked full of pristine, shrink-wrapped cargo, like a brand-new Costco.

Still, Matt knew something evil was going on inside this building. Something that lingered in the air like a noxious odor. As the crowd entered the warehouse, whatever small sores they walked in with seemed to swell and radiate a feverish heat. Pustules bloomed like mushrooms, nurtured by greedy anticipation of what the crowd was about to witness.

As he approached the empty cage, he found the one thing in the room that wasn’t perfectly clean, though not for lack of trying. The mat that covered the cage floor had been scrubbed and bleached and scrubbed some more, but there were still several old brown stains and smears on its pockmarked hide. Remnants of earlier fights, reminding everyone of what they had come to see. Not athletic prowess or sportsmanship or the sweet science.

Blood. They were there to see blood.

A thin, cadaverous Asian man in a dandruffy black suit opened the door to the cage and climbed in, thumbing on a wireless microphone.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, his deep, mellifluous voice completely at odds with his ninety-eight-pound-weakling exterior. “Please take your seats. This unlimited, no-holds-barred battle will now begin.”

The crowd began to fill the cheap plastic folding chairs that had been set up around the cage. Matt moved back and took a seat close to the exit.

“Fighting out of Irvine, California, weighing in at one hundred thirty-five and one-half pounds, currently ten and one with eight of those wins coming by way of knockout, please welcome to the cage Molly ‘Manslaughter’ Considine!”

Molly? That seemed like kind of a strange nickname for a bare-knuckle fighter, until Matt turned around to look.

The fighter was a woman. And she was a knockout.

Her thick golden-blond hair was woven into unflattering cornrows, but she had mesmerizing green eyes and a haughty movie-star profile. She was clearly a great striker, since after eleven fights that proud nose had yet to be broken. But as beautiful as her face was, her body was even more stunning. It was impossible not to stare at all that tanned, flawless perfection. Muscular but still curvy and feminine. Legs for days. Her white spandex shorts were so thin and tight they might as well not have existed. Ditto her matching barely there sports bra.

“And her opponent, fighting out of San Antonio, Texas, weighing in at one hundred and thirty-five pounds, four and oh with all four wins coming by way of submission, Olivia ‘La Viuda’ Lopez.”

Lopez wasn’t nearly as glamorous as her opponent. She was both thinner and taller than Considine and had an odd, lanky build, with long, sinewy arms and legs covered with intricate tattoos. Her acne-scarred face was like a chainsaw sculpture, rough-hewn and emotionless. Her nose had been broken, probably more than once. She was also, like the eager spectators, just a little bit corrupt. Tiny sores clustered around the corners of her mouth and nostrils. Her dark eyes were stone-cold.

It had never occurred to Matt to cash in on his strange and unique power to see evil in the flesh, but if he’d been a betting man, he could have turned that five-dollar bill into a nice little payday. The pretty blonde had no idea what she was up against.

There was no ref inside the cage. No checking of gloves, no ritualistic recitation of rules or requests for a good, clean fight. The announcer just got lost and left the fighters to their fate.

For the first minute, the women just circled like cautious dogs. Considine threw a few test jabs, but Lopez easily stayed out of her reach. Matt could feel the crowd getting anxious and restless around him, booing and hissing and screaming for blood. Then something happened that was almost too quick for Matt to register. Considine had thrown a big, wild right and tried to follow up with a knee to the body, but Lopez somehow managed to sweep her opponent’s standing leg and take her down to the mat.

Everyone cheered and leapt to their feet. It was hard for Matt to see what was going on in the cage, and when he managed to catch a glimpse, all he could see was a tangle of thrashing, straining limbs and flying braids. Considine’s sexy white bra and shorts went pink, then crimson, but from where he stood, Matt couldn’t see where the blood was coming from. Then the fighters broke apart and got back to their feet, and it was revealed that the blood was coming from a huge, gaping cut above Lopez’s left eye, which was swollen nearly shut. There didn’t seem to be any kind of clock or rounds or time-out to check injuries. They just kept on fighting, Considine throwing sharp combos and Lopez dodging and looking for the takedown.

Matt turned away from the action in the cage to scan the crowd. As the fight progressed, he began to notice a strange tide of corruption ebbing and flowing over the faces of the audience. Whenever anything particularly violent happened inside the cage, a knee to the face or a big, showy takedown, a peculiar ripple effect spread through the crowd, causing their sores to pulse and swell in response. When there was a lull, the infection would fade, pustules shrinking and sores closing like reluctant lips.

A particularly intense wave of loathsome glee washed over the audience, and Matt turned his attention back to the fighters. They were down again, and Lopez had one of Considine’s arms between her legs, hanging on to it like someone might try to take it away. Considine’s pretty face was bright red and contorted with agony as she tapped her fingers repeatedly against Lopez’s thigh. Lopez responded by cranking her hips upward as if in sexual ecstasy, and there was a loud, juicy crunch like someone biting into a carrot. Considine’s arm bent sharply backward against the joint, jagged edges of shattered bone straining upward against the purple skin.

Lopez let go of the hideously crooked arm and crawled away from her screaming opponent, head down, blood pattering from her black hair like rain. The skinny announcer came forward to help Lopez up. He got her to her knees first and then to her feet. But she was smiling, fists held high in victory and sores gaping and multiplying across her cheekbones.

“Ladies and gentlemen, your winner by way of submission, Olivia ‘La Viuda’ Lopez!”

All around Matt, people were swearing and throwing their bets to the floor in disgust. The suppurating manifestations of evil that had swollen and spread across their faces during the match were fading away as they filed out. The victorious fighter staggered to her corner, where she was met by a pit crew of handlers who immediately went to work on her injuries.

Meanwhile “Manslaughter” Considine was being stretchered from the cage, still howling in agony and clutching her hideously twisted arm. Matt was distracted by the circus of fans surrounding Considine on her way out the roll-up door and almost missed what was going on with Lopez.

At first the white-haired man talking to the winner of the fight was indistinguishable from her other handlers. His back was to Matt and the only thing that made him stand out was the fact that he was wearing a suit instead of a cheap, bloodstained “La Viuda” T-shirt. But when he turned and revealed his shadowed profile, he had Matt’s full attention.

He had no nose.

Where the nose should have been was a raw, jagged hole filled with stealthy movement. His one visible eye was cloudy and bulging from its socket, ready to burst like the barely cooked yolk of a soft-boiled egg. His face looked worse than the face of the battered fighter he was whispering to, but no one seemed to notice but Matt.

The white-haired man frowned at Matt, revealing a roiling nest of vigorous, glistening maggots in the hollow where his nose should have been. He put a proprietary arm around Lopez like a jealous boyfriend, turning her away from Matt and leading her out of the cage.

The second he stepped out of the chain-link ring, he was backed up by a trio of scarred, sore-encrusted bruisers. Fighters, all of them, as evidenced by their flattened profiles and crushed knuckles. They were like unimaginative variations of the same crudely molded action figure. Thinning ginger hair on one, a patchy black goatee on another, and the third with dark skin and a crusty bald head. They also had something else in common. Distinctive matching tattoos. The exact same sinister tattoo the dead dockworker had. The same image Matt had seen carved into that ancient stone. The Ouroboros and the image of Mr. Dark.


CHAPTER FOUR

Matt pushed his way through the milling crowd, trying to reach the group and confront them. But by the time he reached the gate, the white-haired man was helping the victorious fighter into a waiting limo.

He was about to get in after her when a woman burst free from the crowd and lunged at him.

She was a strapping five foot nine and 150 pounds of pissed-off muscle. Big shoulders, big hands, and big natural breasts. Young, too, barely old enough to buy a legal drink. Her frizzy red hair was messy and coming loose from her ponytail. Her blue-flame eyes were hot and narrow, burning with passionate fury. She might have been pretty in a homespun, midwestern farm-girl kind of way if her freckled face weren’t flushed crimson and distorted with anger, a single thick vein pulsing in her forehead.

The tattooed, rotten-faced thugs grabbed her arms to haul her back, but to Matt’s surprise, she easily broke free from their grip, elbowing one in his substantial gut and stomping hard on another’s instep. While she was distracted, the bald-headed thug stepped up and let her have it with a ton-of-bricks fist that should have laid her out flat. She staggered back, shaking her head and spitting a mouthful of blood, but she didn’t go down. A blow like that would have knocked an ordinary woman into next week. She wobbled a little but managed to keep her feet under her and her wits about her.

“Where is she, Long?” she screamed at the white-haired man, bloody, pink-tinged saliva spraying from her snarling lips as she lunged forward again between the restraining shoulders of the bodyguards. “What have you done to her?”

The man got into the limo and slammed the door. The angry redhead slipped the thugs’ grip again and pounded on the tinted window.

“Long, you son of a bitch, if you hurt her, I’ll kill you. You hear me? I’ll find you, and I’ll fucking kill you!”

The crowd around them was cheering as if they’d just been rewarded with a free bonus match. The sores that had faded on the way out of the warehouse were back, uglier and more virulent than ever.

The bald-headed guy tried to grab the angry young woman around her waist and drag her back. She snarled and slammed her head backward into his face. His crooked nose split at the bridge, crushed cartilage clearly visible through the gash. Blood quickly filled the hole, splattering her red hair as she struggled against him.

The thug with the goatee stepped up, telegraphing a big right. The young woman tucked her chin and ducked to the left, and Goatee was unable to check his swing in time to avoid cracking his bald buddy in the chops. Baldy went down like a felled redwood, and while Goatee was gawking at what he’d done, the young woman stepped nimbly to one side, swinging a tight left hook with the thumb sticking out of her fist. She jabbed that rigid thumb right into Goatee’s eye. He howled and dropped to one knee, cupping his wounded eye.

While all this was going on, the ginger-haired guy who had taken the elbow to the liver was getting his breath back and fumbling in his pockets. He took out something that Matt first mistook for a cell phone, until he pointed it at the redhead.

It was a Taser.

The tiny electrodes shot out like angry hornets and buried themselves in the redhead’s belly. She immediately went rigid, lips skinned back and teeth clenched, and then collapsed, twitching, to the pavement.

Galvanized by her incapacitation, Goatee got his feet back under him and started putting his boot to her belly as she shuddered and tried to curl into a fetal ball. Baldy and Ginger joined in the fun, kicking the shit out of the helpless young woman like they were jumping her into a gang...beating her as an initiation.

Matt had seen enough.

He had the ax unstrapped and clenched in a solid, two-handed grip when he muscled through the crowd and stepped up to the sniggering thugs.

Ginger turned to Matt with a look of mild annoyance, like Matt was a salesman or Jehovah’s Witness interrupting a cool movie.

“Who the hell are you?” he asked. “Her boyfriend?”

“You want to back off.”

“Oh yeah? What are you gonna—”

Matt didn’t let the guy finish. He just let him have it in the temple with the flat side of the ax blade. Ginger went all wobbly-legged and then tumbled backward on his ass. Baldy was right behind his fallen pal, but Matt jammed the end of the ax handle into his sternum, letting the thug’s own momentum triple the impact. When Baldy doubled over, gasping, Matt followed up with a crack under the chin that sent him staggering.

Goatee was the last man standing, still clutching his injured eye and looking like he was about to be hit by a train. Matt didn’t need to tell him to fuck off. He just did, and his limping buddies quickly followed.

Matt knelt beside the redhead, concerned hand on her arm. She flinched away from his touch with wild animal panic in her eyes.

“Hey,” Matt said softly. “It’s okay. I’m not gonna hurt you. Can you sit up?”

He helped her up slowly, first to a hunched sitting position and then to her shaky feet.

“I feel like I’m gonna puke,” she said with a rueful smirk. “Thanks for helping me.”

“No problem.” Matt strapped his ax back to his rucksack.

He helped the redhead limp across the street to Flame’s bar. The bar was closed, but the kitchen door was still open while Flame finished the nightly cleanup.

The kitchen was empty, but they found Flame behind the bar, putting away clean glasses. She looked the young redhead up and down, taking in her bruises and contusions and torn clothes.

“Jesus, Matt,” Flame said. “Tell me you didn’t do this, or I’ll kick your ass myself.”

“Of course not,” Matt replied. “A coupla jerks were roughing her up. I convinced them not to.”

“Is this how you normally pick up chicks?” Flame asked Matt. She turned to the young woman and gripped her chin, turning her battered face one way and then the other. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” She shook her head and went behind the bar to pour a pair of shots.

“Thanks again for what you did back there,” the redhead said, easing herself onto a barstool. “What’s your name?”

“Matt Cahill.”

“Stacy Barnett,” she replied, offering her hand.

He took it. It felt like a man’s hand, tough, hard, and callused.

“You want to tell me what that was all about?” Matt asked. “Who is the guy with the white hair?”

“Gregory Long.” She threw back her shot and then used a bar napkin to blot the blood from her split lip. “He’s a rich pervert who gets off on chicks fighting. It’s like a fetish for him. I’m not talking cute fake-lingerie wrestling either. I’m talking real bare-knuckle brutality. The more violent the better. He’s a pig, but he’s loaded and he’s always sleazing around the gym looking for female fighters. When he finds one he likes, he offers her a bunch of money to compete in his private, invitation-only matches. The winners are supposedly sent off on whirlwind tours through Europe, the Middle East, and Asia, fighting for other pervy millionaires. But that’s the last anyone ever sees of them.”

“How do you know?”

“My best friend, Tanya Caixao, took him up on his offer,” Stacy said, looking down at her clenched and shaking fists. “I told her the guy was a creep, but she wouldn’t listen. That was two weeks ago. I haven’t gotten a single text or call or e-mail since the day she left. The last time I tried to call, there was a message saying her cell phone account had been canceled. Why would she cancel her phone? With all the money she was supposed to get from Long, it’s not like she’s too broke to pay her bills. Something’s not right. I just know it.”

She took her phone from one of the many pockets in her black cargo pants and handed it to Matt. On the screen was a photo of Stacy and another woman, an exotic beauty with warm caramel skin and thick, copper-streaked ringlets. Her face was a little mannish in the angles, particularly the chin and brow, but she had plush, inviting lips and flirty hazel eyes behind heavy black lashes.

“We met at the gym. She’s the only other female that fights at one forty-five, so we started rolling pretty regularly.”

“Rolling?”

“You know, grappling. Working on submissions.”

“Right.” He looked down at the photo one last time, then handed the phone back to Stacy.

“She was having problems with her visa, and her asshole boyfriend had just kicked her out of their apartment. She had a rough life, you know? Growing up on the street back in Brazil. Her own mom traded her only daughter’s virginity for crack. Tanya was eleven. Eleven. All she’s ever known is fighting. It was the only chance she had to get out of that kind of life. Anyway, she didn’t have anywhere else to go, so I suggested she stay at my place until she got back on her feet. That was over a year ago. We’ve been inseparable ever since. Like Siamese twins.” She shook her head and let out a small, nervous laugh. “That’s why I just don’t get this. This just isn’t like her.”

“So what do you think is going on?” Matt asked.

“I don’t know,” Stacy replied. “But I intend to find out. What about you? What’s your beef with Long?”

Now that was a delicate question.

“I think he might be…involved with someone I know.”

“A woman?”

Matt shook his head. “Someone bad.”

She nodded, didn’t push for more information. She was amazingly focused, like nothing else mattered. Utterly single-minded.

“I’m going up to his house tonight. I know he’s taking that girl to his place for a fight. If we can get in, we can see what’s really going on. See if Tanya is there, and if she is, I’m gonna bring her home. Want to come?”

Matt frowned. “Now?”

“Now.”

“That was quite a beating you took,” Matt said. “You sure you don’t need some rest?”

“I’ll rest when I know Tanya is okay.”

“I don’t know,” Matt said.

“What, you’re busy?” Stacy smirked and gestured with her chin at Flame’s big, doughy, leather-clad ass as the older woman bent to take a package of napkins from a lower shelf. “Got something better lined up?”

Matt downed his own shot and set the glass back on the bar.

“Okay,” he said. “I’m in.”


CHAPTER FIVE

It was a quiet drive to Long’s house in the Hollywood Hills, up several seemingly endless freeways and then into steep, twisting canyons. Matt didn’t really know what to say to his hotheaded new companion. He wanted to grill her, to ask her all sorts of questions, but he didn’t know how much he was ready to give away about his own situation.

Eventually Stacy pulled her aging SUV onto a narrow, dusty turnoff beneath the target house.

“I know she’s in there,” Stacy said.

The house, Gregory Long’s house, was one of those ugly ultramodern concrete igloos that had been popular back in the sixties. Surrounded by high walls on three sides and a close-to-sheer cliff on the fourth, it was almost inaccessible by any way other than a long, private road set behind two locked gates.

Almost.

“There,” Stacy said, handing Matt a small pair of night-vision binoculars.

“Where?” He put the binocs to his eyes, scanning the exposed belly of the precariously balanced structure.

“On the left side of that center column.”

The night-vision binocs painted the steep, rocky landscape a ghostly green. A white-hot moving shape distracted Matt’s focus for a moment, but it was just a trundling skunk passing through the brush under the house. He turned back to that thick central column and scanned its length. It was cold, dark, and monochrome in the binocs, and if Matt hadn’t known where to look, he might have missed what he was looking for.

There was a maintenance hatch covered by a waffled metal grate. Barely wide enough for Stacy, it’d be a real squeeze for Matt. It was a good fifteen feet above the point where the column protruded from the mountain’s rocky flank.

“I see it,” Matt said. “But I don’t see how you think we can reach it.”

“Look, the cliff face comes right up under the house on the left side. We can scale it there and then use the steel beams under the house to climb across to reach the hatch.”

“And if it’s locked?”

“You leave that to me.” She patted one of her many pockets. “You coming?”

Matt took one more look at the underside of the house. It was crazy and close to impossible, but she was right. It was their only option.

He followed her as she barreled into the brush like a tracking hound hot on a fugitive’s scent. It was a ten-minute slog through thick, scratchy brambles before they even reached the base of the rock formation that supported most of the weight of Long’s circular house.

The climb up the rugged cliff face was actually not all that bad. The rock face was steep, but good and solid, and it held strong under Matt’s hands. There were plenty of grooves and natural hand- and toeholds. If you ignored the whole possibly-plummeting-to-your-death thing, it was beautiful up there. The view was like something out of a movie, the lights of Los Angeles spread out below him, soft-focus and twinkling from the heavy smog in the air. The sky, by contrast, was dull and starless, giving him the strange feeling that the sky and ground had switched places. Above him, Long’s house seemed to hover like a sinister UFO.

Stacy had already reached the underside of the house and was currently traveling monkeylike along one of the steel beams toward the central column.

Once Matt reached the beam, he carefully transferred his weight from the cliff, gripping the beam and then wrapping his legs around its rough circumference. Once he pulled himself up onto the beam, he realized that the underside of the house was so close above him that he couldn’t raise his head and was forced to inch slowly forward on his belly. Watching Stacy’s dim silhouette ahead of him, he was in awe of her speed and agility. She moved along the length of the beam with casual grace, utterly fearless.

Matt was even more amazed as she wrapped her legs around the beam and hung upside down to pick the padlock and remove the grate from its frame.

“Come on,” she whispered before disappearing into the hatch.

Matt squeezed through right behind her and found himself inside a dimly lit elevator shaft. He could see the roof of the unmoving elevator several floors below. That was a good thing. If the elevator came up beneath them, they could always hop onto the roof, but if it came down on top of them, they’d be squashed.

There was a kind of ladder composed of thin steel rungs protruding from the concrete, each one barely wide enough for both feet. Stacy was already more than halfway down when the elevator shuddered to life, rising swiftly in the shaft.

Stacy leapt from the ladder to the roof of the rising elevator and Matt followed suit, glancing upward to see how much headroom they would have once they reached the top. It didn’t look like much, so Matt flattened himself out, belly down, and pulled Stacy down beside him. She turned her face toward him, her eyes wide as the elevator climbed, whirring and clanking beneath them. The top of the shaft was packed with gears and greasy hydraulic equipment, with lots of sharp edges and moving parts. If they wound up squashed between the gears and the roof of the elevator, they would be ground into hamburger.

Matt sucked in his breath and squeezed his eyes shut as the elevator ground to a halt with less than an inch between his head and a large, cagelike structure of rusted struts and humming machinery.

The cab of the elevator dipped slightly as two heavy passengers entered, their thudding footsteps muffled by carpet and the sound of low-pitched male voices. They went quiet for a moment, and then the elevator started descending.

Matt was silently weighing their options when Stacy kicked open the hatch and dove headfirst into the cab.

That woman was the poster child for poor impulse control. Up until that point, he had been content to simply follow her single-minded lead, more interested in information gathering than ass kicking, but now he was starting to wonder if he’d made a mistake in trusting her judgment. He bit back on a string of frustrated swearing and unslung his ax, poking his head cautiously down into the open hatch.

Stacy had her arms and legs wrapped around the same ginger-haired thug who’d tased her back at the pier. He was bright red and flailing, one arm trapped and sticking straight up next to his ear as Stacy used her thickly muscled arm to choke him out, legs simultaneously scissoring the breath from his body.

The thug’s companion was someone Matt didn’t recognize, a thoroughly corrupted black guy with rank, greasy dreadlocks and strips of dead gray skin hanging from his face like a fleshy beard. He just stood there staring, his jaw hanging slack and open like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. When he looked up and saw Matt’s head peering upside down from the open hatch, his eyes went wide and he began to fumble at a shoulder holster. Too late. Matt had the handle of the ax under the guy’s chin, lifting his dusty boots up off the floor of the elevator and crushing his windpipe, letting his own considerable weight work against him. He flailed and struck out with wild, irrational hands against Matt’s arms and face, but Matt held firm on the ax handle until the guy slowed and eventually went slack. Matt let him drop beside his twitching, unconscious buddy just as the elevator came to a slow stop at the bottom of the shaft.

Matt leapt down into the cab of the elevator, landing in a crouch with the ax ready to swing. Stacy was right beside him, fists raised to her cheeks and body coiled like a pissed-off cobra. The elevator dinged softly and the doors slid open.

No one was there. Just an empty, brightly lit cement corridor on the other side of the door.

Matt and Stacy exchanged a cautious glance. Then Matt leaned out of the elevator to case the layout.

The elevator let them out in the middle of a long, curved hallway that made the set of The Andromeda Strain look cozy and inviting. The ends, if the hallway did end and wasn’t a complete circle, were hidden beyond the curve on both sides. No visible break except for a pair of steel doors about twenty feet down the left side. No other way out, no alternate escape routes, no cover. Just that long, hollow stretch of concrete.

But it wasn’t just the logistics of navigating that hallway without being seen or caught. There was a weird psychic residue in this place, some secret, unspeakable awfulness that made the simple dimensions of that hallway seem to resonate with jangling unease.

“I don’t like it,” Matt said out of the corner of his mouth.

Stacy wasn’t listening. She was off and running down that hallway before Matt could blink. He still didn’t like it, but it didn’t look like he was going to have any choice in the matter. Going anywhere with that young hothead was like being strapped to a rocket. He really needed to take her aside and try to chill her out before things got out of hand. Which, if things were as bad down here as he suspected they might be, would be sooner rather than later. He followed close behind Stacy, ax in hand.

When they reached the steel doors, Matt put a hand on Stacy’s shoulder.

“Okay, listen,” he said. “We need to be real careful here. Be smart. You want to find and help your friend, not get us both killed, right?”

Stacy looked up at Matt, rusty red eyebrows drawn together. She nodded slowly, skeptical.

“So let’s take it slow. Case the place thoroughly and get as much information as possible before we take any kind of action.”

She looked up at him with a suspicious squint.

“Trust me on this,” Matt said. “I’ve dealt with situations like this once or twice before. Now that doesn’t have anything to do with you being a woman. I’ve seen what you can do—more than most men I know. So I’m not trying to boss you around here. I’m just saying that we need to work together. That can’t happen if you go barreling in there like a mad dog.”

“Okay,” she said softly.

Matt wondered if he was actually getting through to her or if she was just saying whatever she thought he wanted to hear so he’d get out of her way, but there was nothing else he could say about it. She’d either go along with it and follow his lead, or she wouldn’t, and he’d have to deal with the consequences. Nothing to do now but go on through those doors and find out what was on the other side. He used the hand on Stacy’s shoulder to gently back her up a step and then slipped in front of her. Then he eased one of the doors open a slow, careful inch.

On the other side of the steel doors was a huge round amphitheater that had been carved out of the raw rock belly of the mountain. The layout was disturbingly familiar. There were rings of shallow circular stone steps leading down to the sunken center, forming very crude stadium-style seating, currently empty. He didn’t have to wonder where he’d seen something like this before; the original still haunted him in his nightmares. It had been in the woods behind a mental hospital that had been taken over by the inmates.

The scene was lit by a single harsh spotlight at the center of the room. Directly beneath the dusty beam of light was a circular pit, approximately twelve feet in diameter and deep enough to be about shoulder height on the naked women currently fighting inside it. Any appreciation this lurid display of nude female anatomy might have evoked in Matt was canceled out by the ugly contusions and sticky, clotting blood covering their desperately twisting limbs and contorted faces.

There didn’t seem to be anyone directly on the other side of the door, so Matt opened it a little more, just enough to allow him and Stacy to slip through.

Inside the pit, the relentless action was ramping up to an awful crescendo. One fighter was a little larger than the other, and what was happening in that pit was less of a real fight than a straight-up chainsaw massacre. The smaller fighter was as game as hell and swinging for the fences, but there was nothing she could do to faze her burly pit bull of an opponent.

The larger of the two fighters took the smaller one down to the blood-slick stone floor. The smaller woman tried to twist away from her opponent, turning her face toward Matt and howling like a tortured animal, her lips skinned back from a mouth full of broken, blood-webbed teeth. Her face looked barely human, a Halloween mask of gore and trauma. Eyes swollen nearly shut, lips distorted, as purple and slick as raw liver. Her nose had been squashed like a dropped tomato, and there was a large, football-shaped wound like a third eye under her left eyebrow. She threw her arms over her ruined face. If it hadn’t been for familiar intricate tattoos on those bloody arms, Matt never would have recognized the smaller woman as Olivia Lopez, the victorious fighter from the pier.

Her opponent was not as badly injured, but her face also appeared barely human. Not from trauma, but from pestilent corruption. Her lips were cracked and oozing. Crusty sores and patches of mushy necrosis not unlike severe frostbite had covered the entire left side of her face. A crop of pale, quivering insect eggs filled the eye socket on that side. She was as completely subjugated by evil as anyone Matt had ever seen.

But that wasn’t the thing that filled Matt’s chest with cold, coiling tendrils of familiar dread. Her decomposing face had been painted with some kind of rancid tallow. A glossy black triangle with a point at each temple and one just below her bottom lip. There was a row of smaller white triangles up her jawline to her temples. Like shark teeth.

Just like the mask he’d seen back at the Carthage Mental Health Center. The same mask that had been worn by a mute Ojibwe fighter in another stone amphitheater just like this one. In all the time he’d been traveling, he’d encountered horror after horror, manifestations of evil so terrible it made him wonder how the human race had survived this long. But they’d all been completely different, a mass killer in one town, a rioting mob somewhere halfway across the country.

At least he’d thought they were separate. Now he was staring at proof that the atrocities at the mental hospital and the murder frenzy on the Blood Mesa were connected. And if they were part of the same evil, how much of the rest of what he’d seen was too? How much had he missed?

Matt didn’t have time to think it through. He could tell by Stacy’s reaction that the woman with the painted face was Tanya. And that this was the moment in which things could go horribly wrong.

He spun and pressed his shoulder against Stacy’s, flat hand against her sternum and whispering close to her ear.

“Okay,” he said. “Okay, just stay cool. You hear me, Stacy? Stay cool.”

He could feel every muscle in her body vibrating with fury—she was breathing too fast against his hand and straining toward her friend. He knew perfectly well that if she really wanted to go to Tanya, he wasn’t going to be able to hold her back. There was also no way that she could know that Tanya had already been hopelessly infected with evil. If the sores that covered her face were not proof enough, she also had the Ouroboros tattoo on her bare right arm. The one that had been accompanied every time he’d seen it by the grinning visage of Mr. Dark.


CHAPTER SIX

At the lip of the fighting pit was an incongruously plush red velvet couch, facing away from the entrance where Matt and Stacy stood. The couch was flanked by more beefy bodyguards, but Matt could see the back of a familiar white head between them.

There were three heads in a row sitting on the long, high-backed couch: two close together and one slightly apart. The center head belonged to the white-haired Mr. Long. Someone with lots of bleached-blond hair was sitting close to him, their heads leaning toward each other as if the two were whispering. Someone else was sitting on their right, someone with wispy, thinning hair on a head cocked like a dog hearing a funny sound.

Bookending the couch was a quartet of thugs, two on each end, big arms crossed. Matt couldn’t see their faces, but he was willing to bet that they were just as corrupt as their compadres in the elevator.

Stacy’s breath was slowing, her fists unclenching, so Matt took his hand off her chest and gestured toward the left with his chin. She nodded, and the two of them started moving cautiously along the curved wall. As they moved, a second identical pair of steel doors was revealed, exactly opposite the first.

Soon they were far enough along the wall to see the faces of the people on the couch.

The white-haired, noseless man sat sprawled back amid the cushions, a hand on his companion’s leg. The blond companion was obviously a fighter, but no one Matt recognized. She had the prominent, Neanderthal brow and steam-shovel jaw of a heavy human-growth-hormone abuser. A fading black eye was not the only thing wrong with her face. Creeping corruption had sent out ugly tendrils from the swollen mouse beneath her eye, spreading like a disease all across her face. The white-haired man’s gaze was locked on the fight as he lifted his companion’s hand to his mouth. Instead of kissing it, he licked it, his thick, feculent tongue sliding sluglike over her scab-encrusted knuckles.

On the far side of Mr. Long was another person whose face was mostly shadowed. That person was wearing a cheap Tapout T-shirt and a bright, toothy grin. The one eye that was visible twinkled with a kind of hideous merriment, making him look like a sex offender dressed up as Santa Claus. That person turned slowly toward Matt, face still teasingly hidden in shifting shadows that fluttered like a stripper’s feather fans.

He looked right at Matt. And he winked.

Matt leapt involuntarily back into his own cluster of protective shadows. He didn’t even realize he was gripping Stacy’s wrist until she hissed for him to let her go.

“Do you know those people on the couch?” he asked.

“The woman is named Ayla Girgis. Juicer.” She spat out that word as if the word itself were poison. “She’s a bruiser, but her cardio sucks. No stamina. She fights dirty.”

“And…”

“And Mr. Long,” Stacy whispered, like he was crazy. “What, you already forgot what he looks like?”

“Nobody else?”

She squinted at him as if she was trying to figure out if he was fucking with her.

He looked back at the couch. The third person was gone. “Never mind.”

“What now?” Stacy asked.

“Okay, listen,” he began, but Stacy cut him off.

“This isn’t any kind of sport,” she said through teeth clenched so hard, Matt thought they might crack. “Look at this. This is like a fucking snuff movie with no camera.” She took a step closer to Long, who now looked like he was trying to fit the blond fighter’s whole fist into his gaping mouth. “And that pig is sitting there loving every minute of it!”

“Just stay cool,” Matt whispered, gripping Stacy’s muscular shoulder. “Stay cool and think this through.”

But the truth was, he didn’t even know how to begin explaining to Stacy that saving her friend was already a lost cause. Plus, he didn’t have any idea what their next move should be. Clearly there was some kind of link between the events at the insane asylum, the cannibalistic murders on the mesa, and this horror currently unfolding in the stone pit. But what could that link be?

Nothing to do but watch and wait. But Stacy wasn’t the watch-and-wait type. She looked like she was going to burst into flames if she didn’t start swinging at someone. Matt really felt for her. She was hurt, confused, and angry, just as he had been when his simple world was first turned inside out by Mr. Dark’s twisted games. But he couldn’t let empathy keep him from reining in her impulsive anger and trying to learn more about what was really going on here.

“Are you cool?” he asked.

“Fuck that,” she replied, head down and lips pressed into a determined line.

“Stacy, listen to me—”

Whatever he thought he was going to say to her was obliterated by a fierce whoop from Mr. Long, who had dropped the fighter’s hand and leapt to his feet, cheering like a drunken frat boy watching two chicks make out in a sports bar.

Matt turned his attention back to the pit. Tanya was kneeling on her helpless opponent’s shoulders and pounding the other fighter’s face into stew meat with wild hammer fists. The smaller woman was either comatose or dead, no longer able to defend herself or even try to cover her face, yet it wasn’t until Tanya leaned down and bit a large, stringy chunk out of what was left of her opponent’s face that the bookend thugs stepped in to separate her from the unmoving loser.

She spat the wad of cheek meat at Long’s feet and raised her gory fists in victory.

“Well done,” he said, clapping like a happy kid at the circus. “Absolutely fucking beautiful.” He turned to the thugs behind her. “Have her cleaned up, stitched up, and made ready for my bed.” He waved a casual hand at what was left of the loser. “And get that mess cleaned up.”

Matt turned back to Stacy. Her flushed face was a kaleidoscope of jagged and conflicting emotion. He hated that she had to see something like this, remembering how it felt when he first realized that his best friend, Andy, had been hopelessly corrupted by evil, but it made his job a little easier. At least she didn’t have to take his word for it. Anyone with eyes could see that Tanya was not behaving like a normal person.

One of the thugs helped Tanya to the other set of steel doors while the other three went to work disposing of the loser’s remains. The first thug didn’t go through the doors with Tanya, just ushered her through and then went to help his buddies. Meanwhile there was some kind of romantic liaison occurring on the couch between Long and the blond fighter that Matt really didn’t want to see. He was about to pull the trembling Stacy back to the first set of doors when she took off in the direction of the doors through which her friend had disappeared. She stuck to the shadows, circumventing the pit with her back pressed against the rough-hewn wall. The thugs were busy with the corpse, and Long was busy with his blond paramour. No one noticed Stacy. They didn’t notice Matt either as he went after her.

On the other side of those doors was a small, immaculate medical room. White walls, shiny stainless-steel cabinets full of suture packets and gauze and vials of lidocaine. One wall was mostly tinted glass, a window into another part of the complex. A skinny woman with short dark hair and a blood-spattered white coat was tending to Tanya’s wounds, sinking some prickly black stitches into her forehead.

Both Tanya and the fight doctor turned toward the unexpected visitors with shocked expressions. The doctor’s small, triangular face was as flyblown and putrid as Tanya’s.

“You can’t be in here,” she said in a chilly tone.

Stacy’s reply was to knock her out of her sensible white clogs with one surgically perfect punch, right on the button. The doctor staggered in a wobbly arc and then went down in a clatter of sterile instruments, leaving a curved needle and a flapping tail of black thread sticking out of Tanya’s half-closed wound.

Stacy rushed to Tanya, gripping both of her friend’s scabbed and swollen hands.

“Baby,” she said. “Oh my fucking God, what have they done to you?”

Matt hung back while the two women spoke in intense whispers, foreheads pressed together and still holding hands. Even though he couldn’t hear everything they were saying, it was painfully obvious from their body language that they were much more than just friends. If this situation had been sure to get ugly before, it was even worse now. It was hard enough to explain to someone that a close friend was no longer the person she knew and loved. Now things had become infinitely more delicate and complicated.

Not to mention the fact that Matt was dying to grill Tanya, to ask her about the tattoo, the face paint, the fights. And if she was reluctant to talk, he’d have no qualms about using the ax to encourage the conversation.

But with all this raw, volatile emotion factored into the mix, Matt would have to tread much more carefully. He had assumed that after witnessing what amounted to cold-blooded murder in the pit, Stacy would see that Tanya was beyond saving. Clearly that wasn’t the case. At this point all he could do was hang back and be ready for hell to break loose.

Which, if experience had taught him anything, would be any minute now.

“I’m fine,” Tanya was saying, her Brazilian accent making her hushed voice even more difficult for Matt to understand. “Better than fine.”

Stacy said something else Matt couldn’t catch. All he could hear was the tone, desperate and pleading.

“You don’t know what it’s like,” Tanya said, sliding a hand up under Stacy’s T-shirt. “No speed limit. No rules. No morals. It’s better than sex.”

“You’re sick,” Stacy said, raising her voice as she pulled away from Tanya’s touch. “You need help. Please, let us help you. This isn’t you. Don’t you see that? This isn’t you!”

“This is more me than I have ever been,” Tanya said.

“Tell her, Matt,” Stacy said, desperately including him with a supplicating gesture. “Tell her we want to help her.”

Until that point, Matt had been listening with only half an ear, busy looking through the window into the room that was visible on the other side of the one-way glass. Looking for a way out.

In the next room were a group of about a dozen female fighters and half that many armed male heavies standing around, keeping watch. The fighters were stretching and sparring, hitting focus mitts and heavy bags and shadowboxing. Some of them were fresh and unscarred, except for the pustulant ravages of their own spiritual corruption. Others were so severely battered they looked like they’d gone ten rounds with a Mack truck and been stitched together by Dr. Frankenstein’s less talented brother. But in the very back of the dim training room, half hidden in shadow, there were two or three fighters so wretched, so grievously wounded and profoundly decomposed, that it didn’t seem possible that they were still standing. At first Matt thought they were wearing trendy silver belts, but when he looked closer, he saw that the belts were really heavy-gauge chains that had been padlocked to thick iron rings in the stone floor.

When Stacy said his name, Matt turned back to her and frowned.

“Tell her, Matt,” Stacy said again.

He shook his head.

“She’s made her choice,” Matt said.

“Bullshit,” Stacy said, gripping Tanya’s bruised hand. “No, that’s bullshit. There’s always a choice. If you love me, you’ll let me help you. Leave with us right now. Help us stop this pervert from hurting other women.”

Tanya stood, the needle still swinging from the flap of skin on her forehead.

“Okay,” she said. “Okay, let’s go.”

Stacy let out a rush of relieved laughter and threw her arms around Tanya.

“Which way?” Stacy asked.

“This way,” Tanya said, gesturing at one of three doors with one hand while squeezing Stacy’s hand with the other.

When Stacy turned toward the door, Tanya swung a wide kick, smashing her bare foot into the glass separating the medical room from the training area. Matt, who had been tense and ready for something bad, leapt back from the spray of glass.

“Help!” Tanya screamed through the broken window. “Help, I’m being kidnapped!”

The armed thugs all turned toward the ruckus, guns drawn. Matt hit the deck as a burst of bullets shattered the glass-fronted cabinets. Several other heavies came thundering through the door and into the room.

Matt had gotten to his knees and raised the ax to defend himself when he felt a sudden sharp sting in his left buttock. He turned to see the no-longer-unconscious doctor he’d forgotten all about crouched behind him with an empty syringe in her hand. A dizzy, drowning blackness swiftly overcame him, and the last thing he remembered was the feeling of his grandfather’s ax being wrenched from his numb and useless hands.


CHAPTER SEVEN

When Matt came to, it took him a few minutes to fight his way back to complete consciousness. He was nauseous and slicked with cold, clammy sweat. It was a battle to make his leaden eyelids peel back from his dry, gritty eyes. Once he had them open, he struggled to focus on his surroundings. It took several seconds before he could make any sense of what he was seeing, because everything was upside down.

He was upside down, dangling from a chain around his bleeding ankles.

He had no idea what had happened to Tanya and Stacy. Or Long. Or his henchmen. Or that shadowy figure in the Tapout T-shirt who may or may not have been Mr. Dark. He was alone.

First he took a careful inventory of what was going on with his body. His hands were bound behind his back with what felt like thick, splintery rope, not chain. He couldn’t see far enough up his own upside-down body to determine exactly how his ankles had been bound, but whatever was going on with them was excruciatingly painful. His feet were numb and the bones in his ankles felt in danger of being crushed by the swinging weight of his suspended body. There was also a warm, seeping wetness soaking through his socks and the cuffs of his pants that had to be blood. When he struggled a little to test the strength of his bonds, that wetness spattered down onto his chin and face, the meaty copper flavor confirming what he already knew.

He stilled his body and concentrated on scoping his surroundings.

It was pretty dim, but he could make out a stone wall covered with a maze of rusty pipes to one side, and on the other, too far away to reach, was the curved back of the familiar red couch from which Long had watched the fights. With that detail in place, Matt put the rest of the picture together and realized that he was inside the now empty amphitheater. The pit below was still slightly damp from being hosed out after Tanya’s fight, and the smell of wet stone was weirdly ancient and cavelike, as if the modern bustle of Los Angeles had never existed. He was suddenly, irrationally convinced that even if he did somehow escape this underground hell and return to the surface, he would find nothing but primitive, empty land, untouched by the structure of civilization.

He realized then that this place had existed far longer than the midcentury modern mansion above. That this place was as old as the strange altar on the mesa. As old as the hidden stone arena behind the insane asylum. He knew that whatever was happening here, it wasn’t just about some rich guy getting his jollies. There had to be a connection to those other profane locations. Men fighting with knives. Women fighting with bare hands. But always fighting. Could it be some kind of unholy tournament? But to what end? And what dark and awful grand prize awaited the winner?

“Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?”

Matt heard the familiar, intimate voice slightly behind his left ear, but when he turned defensively toward the sound, his suspended body swung in a helpless wobbly circle, past the dim figure behind him and back around to face the wall, where he’d started.

The urge to vomit struck, and Matt clenched his teeth till his jaw muscles ached, willing down the bile creeping up the back of his throat.

The figure behind him stepped into the dim light, a hand on Matt’s left elbow to stop his spinning. It was Long.

But there was something seriously wrong with him. He held his head at a strange, awkward angle, tilted back and to the right. His rotten, bulging eyes were rolling wildly as if searching for a way out of his own skin. His mouth was wide open as if screaming, the tendons in his neck standing out with the strain. He moved with a jerky, crooked gait and held on to Matt’s elbow way too tight. He held Matt’s ax in his other hand.

“Does this body make me look fat?”

Long’s mouth didn’t move at all. It stayed frozen wide, and the smarmy, cheerful voice that emanated from his gaping throat belonged to someone else.

Mr. Dark.

“I don’t know,” the voice continued, while Long cranked his hips back and forth. “Feels a little tight in the crotch.”

He let Matt go and gave him a gentle nudge with the ax handle.

Matt forced himself to stay calm, to breathe slowly and evenly through his nose and crush down the rising panic in his chest. If Mr. Dark was just going to flat-out murder him, he could have done it easily many times before. Chopping Matt to bits with his own ax while he was bound and helpless wasn’t Mr. Dark’s style.

“When Long was a kid,” the voice said, “his mother was murdered by his father’s vengeful lover. Choked to death right in front of him. Can you believe that? He was eleven.”

Long’s quivering body leaned in close to Matt.

“Trauma is a zipper.”

For a second, Matt didn’t have any idea what that was supposed to mean. It sounded like a weird, nonsensical riddle. Why is a raven like a writing desk? But Mr. Dark wasn’t waiting for Matt to catch up.

Long’s body twitched and shuddered, then collapsed to the stone floor.

“I don’t know how you stand it in there.”

Matt twisted his head and shoulders to see the shadowy figure in the oversized Tapout T-shirt and baggy jeans standing beside him. In the wavering half-light, that person’s features were finally revealed. The thin, scraggly orange hair, sticking out in wiry tufts on either side of a large, bald pate. The maggot-pale grease paint crusted in the deep wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. The round red ball on the tip of his hooked nose. It was Mr. Dark, free now from his uncomfortable skin suit.

He was wiping his hands against the legs of his pants as if he’d just touched something dirty, painted lips twisted back from his long yellow teeth in a broad parody of disgust.

“I can’t believe you people actually spend eighty years trapped inside those nasty meat bags.” He shuddered dramatically. “They’re much more fun to drive by remote control.”

Matt was only half listening, intensely focused on the rope around his wrists, testing, feeling for the knots.

“Who do you like in the next bout?” Mr. Dark asked in an abrupt conversational swerve. “I know you have a soft spot for the plucky redhead, but my money’s on the Brazilian. You know, all this beta testing has been such a headache, but this girl. She’s the one. I can smell it.”

Then he was gone.

Long was beginning to stir on the stone floor, moaning softly and pressing his hand to his eyes like a man with an awful hangover. A pair of silent thugs padded in and helped the semiconscious Long to the couch, leaving Matt’s ax where it lay. Then a third man entered and stood between Matt and his ax, arms crossed and clearly less than thrilled to have been picked for guard duty.

Matt took a second to size up his new guard. Sunburned, freckled skin. Thick, bristly blond hair mowed into a perfect flattop. Not tall, but bulky and muscular. Neck the size of Matt’s thigh. No visible gun, just a fat ring of keys clipped to his belt with a gaudy dangling chain decorated with skulls.

Matt focused on his hands again, on trying to work his wrists free, millimeter by precious millimeter. When the light above the pit suddenly illuminated, he squinted against it, sore eyes assaulted by the harsh glow.

The door opposite the couch opened, and Tanya entered, still nude, but the blood and dirt had been rinsed away and the stitches in her forehead completed. Behind her was Stacy, also nude and being ushered to the ring at the end of a pistol. She was already badly bruised and battered, her body language slumped and defeated. She didn’t make any attempt to cover herself. It was as if she’d already lost.

Once both women had entered the ring, Long began to cheer, seeming none the worse for wear after Mr. Dark’s little joyride.

“I won’t fight you!” Stacy said, turning her face away.

Tanya didn’t give her any choice.

Stacy kept on backing up, bobbing and weaving and stuffing takedown attempts, her face tense and tortured, pleading. Tanya was out for blood, but Stacy was so fast and agile, she was able to stay one step ahead. Until she spotted Matt.

Matt saw her notice him dangling behind the couch and squint against the glaring light like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Tanya took instant advantage of her opponent’s distraction and took her down to the stone floor.

It made Matt crazy to be bound and helpless like this, utterly powerless to help Stacy. He had to concentrate on getting free. If he could just get one hand loose, he could swing himself hard enough to reach the ax, but the more he twisted and strained his wrists, the tighter his bondage became.

His blond guard was utterly absorbed in the fight, his back to Matt.

Matt had to come up with something, and fast. He focused on the keys and the tacky chain dangling from the guard’s belt. There was a slim red object the size of Matt’s thumb hanging between the keys. An object that might be a small folding knife. If Matt could swing himself close enough to grab the chain in his teeth, he could pull the keys off the guard’s belt. Of course, if and when he got the chain in his mouth, he’d need to figure a way to get the keys up into his bound hands while simultaneously dealing with the pissed-off guard they’d been lifted from.

Maybe it wasn’t the worst plan of all time, but it was up there.

Matt pushed all doubt out of his mind and narrowed his vision to block out everything but those keys. He began to swing his body, slightly at first, then harder, his face moving closer and closer to the keys with each swing. The guard shifted slightly, turning his hips away from Matt and moving the keys out of reach.

Matt swore silently, frustration like barbed wire in the back of his throat. On his next swing forward, the guard reacted to something inside the pit, throwing air punches as if he could somehow control the action with his own hands. As he did this, he swiveled his hips back toward Matt. Matt realized at the last second that if he twisted his neck all the way to the left, he could reach the keys. There was no time to think.

Mat gripped the chain in his teeth. There was a terrible moment on the backswing when Matt was sure the chain would be ripped out of his mouth by his own weight, so he clenched his teeth as hard as he could. But the slick metal offered nothing to grip. It slid painfully between his teeth until one of the gaudy little skulls acted like a brake, bringing the chain to an abrupt halt.

When Matt was a kid, he’d been so eager to get a quarter from the tooth fairy that he’d tried tying a loose tooth to a doorknob and slamming the door. It hadn’t worked. It had felt almost as bad as this.

The startled thug reacted to this turn of events with utter disbelief, as if a chandelier had suddenly goosed him. He turned and looked down at his belt and then back up at Matt.

Matt let out a stifled grunt between his clenched teeth and cranked his neck, pulling harder. He could taste blood in his mouth. It seemed almost impossible, that he was going to lose a tooth before the snap on the end of the chain gave up its hold on the guard’s belt. Then the snap popped open and the chain smacked Matt in the face as his weight was suddenly released. He swung wildly backward and slammed into the pipe-covered wall behind him.

He banged the back of his head on some kind of valve but managed to keep the chain between his teeth and grip a finger-thin pipe in his bound hands to prevent himself from careening wildly back into the angry guard.

Before Matt could figure out his next move, the narrow pipe snapped with a sharp hissing sound. Matt swung away from the wall again, toward the surprised guard. The guard backed instinctively away, but not far enough. Matt’s head cracked the guard in the nuts like a medicine ball, doubling him over and then dropping him to one knee. Matt swung helplessly away and then back again, knocking heads with the kneeling guard but still clenching the swinging keys in his teeth.

He had only seconds to free himself before the guard recovered, but he was also stunned from the impact. There was no time to clear his head. He had to act quickly.

He swung the ring of keys on the end of the long chain up and to the right, twisting his bound hands around to the side of his body to try to catch the keys.

Not even close.

He made himself stay calm and try again, although he could see the guard slowly getting back to his feet and felt a trapped-animal kind of panic welling up inside his chest. He missed the keys again and a third time. The fourth time, the keys brushed his fingertips, but he still couldn’t catch them. He felt like screaming, but he forced himself to breathe slowly, ignore the wheezing guard, and try again.

That time he got them.

Gripping the keys in his tingling right hand, he felt for the little knife he thought he’d seen. Bingo. He thumbed out the blade and began sawing through the rope that bound his wrists.

He managed to nick his rope-burned skin more than once, but he got himself free and did a tight upside-down crunch to disconnect the chain around his ankles from the hook that held him.

Once unhooked, he landed hard on the stone, sending a painful jolt through his back and neck. But he recovered quickly and rolled behind the sofa. Now that the weight of his body was no longer keeping the chain around his ankles taut, it was no problem to free his legs. He wrapped the length of chain around his hand and prepared himself for the inevitable attention that the sound of his fall would bring.

Long turned to see Matt free from his bondage and waved an annoyed hand at the flanking thugs, more irritated at the interruption than worried by Matt’s escape.

Matt dove for his ax as the two men closed in on him. He was able to grab it and scuttle, crablike, half backward and half sideways until he felt the pipe-covered wall behind him.

He stood, chain in one hand and ax in the other, watching the thugs with one eye and the action in the pit with the other.

There was a tense stalemate inside the pit, both women locked up tight and neither willing to give an inch. From Matt’s angle, he could see Tanya’s lips moving, whispering something to Stacy.

Whatever she said, it galvanized Stacy like a cattle prod. She went totally ballistic, unleashing a furious offensive assault against Tanya. Up until that point, it seemed like Stacy had been all defense, not wanting to hurt Tanya. Whatever Tanya had just said to her obviously changed that.

The fish-pale guy with lank, dust-colored hair on the far left was reaching for a holstered pistol. Matt flinched, grip going sweaty on the ax handle, knowing that if they all pulled guns he was fucked. He was starting to feel a little light-headed, and there was a fierce hissing sound like a hundred snakes so close to his ear that he almost thought he might be imagining it. And a smell, a thick, sulfurous stink, like…

Like gas.

Matt turned toward the skinny, busted pipe and then back to the pale guy with the gun. The armed guy was about to shoot when his fat buddy noticed the pipe and the horrified look on Matt’s face and knocked the gun out of the pale thug’s hand.

“Are you crazy?” the pale guy spat.

His fat buddy smacked him in the back of the head and gestured at the pipe.

“Gas, asshole!”

The pale guy realized what had almost happened and went white.

Matt took that moment of distraction to attack. He lunged at the pale guy and cracked him in the temple with the flat back of the ax head. The pale guy went down but not out, and the fat guy grabbed the ax handle, struggling with Matt over possession of the weapon.

In the pit, Stacy had the upper hand and Tanya seemed to have completely changed her attitude, as if all her aggressive evil had drained away. She lay almost passive beneath Stacy, not defending, not covering up. Unconscious, maybe, but from Matt’s angle it was hard to tell.

The pale guy got his feet back under him and grabbed Matt from behind, wrenching his arms back and allowing the fat guy to gain control of the ax. Matt responded instinctively by raising both feet up off the floor and mule-kicking the fat guy in the center of his padded chest, causing him to drop the ax and stagger back, gasping. Matt planted his feet back on the stone floor and slammed the back of his head into the pale guy’s face, breaking his grip.

As Matt dove for the ax, an awful, keening wail spiraled up out of the pit. It was Stacy. She was cradling Tanya’s lifeless body in her arms, Tanya’s head lolling too far backward on a broken neck.

Matt grabbed the ax and backed up and away, surrounded by more of Long’s corrupt henchmen. There was no way out and no way he could take on all five guys alone, but Stacy was in no shape to help him.

They were fucked.

As the circle of thugs closed in around Matt, he gripped the ax handle tighter, determined not to go down without a fight. Between the broad backs of the advancing henchmen, he could see Long get up from the couch and come up behind Stacy. He leaned over her, sliding his hands over her bare, bloody breasts and whispering to her.

She stayed tense and frozen for a moment, then exploded into action, turning on Long and taking him down like a speeding truck. He let out a comical yelp that quickly cranked up into a shriek of pain, turning the heads of the thugs surrounding Matt.

“Boss is down!” the guy on the far left hollered, gesturing with his chin toward the pit.

Four of the five fell back and ran to their boss’s aid, while a single man stood his ground with Matt.

Matt faked a high swing with the ax, then swiftly reversed it, ducking low and shattering a kneecap. The thug howled and dropped to the stone floor, but Matt didn’t stick around to watch his reaction. He had to save Stacy.

When Matt made it to the edge of the pit, Stacy was fighting like a trapped wildcat, far too much white visible around the irises of her eyes. Two men had her arms, but her feet were loose and kicking, preventing anyone from getting close enough to hit her. Matt didn’t hesitate to let the guy holding Stacy’s right arm have it in the back of the head with the ax. As soon as he let go of her arm, Stacy used it to knock out the guy on the left. Free now, she lunged at the man on the right, locking him up in a vicious choke hold. The last man standing tried to pull her off his blue-faced buddy, but Matt’s ax had other ideas.

Once the final man was down, Matt turned toward Stacy to make sure she was okay. She stood alone in the center of the pit, breath harsh between her teeth, eyes narrow and flint hard. Matt unbuttoned his shirt and was about to remove it and drape it over her quivering shoulders when she launched herself at Long’s lifeless body, pounding his already broken and bloody face into unrecognizable meat.

Matt tried to pull her away from Long’s corpse, but she shook him off and renewed her mindless attack, an unhinged howl of bottomless agony spiraling up out of her and echoing through the stone arena.

“Stacy,” Matt said, wrapping his arms around her from behind again. “Stacy, it’s over. He’s dead. He’s dead. Let it go. We need to get out of here.”

She paused and looked back at Matt with anguished eyes.

“Leave me,” she whispered, balling up and covering her face with her hands.

“Stacy, no…”

Stacy pounded her fist against the floor, hitting and jarring the mesh cover of a large, blood-clotted drain in the center of the pit.

“I won’t go,” she said. “Let me die here with her. I don’t deserve to live after what I’ve done.”

Matt ignored her for a moment, peering down into the drain. He could hear a trickle of running water down there, like some kind of primitive sewage system. The manhole-sized grate was easy to remove, and the slimy, stinking drainage pipe beneath would be a tight squeeze, but they could both fit. It could be a way out. Or a claustrophobic death trap.

A new group of corrupt thugs burst through the distant door into the arena, guns drawn. An electric spike of adrenaline shot though Matt’s chest, galvanizing him into action.

He grabbed both of Stacy’s ankles and jumped feet first into the drainage pipe, dragging her down with him as a gunshot shattered the stillness inside the arena.

Like the flint on a Zippo lighter, the gunshot ignited the gas from the broken pipe, sending a roiling wave of cleansing blue-and-white flame down the pipe behind them. When Matt and Stacy hit the foul water below, he sucked in a deep breath and pulled her under with him, less than half a second before the flames hit the surface.


CHAPTER EIGHT

The drive back to Long Beach seemed endless. They were both cold, wet, and filthy from the crawl through the sewer to the storm drain grate beneath Long’s burning mansion, Matt bare-chested and Stacy dressed only in his oversized shirt. Stacy didn’t speak, and Matt didn’t push her.

When she finally pulled into the driveway of her small, forgettable house, she killed the ignition but made no move to get out of the car.

“Come on,” Matt said softly, his hand on Stacy’s arm.

She just sat there in the driver’s seat, staring down at her hands.

“Let me have your keys,” he said.

She looked at him as if she’d just realized that he was there but had no idea what he was talking about. Her eyes were all cried out. Empty.

“Keys,” Matt said again. “To your house.”

Stacy pulled the key from the ignition and handed over a jumbled ring with a tiny silver boxing glove dangling off it. Matt took the keys, got out of the car, and went around to the driver’s side to open the door and help Stacy up, but she shoved him away.

“I’m fine,” she spat.

“Fine,” Matt replied. “Come on.”

Matt unlocked the door to her house and guided her inside. For a moment the two of them just stood there in the cluttered living room.

“You gonna be okay?” Matt asked.

She didn’t answer.

A pink-and-black short-sleeved Fight Chix rash guard had been thoughtlessly discarded in a crumpled heap near the door. She took a single step toward the shirt, stopped for a moment as if swaying on the deck of a ship, and then sank to her knees, gathering the discarded rash guard up against her chest and pressing her face into the fabric.

“I’m so sorry, baby,” she whispered.

Matt backed away, feeling awkward and uncomfortable. He wanted to say something supportive to help her through her anguish, guilt, and grief, but the words just wouldn’t come.

“What am I supposed to do with her things? Take them down to Brazil and give them to the mom that pimped her out before she even had her period? Be, like, ‘Sorry I killed your daughter with my bare hands, but here’s her toothbrush’?”

Matt was going to say he didn’t have any idea, but she cut him off before he could speak.

“You know what? Fuck it.”

She started gathering armfuls of stuff and throwing them blindly out the open door into the driveway. Clothes and shoes and books and training gear and anything she could get her hands on. Matt just stepped back and let her wind down on her own. Eventually she stopped throwing things and covered her face with her hands. He led her to the sofa and made her lie down, covering her with a fuzzy purple blanket that looked like it had been picked out by a child.

She turned away from him, curling her body in on itself.

He probably should have left, but looking at Stacy with her tangled red hair in her face and clutching the blanket up under her battered chin, he knew he couldn’t do that. He owed it to her to make sure that she was going to be okay on her own before he took off.

There was a large, puffy easy chair opposite the couch, and Matt eased his sore body down into it with a grateful sigh. It was amazing how good something as simple as a comfortable chair could feel. It almost made the madness of that strange and endless night seem worthwhile. Maybe they hadn’t stopped Mr. Dark for good, but they’d certainly put a major dent in his latest scheme. That was enough for one night.

Matt slept. He didn’t dream.

* * *

The next day, Stacy seemed intensely grateful to discover that Matt hadn’t left her. She didn’t want to talk about what had happened, but she was glad to have company and offered Matt a place to stay for a few days. He let her think that she was helping him out by letting him sleep on her couch, but really he wanted to keep an eye on her, to make sure that she was coping with what she’d been forced to do.

They spent a lot of time in her large, weedy backyard, Matt chopping wood and Stacy hitting a large truck tire with a sledgehammer. Not speaking, just sweating and enjoying the silent companionship and good, clean physical labor. And as Stacy sweated through her grief, she became gradually more comfortable with Matt.

Stacy didn’t talk much, but she turned out to be an excellent listener. He found himself sharing details about his own experience with losing Janey that he’d never told anyone before. Details about what he’d been through with Andy. She was sympathetic and understanding, and eventually she started to open up about Tanya.

At first she wouldn’t talk at all about what had happened in Long’s underground arena, just about the complex nature of her relationship with Tanya. Stacy had never been with another woman before Tanya, or even in love at all for that matter. She really had no standard to compare the relationship to, but she had to admit that there were times when she wasn’t sure if Tanya’s feelings were as strong as hers.

“She…she said something to me during the fight,” she told Matt, leaning on the handle of her sledge with one hand and using the hem of her T-shirt to mop sweat from her freckled brow with the other.

This was the first time she’d made any reference to that fight, so Matt didn’t want to spook her. He just nodded and waited for her to continue.

“She…she said she never loved me. That she was just using me for a place to crash while she was fucking every guy at the gym behind my back. I mean, that’s exactly what I was afraid of. Exactly. But… This is gonna sound really weird.”

“It’s okay,” Matt said. “Go ahead.”

“Well,” she continued, “it’s like in that moment, for the first time since we found her, I saw the real Tanya in her eyes. Like the evil inside her lost its grip, just for a second. She knows what a hot temper I have, and it’s like…like she said those things because she wanted me to kill her.”

“Jesus,” Matt said.

“What do you think was really going on there?” Stacy asked.

“Man, I don’t know,” he said. “But whatever it was, it’s over now.”

He didn’t say the next thing that came to mind, because there wasn’t any point. But he couldn’t help but think it.

It’s over for Stacy. It will never be over for me.


CHAPTER NINE

“You sure you won’t stay?” Stacy asked.

Matt looked at her. She seemed to have aged ten years in the past week, not so much in the face as in the eyes. She was still clearly wrestling with what had happened, with what she had been forced to do, but for her the fight was over. For Matt, the horrible, inexplicable events that took place in Long’s compound were just jumbled pieces of the bigger puzzle. Questions within questions, like nesting dolls, and Matt knew he had no choice but to move on. To keep searching for answers. To understand the true significance of these repeating patterns and find out what Mr. Dark was really up to. Because he knew that until these questions were answered once and for all, settling down and trying to live a normal life was laughably impossible. He’d tried with Rachel when he’d first been resurrected, and look how well that turned out. Normal lives were for the living, not for undead rōnin like Matt.

But trying to articulate all this seemed pointless. He had developed a powerful kind of foxhole bond with Stacy, and he knew that she really understood him in a way that few living people ever could. He also knew that it was time to move on for both of them. She needed to get on with living, and he needed to get on with something else.

“Thanks,” he said, “but I can’t.”

Stacy nodded.

“Thank you,” she said, shrugging and not making eye contact.

It was his turn to nod and look away. He was about to go when she spoke again.

“Does it ever go away?” Stacy asked. “The hole. Missing her.”

Matt shook his head.

“No.”

She looked up at him like she was waiting for him to qualify his answer somehow, or make it seem not so bad. But he didn’t. He didn’t have the energy to lie to her, and he didn’t think it would help even if he could.

To his surprise, she came forward and hugged him, hard. He just stood there and let her for a moment, awkward and unsure, then wrapped an arm around her muscular back and squeezed, giving her three solid pats on the shoulder the way he might if he were hugging a close male friend.

“Come back anytime,” she said. “My offer is always open.”

“Thanks,” Matt replied.

He walked away without looking back. He could feel Stacy watching him as he went. He hoped that she would be all right.

* * *

Flame was thrilled to see him and kissed his face so many times that she rubbed off all her lipstick and left him looking like he’d been attacked by a giant squid.

“I had this awful feeling that something bad was gonna happen to you that night,” she said. “And I ain’t never been wrong when I get that feeling. I was sure I’d never see you again. Look at you.” She went on the attack with more kisses, and Matt laughingly fought her off.

“I’m fine, honest.” He wiped his face on a bar napkin. “I just came by to pick up the rest of my things and say good-bye.”

“Love ’em and leave ’em, huh?” Flame pulled a compact from her giant purse and started slathering on more lipstick. “Fine. Break my heart—see if I care. You men are all the same.”

Matt laughed and shook his head as he gathered up the rest of his meager belongings, a spare shirt and some clean socks and a novel with a broken spine that he kept meaning to finish. Nothing really valuable, but when you own almost nothing, the few things you do have seem much more important.

“Thanks for everything,” Matt said.

“My pleasure, honey. You take care out there.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Matt was about to leave when he nearly ran right into Lenny, the crotchety old guy who’d had only twenty-four more days left at Long’s shipping company. The older man was already plastered, and the sun was just starting to go down.

“Whoa there,” Matt said, gripping Lenny’s arm as he staggered and nearly fell flat on his face.

“The lousy rats,” he was muttering. “The bastards. I only had twenty-two days left and they went and shitcanned every last one of us. Every last one.”

Matt wasn’t surprised. With Long dead and his twisted underground death matches put to a stop, there wasn’t any point in keeping his dummy corporation running anymore.

“Sorry, Gramps,” Matt said, helping the older man to a barstool.

“I just went over there,” he said. “Wanted to take a piss on the gate that locked us out of our jobs. Show them what I think of their… Anyway, I go over there, and what do you know? They got cops all over. Found a guy dead. ‘A guy?’ I say. ‘What guy?’ Well, it’s my buddy Glen. Some kinda dog attack, they said.”

“Dog attack?” Matt repeated, frowning.

“Worked for DS&T longer than I did. I guess he just wanted to get a few things out of his locker after they shut the place down. He was kind of an asshole sometimes, but we used to eat lunch together. We ate lunch together for sixteen fucking years. He liked a tuna melt.”

“I’m sorry,” Matt said.

“Sorry?” Lenny gripped his arm like a crab. “Sorry? Don’t you get it?”

“Look,” Matt said, trying to extract himself from the old man’s clawlike grip. “I better—”

Lenny pulled Matt closer, his breath a noxious cloud of booze and bad teeth.

“There ain’t no dogs,” he whispered. “There ain’t no dogs. No dogs.”

Lenny’s head sank slowly toward the bar as he repeated himself over and over.

“I’ll call his wife to come get him,” Flame said with a knowing shake of her spiky orange head. “He’s been like this ever since they laid everybody off.”

Matt nodded, sympathetic but also knowing that there was nothing he could do to help the old man. He had other things on his mind.

He thanked Flame for all her help, shouldered his rucksack, and headed over to the pier to see what was going on.

Across the street was a small group of curious onlookers, mostly drunks from the bars and a few curious dockworkers. Cops had the entrance to the pier cordoned off and were keeping the crowd at bay.

“Was it a pit bull?”

“Partially eaten, is what I heard.”

Partially eaten. Just like those students on the mesa. Just like Oscar Amezuita. There were clearly no dogs to blame here. No hungry sea creatures like the ones that had supposedly snacked on the dead dockworker. In all the frenetic activity surrounding their failed attempt to rescue Tanya, Matt had almost forgotten about the corpse that had brought him to Long Beach in the first place.

Matt had a sinking feeling that both bodies had in fact been eaten by a human. Or something that used to be human. Something not unlike the corrupted archaeologists on the mesa.

Could some of Long’s scarred fighters or tattooed henchmen have escaped the fire at Long’s compound and returned to the only familiar place they knew, the DS&T pier?

A pair of crime-scene techs were stretchering the corpse from the pier to a waiting meat wagon. They’d done a pretty half-assed job of covering the man’s half-eaten face and torso with a stained plastic tarp. Both arms were visible, covered in bruises and scratches, but no Ouroboros tattoo.

He had to warn Stacy. Whatever was going on, it obviously wasn’t over yet.

* * *

Matt knocked several times on Stacy’s door. He could hear music playing inside the apartment, but there was no answer. He reached out to test the doorknob but swiftly recoiled.

There was some kind of pungent reddish brown sludge smeared on the knob. Like someone had been Dumpster diving behind a Chinese restaurant and didn’t wash their hands before opening the door. Sudden concern for Stacy’s safety overcame his disgust, and he pushed the door open.

Inside, the burned-garbage smell was even stronger, almost overwhelming. The apartment was dim, lit only with scented candles that didn’t stand a chance against the toothy stench. Ax in hand, Matt crept down the hallway toward the bedroom door.

There were sounds coming from the other side of the not-quite-closed door. Familiar sounds, not of fighting, but of an altogether different kind of grappling.

As soon as Matt realized what he was hearing, respect for his friend’s privacy made him take an involuntary step back from the door. But his gut was still telling him that something was wrong.

He made himself peer through the crack of the barely open door. His first reaction to what he saw in Stacy’s dimly lit bedroom was immediate and intensely physical.

Stacy had a visitor. A female visitor. They were both naked, and in the dim lighting it was difficult to tell them apart. It was just a fleshy kaleidoscope of glistening curves and sweat-damp hair and tense, quivering legs and secret flashes of things Matt knew he wasn’t supposed to be seeing, but he couldn’t seem to look away.

Matt felt a guilty flush of embarrassment for peeping on Stacy like some kind of pervert and was about to slink away in shame when the other woman threw her hair back from her face, twisting toward the flickering light in unself-conscious ecstasy.

It was Tanya. And she was dead. Very dead.


CHAPTER TEN

Matt took half a step back, his hands gripping the ax handle so his knuckles strained through the skin. Tanya was not just corrupted with secret rot that only Matt could see—she had gone full-on Night of the Living Dead. A charred and decomposing zombie with an obviously broken neck. Her nude body was riddled with catastrophic injuries, any one of which would be impossible to survive. Exposed teeth gleamed through her flayed and shredded cheek muscle. Sheets of crumbling black skin hung from her shoulder blades like burned wings. It was utterly repulsive and deeply wrong, what he was seeing, but underneath that revulsion and horror was another, more complex emotion. Something so dark and awful that it made him physically sick.

What if…

“Just ask,” said that jocular, intimate voice inches from his ear.

He spun, ax raised and ready.

It was Mr. Dark. He was wearing that same Tapout T-shirt and a smug grin.

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

Mr. Dark shrugged, turned away.

“You know what I’m talking about. But maybe you don’t really want it bad enough.”

Matt lunged forward. Mr. Dark flickered like a shadow and was gone.

The soft sounds from the bedroom were getting louder, more emphatic.

Matt pressed a shaking hand to his temple. He knew exactly what Mr. Dark meant, but it was so terrible he could barely stand to think it, let alone say it out loud.

If Tanya could come back, could his wife? Could Janey?

“No problem,” Mr. Dark said, answering Matt’s unspoken question. “All you have to do is ask.”

“Bullshit,” Matt said. “What’s the catch?”

“Catch?” Mr. Dark arranged his leering features into a wide-eyed parody of innocent disbelief. “What makes you think there’s a catch?”

“There’s always a catch.”

“I’m sure that we could work something out.”

“Fuck you,” Matt spat.

“No, thanks,” Mr. Dark replied. “You’re not my type. What else have you got?”

“Fuck this!”

Matt pushed past Mr. Dark and kicked the bedroom door wide.

Tanya leapt off the bed in a heartbeat, naked body in a ready crouch, with her fists raised. When she saw that it was Matt, she relaxed a little, but not completely.

“Your timing,” Tanya said. “It is terrible.”

Stacy was much slower to react to Matt’s intrusion, almost like a sleepwalker who’d just been shaken awake. She looked at Matt, then down at herself. She gripped a handful of the twisted, sweaty sheet and pulled it up over her breasts.

“I…I thought…” She looked at Tanya and then back at Matt. “Is this…real?”

“I don’t have a clue what that word even means anymore,” Matt replied. “But I see her too.”

“Then…” She turned to Tanya. “You’re really here. You’re alive!”

“Well,” Tanya replied with a smirk, “I am here—I’ll give you that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t you understand? I came back for you. Because I love you, Stacy.”

“How can you say that?” Stacy asked, turning away with a sheen of unshed tears in her eyes. “I killed you.”

“You had no choice,” Tanya said.

She sat down on the bed beside Stacy and took her hand, making no attempt to cover her burned and naked body.

“There’s something broken inside me,” Tanya continued. “It’s been broken ever since I was a little girl. When you are broken, evil can come in through the cracks. Do you understand?”

Matt thought back to what Mr. Dark had said back in the underground arena. Trauma is a zipper. He shuddered.

“But I found a way to fight it now,” Tanya said. “I want to. To be with you. Because when you looked at me, you never saw trash. You saw the good in me. You see me.”

“I’m so sorry,” Stacy said, knuckling away her tears and pulling Tanya close.

“I know, baby,” Tanya replied.

“Jesus,” Matt said. “Stacy, listen to me. You have to see… This is so wrong.” The words thudded into the room, as useless and disconnected from the world as one of Ward Cleaver’s sermons on the show Matt had loved to watch as a child. There was no easy way to say this. “You’re fucking a corpse. A rotting, dead thing is fucking you. Is that what you want?”

“Fuck off, dead man. You are just as wrong as me.” Tanya looked at Stacy and smirked at her shocked expression. “What, he didn’t mention that little detail when he was pouring his heart out to you?”

“You’re like her?” Stacy looked up at him, eyes hurt and full of questions. “A rotting, dead thing?”

“You don’t see what I see,” he said. “She’s corrupted. Don’t believe her. She’s still evil.”

“I never said I wasn’t corrupted by evil,” Tanya said. “But I’m fighting it. I’m here now, right? And at least I’m honest about what I am. What are you, Matt?”

Matt didn’t have an answer.

“This doesn’t concern you,” Stacy said. “Get out.”

Matt backed away from the door, and Stacy stood, reaching out to slam it in his face.

Torn, Matt backed into Stacy’s living room, feeling helpless and conflicted. He couldn’t just leave his friend alone with that unnatural monster, but at the same time, who was he to say that Stacy and Tanya couldn’t be together? After all, he was just as much an aberration as Tanya. A walking corpse. A monster, some might even say.

He walked to the front door and gripped the knob but couldn’t make himself turn it. He couldn’t leave Stacy, and he couldn’t leave the mystery of Tanya’s resurrection and the implications it might hold for his own deathless state.

He sank down on the sofa, head heavy with unanswered questions.

What are you, Matt?

He curled up on his side, pulling a dusty cushion over his head to shut out the renewed sounds of lovemaking coming from Stacy’s bedroom.

What are you?

The question echoed endlessly in his head through the long, sleepless night. He never found an answer.

* * *

When the sun came up the next morning, he finally gave up on any hope of sleep and staggered to the bathroom. He found it occupied, the sound of the shower running audible through the closed door. He could smell coffee. It all seemed so normal, he could almost convince himself that he’d imagined the horror of the night before.

He drifted into the kitchen, where Stacy was blissfully burning French toast. She looked calm and content, all the leaden grief and fear and uncertainty lifted from her features. When she saw Matt, she smiled.

“I’m not much of a cook,” she said, nudging a blackened wedge of gooey bread in her frying pan. “But there’s plenty to go around, if you’re hungry.”

“Where’s…?” Matt was almost hesitant to say Tanya’s name, in case it had all been some kind of crazy dream.

“She’s freshening up,” Stacy said.

There wasn’t enough deodorant in the world for that task, but Matt didn’t want to go there. Instead he tried to find a way to make Stacy see what was really at stake here.

“Look,” he said. “I know you love her. But you have to ask yourself, who brought her back and why?”

“Who brought you back?” she said. “And why?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “And that troubles me more than anything else. Why doesn’t it trouble you?”

Honestly, Matt didn’t even know why he was bothering with this debate. As far as Stacy was concerned, she’d been given a miraculous second chance to be with the woman she loved. Nothing was going to make her give that up.

Tanya chose that moment to emerge from the bathroom. She seemed to have scrubbed away the worst of the peeling skin that was sloughing off her face and body. She’d styled her thick hair to hang down over the most damaged half of her face and had slathered a pound of makeup over the other half. She’d tied a colorful scarf several times around her broken neck to brace it and could almost pass for a living person. Well, maybe a homeless meth freak with a bad case of crank bugs.

“Morning, baby,” she said to Stacy, leaning in to kiss her cheek. “What’s for breakfast?” She peered over Stacy’s shoulder into the smoking pan. “That poor bread looks just like I feel.”

She turned to Matt and winked, then picked the least burned piece of French toast right out of the hot pan with her bare fingers and took a huge bite.

“I’ve got some questions…” Matt began.

“Ooh, I don’t feel so good,” Tanya said, hand to her blistered lips, and turned away, toward the kitchen window. “I think maybe I can’t eat normal food like this anymore. I think I’m gonna…”

Tanya ran for the bathroom and slammed the door. After that, uncomfortable silence. No sounds of retching. Nothing but the sizzle of the burning bread in the pan. Nothing except…

Was that a subtle, stealthy step outside the kitchen window? A soft crackle of dead leaves nudged aside by a shifting shoe?

Matt leaned over to the window and spread the slats of the dusty miniblinds to peer out into the front yard. No one was there. But did the dying flower bed below seem a little flattened out, like someone had been standing there seconds before Matt looked through the window?

“Stacy,” Matt said. “Something isn’t right.”

There was a sharp, splintering crash as the front door was kicked in and the room suddenly filled with corrupted henchmen.

Stacy reacted instantly by stepping forward and flinging the pan full of searing grease at the intruders. Matt unslung his ax and slashed out at their reaching hands, backing their attackers off but not driving them away.

“Who the fuck are these guys?” Matt asked Stacy, pressing his back defensively against hers. “If Long is dead, why are they attacking us? Who are they working for?”

But it was more than just a question of employment. There was something seriously wrong with these men. They were not undead like Tanya. They were still living, breathing humans, albeit corrupted like all of Mr. Long’s thugs. But there was something missing. Their eyes were open but unseeing, glassy and vacant. They barely reacted to the cuts and hot grease. They could be knocked back by the physical force of punches or kicks but seemed oblivious to pain. The Ouroboros tattoos on their arms were puffy and swollen, looking less like ink and more like fresh, infected brands.

Matt thought of what Mr. Dark had said about human bodies:

They’re much more fun to drive by remote control.

Stacy kicked a bearded thug in the face hard enough to dislocate his furry jaw, but he barely staggered back enough for her to slip through and run for the bathroom.

“Tanya!” she called, shouldering the locked door and busting it open.

Matt sank the head of his ax into the chest of an eerily silent thug as he followed close behind Stacy. When he yanked it free, he spun and nearly ran right into her when she stopped cold in the bathroom doorway.

The window was open. Tanya was gone.

“She set us up!” Matt hissed, slamming the now crooked door on the advancing thugs and holding it closed with his full weight. “She must have told them where we were.”

Stacy was wide-eyed and flushed, shaking her head.

“No,” she was saying over and over. “No, she wouldn’t…”

“Out,” Matt said, gesturing to the window with his chin as the thugs on the other side of the door rammed mindlessly against it. “Now! We can argue about this later. If there is a later.”

Stacy looked up at Matt, her face conflicted for a moment before her self-preservation instinct kicked in and she dove through the window.

Matt timed the thuds against the door and made a run for the window himself in the lull just after a hit. On the next thud, the men on the other side came tumbling through the now unimpeded door. The lead guy slipped on the zebra-striped bath mat and the two behind him tripped over his prone body. They fell together in a flailing heap, giving Matt the half-second lead he needed to make it out into the backyard.

He rolled and got his feet under him, ax at the ready. Stacy had already grabbed her sledgehammer from its resting place beside the massive truck tire she utilized in her punishing workout routine and was caving in heads and smashing kneecaps.

Matt joined in the fight, but these guys were like zombies. They just kept on coming. Stacy was overwhelmed, the hammer ripped from her hands, arms wrenched up high behind her back. Matt had his own hands full fighting off his own attackers and couldn’t get to her.

That was when Tanya dropped from the roof of the house like a hunting jaguar, landing on the back of the thug holding Stacy’s arms and hooking her fingers into his eye sockets. Before Matt’s brain could register the surprise that Tanya hadn’t abandoned them after all, she had twisted off the guy’s head like a bottle cap and flung it across the yard.

The now headless thug collapsed sideways awkwardly, and Tanya leapt free from him as he fell, backing away as every remaining thug in the yard turned single-mindedly toward her.

They hadn’t come for Matt and Stacy. They were there to snatch Tanya.

Tanya was having none of it.

She fought them off like a rabid wolverine, biting any body part that got too close to her face. To Matt’s further astonishment, she grabbed Stacy’s four-hundred-pound truck tire and flung it like a Frisbee, taking out a pair of goons. Whatever had been done to bring her back from the dead had clearly given her already considerable strength an unnatural boost. Why didn’t Matt have superstrength? Why did Matt look normal and Tanya didn’t? Why was any of this happening in the first place? Again, so many whys and not enough answers, but now was not the time for wondering. They needed to get the hell out of there.

Stacy’s backyard wasn’t the most scenic location in the world, butting up against an ugly industrial wrecking yard for old ships, but that big, chaotic shipyard looked beautiful to Matt. It was a great place to get lost, full of improvised weapons and places to hide. The only problem was the ten-foot chain-link fence topped with razor wire. Matt was considering taking an ax to the chain-link, but Tanya was way ahead of him. Before he could blink, she had climbed to the top of the fence and ripped the razor wire loose with her bare hands.

“Come on,” she said.

Stacy hit the fence and started climbing, with Matt close behind.

On the other side of the fence, they found themselves in a long, narrow corridor between shipping containers. Moored at the end of the splintery dock was the rusted hulk of a ship, covered in scaffolding and flapping, oil-stained canvas. It was in the process of being broken down for scrap, with large sections stripped to the skeletal framework, but the hull was still seaworthy enough to stay afloat in the polluted bay. There was only one way onboard, a narrow, flimsy piece of wood forming a kind of rough gangplank. The possessed thugs were clambering over the fence behind them, so there was no way to go but forward, toward the water.

“Go!” Matt said, shoving Stacy ahead of him as he knocked a stack of weathered rebar over into the path of their attackers.

The clattering distraction delayed the thugs for half a heartbeat, long enough for Matt to follow Stacy and Tanya across the wobbly gangplank and onto the dead ship. He was about to turn and smash the plank behind him to prevent their attackers from following, but one of the more aggressive thugs made a crazy, kamikaze leap at Matt from halfway across the plank, grabbing his ax hand and a twisted armful of shirt. The thug’s feet slipped and dangled over the water, his considerable weight nearly pulling Matt over the rusted railing.

While Matt struggled to break the man’s grip and free himself, two other thugs came barreling across the plank and onto the ship. Matt could hear the grunts and scuffles of Stacy and Tanya fighting them off but couldn’t see what was going on because he was so focused on avoiding getting dragged down into the water. He peeled the thug’s thick fingers loose from his arm while maintaining his grip on the ax. He could feel the seams in his shirt starting to give out.

Then, just as Matt was able to get his right arm free, his shirt tore and the thug dropped silently into the churning water below, clutching a fistful of plaid fabric.

Two other henchmen were making their way across the gangplank, but Matt wasn’t going to let them on board. He sank the ax into the weathered wood and it split down the middle with a resounding crack, dumping the thugs into the drink along with their flailing compadre. Several other henchmen were clustered on the shore, but there was no way for them to get on board the ship. To his surprise, instead of working to find some way to make a new gangplank, they simply faded back, disappearing into the maze between the shipping containers.

Had they given up or just backed off to regroup with a renewed attack?

Matt didn’t have time to contemplate this lucky break for more than a few seconds when he heard Stacy let out a stifled scream of pain between clenched teeth. He spun, ax in hand, to see her wrench herself free from a ragged piece of broken railing that had punctured her thigh muscle.

Tanya took down the last remaining thug, finishing him off while Matt ran to Stacy, helping to support her as he eased her over to an old packing crate and sat her down.

He examined her injury through her torn pant leg. It was a deep, keyhole-shaped stab wound in the thickest part of her quadriceps, bleeding steadily. He ripped a strip from his already torn shirt and tied it around her thigh in a makeshift bandage.

“Tanya,” she called over Matt’s shoulder. “Baby, are you okay?”

Tanya was still crouched over the dead thug with her back to them. She did not respond to Stacy.

Matt found himself beginning to doubt his initial distrust of Tanya. She clearly wanted to be with Stacy bad enough to fight for it. To kill for it.

Matt finished the knot on the bandage and went over to Tanya, placing a hand on the small of her back.

Tanya spun at his touch like a wary animal. Her jaws were lathered in gore as she chewed rhythmically on a slick purple loop of intestine.

She was eating the dead thug.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

When Tanya saw the look on Stacy’s face, she let the rubbery chunk of intestine drop from her lips, wiping her mouth sheepishly with the back of one hand.

The horror of the moment stunned Matt into silence. Just a moment ago he’d practically been ready to throw a welcome-home party for Tanya. Now the reality came rushing back to him. It didn’t matter how much she looked and sounded like the woman Stacy used to love. She wasn’t a human being anymore. She was a walking corpse who needed to eat people to stay alive. She was a monster.

“Sorry,” she said, shrugging like it was no big deal. Like she’d been busted sneaking a bite of the cake that was supposed to be saved for company.

“Tanya, no…” Stacy moaned. “I’ll feed you. You don’t have to do this.”

“I’m hungry, baby, and I’m sorry to say that your burned French toast just doesn’t do the trick. I woke up hungry and I’ve been hungry ever since. It’s part of the deal, I suppose, being one of the walking dead.”

“She’s not Tanya anymore,” Matt said.

“Sure I am, baby,” Tanya said. “I’m just Tanya on a new diet. Think of it as Atkins plus.”

“Plus what?” Matt asked. “Murder? Did you kill Glen?”

“Glen?” Tanya frowned. “Who’s Glen?”

“The guy at the pier.”

“Oh,” Tanya said. “Him.” She turned away. “What can I say? I got hungry. He was there.”

Matt glanced over at Stacy. She was staring at the water, at the deck, at the sky. Anywhere she could pretend she couldn’t hear any of this.

“What about Oscar? The dockworker they pulled out of the water near the aquarium, the one with the tattoo.”

“No,” she said. “I didn’t kill the Black Dahlia either. Look, I told you, I got hungry. That one guy was there. That’s the end of the story.”

“That one guy and this one guy.”

Matt gestured to the dead thug.

“Right.” Tanya wiped her dripping chin again and smirked.

“Tell me what happened to you after we left.”

“I don’t know,” she said, her expression suddenly far-off and a little anxious, “but I do know this: I’m not the first one.”

Matt turned sharply toward her, thinking back to the chained fighters he’d seen in the training room. The ones who looked too horribly battered to be vertical, yet they were.

“What do you mean?”

“I saw other dead people, people like you and me, reanimated, when I was fighting for Long. But they were…not right. Like animals. I just blocked it out, told myself they were sick or beat up bad or something like that. I remember one of them got out, got loose, and Long’s weird friend sent a bunch of tattooed guys to get her back. I guess they didn’t all make it home from that little hunt.”

“Long’s friend?” Matt could feel the nausea in his gut turning to icy dread.

“Yeah,” she said. “He had this creepy guy that was always hanging around. He didn’t say much, but he was always smiling, like a game-show host who was about to give you the grand prize. Long was just a pervert who liked to watch women fight, but that guy. He was worse. He was the first thing I saw when I, you know, woke up.”

Mr. Dark waiting for the rebirth like a proud papa in the delivery room. Was that what this was all about? Was he trying to create some kind of supersoldier to spread his evil across the globe? Was he trying to create his own Matt Cahill? Or was Matt one more in a long list of failed experiments? What did all of this have to do with the altar at the Blood Mesa and the fighting pits here and at the mental hospital? Matt could feel tendrils of connections, but he still couldn’t make any sense of them.

“Look,” Stacy said, getting to her unsteady feet and taking Tanya’s hand. “This is fascinating and all, but we can’t hide forever. We have to get you out of here. Out of Long Beach. Maybe even out of the country.”

Matt wanted to shake her. Tanya was a flesh-eating ghoul, and all Stacy could think of was trying to protect her.

“We’re all exhausted right now,” Matt said, stalling until he could figure out what to do. “Beat to hell and back, burned-out, and worn down. You shouldn’t be walking on that leg, at least not until the bleeding stops.” He gestured to the spreading bloodstain on the strip of shirt tied around her thigh. “And as for me, I didn’t sleep all night. If we keep running now, we’re all gonna crash—sooner rather than later. What we need is a little rest. You need time to prop that leg up and put some pressure on it. We can take turns on watch.” He gestured around the mildewed cabin. “This is as good a place as any. Easy to defend. Only one way in or out. We can take off in an hour or two. Okay?”

Stacy looked down at her wounded leg, nodded.

“I’ll take the first watch,” Tanya said.

At that point, Matt had no idea if they could trust Tanya or not. She clearly loved Stacy and was willing to fight to be with her. Or so it seemed. But she was also a cannibal. A hungry cannibal who would be getting hungrier with every passing hour. What were they going to do the next time she got hungry?

He sat down slowly on a short stack of wooden pallets covered by a folded canvas tarp, his body battered and aching from the fight. He didn’t think there would be any way that he could possibly sleep with all these questions flapping around inside his head like a colony of rabid bats, but now that all the jangling adrenaline had burned off, he was exhausted and deep-fried. He was out cold less than a minute after his eyes drifted shut.

* * *

Matt woke to find himself in the bed he’d shared with his wife, Janey, in the cabin he’d built for her, in another lifetime. The worn, comfortable sheets were still fragrant and warm from her body, and her scent enveloped him, as cozy and familiar as the faded quilt she had inherited from her grandmother. Her scent was not so much a single perfume as a kind of olfactory song composed of many harmonious notes. Her spicy-sweet sandalwood shampoo. Her favorite handmade olive oil soap. Her special eco-friendly laundry detergent that she insisted on buying even though it was more expensive than the regular kind. Her hand lotion and her lip balm. Her body. Her breath. Her life.

He’d had a really rough moment when her hospice care aide tried to wash the sheets she’d died on and he nearly punched the poor guy in the face. He was that desperate to hang on to his wife’s elusive scent. But of course he couldn’t, and it faded away and was gone. Just like she was.

Now that smell was back, and breathing it in sent a warm endorphin rush through his body, coalescing into a hot flush of blood between his legs. He rolled, gathering the sheets up under his chin, and when he turned toward the window, she was standing there silhouetted against the sunrise. They’d had this ongoing mock war about leaving the bedroom curtains open or closed. She felt suffocated if she couldn’t have an open window while she slept, but he felt it was safer and more private to keep the curtains shut. Even though their nearest neighbor was three miles away, he still felt worried in an abstract kind of way about someone trying to peep on Janey. Looking at her then, standing there in her girlish cotton panties in front of the wide-open window, he was glad he’d let her win. Her hair was sticking up all funny in the back, and her eyes were still a little squinty from sleep as one hand slid idly over the contour of her belly, toying with the waistband of her panties. She was so beautiful. His love for her felt weighty and raw inside his chest, like a second heart.

“Come back to bed,” he said.

She smiled that slow, sweet smile, her eyes telling him she knew exactly what he meant, but she stayed by the window. The gentle flush between his legs turned hard, urgent.

Looking back over her shoulder at the open window, she skinned her panties down her long, lean legs and tossed them at him, laughing and doing a crooked little catwalk twirl like she was daring the world to peep on her. Gently teasing him for his worries about the open curtains, but somehow it didn’t bother him at all.

“Come on, Lady Godiva,” he said, clenching a fist around her discarded panties. “Don’t make me come get you.”

“Fine,” she said, mock pouting with her arms crossed over her breasts.

She came over to the bed, sliding under the covers beside him and turning away as if she were just going to go back to sleep. He wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her close, belly to back, pressing his face into the fragrant tangle of her auburn hair. She purred and snuggled into his embrace.

There was this spot on the back of Janey’s neck right beneath her hairline that was intensely sensitive. A spot that they jokingly referred to as the shortcut, because all he had to do to get her in the mood was run his fingers lightly over the back of her neck. He pressed his lips to that spot, flicking his tongue lightly over her soft, slightly sweaty skin. She shuddered and let out a sweet, effervescent giggle.

“Cheater,” she said, back arching and legs parting slightly as she pressed back against him.

He slipped a hand down between her thighs. She was already wet.

He held back from entering her for a moment, eyes closed and gorging himself on her scent. Wanting that moment to last forever. But it wasn’t long before he couldn’t wait for one more second.

As he thrust deep into her, an awful kind of dissonance shuddered through him like a klaxon alarm, a strident warning cutting through the familiar warmth and comfort of Janey’s body against his own. There was a new smell, something burned and spoiled, like rancid pork fat clinging to a dirty barbecue grill.

Tanya.

He woke with a half-formed shout, shoving Tanya away.

“What the fuck,” he said, half sitting up and crab walking backward away from her. He was furious and still ferociously turned on in spite of his revulsion.

“What’s the big deal, baby?” Tanya smirked and shrugged. “I’m hungry. So are you.”

“I’m not…” Matt said.

Tanya arched an eyebrow at the very obvious evidence to the contrary.

“No?”

“I mean…” He twisted away from her, struggling to get his jeans buttoned. “I was dreaming. I’m not like you.”

“Yes, you are. We both came back from the dead. We both see things the rest of the world doesn’t see. We’re both killers.”

“I’m not a killer,” Matt said.

“Tell that to the thugs you butchered with that ax of yours.”

“I kill people who have been corrupted by evil because I have to. To stop them from hurting others.”

“Of course. You’re a hero, not a monster like me.” She smirked. “Right?”

“I’m not a monster.”

At least not yet, he thought. If he kept going long enough, would he turn into something like her? Or something even worse? He couldn’t help thinking of Abbey…and Barnabas. Dead like him…and yet evil like Tanya.

“You’re a homicidal walking corpse, just like me. The only difference is that I’m honest about what I am.” She leaned in close, rank breath hot on his neck. “Why can’t you admit that you like killing? Doesn’t it feel good when you lob the head off an evil ‘monster’? Doesn’t it make you just a little bit hard?”

“Get away from me.”

“Aw, come on, lover,” she said. “Don’t be that way. Just give me a little taste. It’s not gonna kill you.”

“Don’t touch me.”

She reached for him, and he tried to shove her away. She would not be shoved, climbing into his lap and wrapping her powerful legs around his waist. She was a determined and experienced grappler and unnaturally strong. Trying to get free of her embrace was like trying to wrestle four pythons at the same time. The two of them fell together off the edge of the pallet, rolling across the grimy deck.

“Get the fuck off me,” he spat, struggling to free his right hand from where she’d pinned it against his chest.

“You like hitting women, Matt?” she asked, grinding her pelvis against him. “Go ahead. I can take it. I like it.”

She sank her teeth into the meat of his trapezius muscle, and any thoughts he might have had about not hitting women went right out the window. But he didn’t have to hit her to get her off him.

The second she bit into him, she instantly recoiled and rolled away, retching as if she’d just bitten into maggot-infested roadkill.

“What the fuck is going on here?”

Matt looked up at Stacy standing over him, eyes narrow and suspicious. She ran to Tanya, crouching beside her with a hand on her lover’s heaving back.

“What did you do to her?” Stacy asked.

“What did I do to her?” Matt touched his bleeding shoulder. “She bit me!”

“You bit him?” Stacy frowned, looking from Matt to Tanya and back again.

Her expression seemed more jealous than concerned for Matt. He had no idea how she would react if he were to mention the other things Tanya had been trying to do to him.

Tanya had been down on all fours, hair in her face, but she lifted her chin to Stacy, eyes full of confusion and remorse. A thick, clotted dribble of brownish fluid bubbled from the corner of her mouth.

“I don’t…” She swiped at the trickle with a shaking hand. “Jesus, I don’t know anything anymore. I’m just…so hungry…”

“Let me talk to her,” Stacy said. “In private.”

He wanted to shout at her not to be stupid. To scream that she was having a private moment with a monster. That they should be trying to find out how to kill her, to teach her dining etiquette. But he knew it would be useless.

The two women walked together through a curved doorway, arms around each other and heads leaning close together, whispering. Excluding Matt completely. He sat back down on the stack of pallets, fists pressed to his throbbing temples.

He couldn’t let Tanya continue like this. It was only a matter of time before Mr. Dark’s virulent evil overpowered any vestigial emotion and connection she might have with Stacy.

But what if he was wrong? Stacy’s love was so strong—could it possibly be strong enough to keep Tanya from slipping completely to the dark side? And if it could, wouldn’t that mean it was possible that there was another weapon for Matt to use in his war against evil besides his ax?

Because Tanya’s whispered questions were still echoing through his head, playing right into all the doubt that had been simmering underneath the surface all along. He’d known what it meant to be a good man once. Now he had no idea what that meant.

And if he wasn’t a good man, or even a man at all anymore, then exactly what was he? Was he a monster? An unnatural abomination? A voracious, bloodthirsty killer? As he became more detached from the life he used to have, more isolated from the rest of the day-to-day world, would the line between him and Tanya become blurred? Disappear altogether? Would he become what he hunted?

Or had that happened already?

He could hear the sounds of a muffled argument coming through the hollow steel walls of the ship.

“…you come to me, do you understand? Come to me!”

Then more unintelligible words, the tone anguished and desperate. Then silence.

Matt thought of all the times trusted friends tried to take him aside and tell him that Andy was a liability. How he would never listen. And how deeply it hurt, knowing they’d been right all along. Andy, who had been abused just like Tanya. Who never got a fair shake in life and was always treated like trash. Who just needed someone to give him a chance. And in the end, it all went to shit. Just like it would with Tanya. Sooner rather than later.

Matt stood, pacing. Tense and conflicted. But there was no other option. He had to take Tanya out before she killed anyone else. Stacy would hate him for it, but that was unavoidable. He’d just have to reconcile himself to being the bad guy. To making the hard choices and accepting the consequences. Because sometimes you had to do bad things for good reasons. And because in the end there were no good guys. There was just him.

He got his ax and went looking for Tanya and Stacy.


CHAPTER TWELVE

When he found them, he thought for a moment that they were having sex again. Tanya’s head was between Stacy’s wide-open legs. Stacy was gripping Tanya’s tangled hair in shaking fists, head thrown back. But the expression on her face was a grimace of agony, not ecstasy.

When Tanya heard Matt enter, she turned her head. The whole lower half of her face was lathered in dripping blood, inconsolable tears making clean tracks down her cheeks. When she moved her head to look at Matt, she revealed that she’d unwrapped the bandage on Stacy’s leg and had been chewing on the wound beneath. What had started out as a two-inch-long wound was now a jagged, gaping hole on the inside of Stacy’s thigh.

Stacy showed him her palms, supplicating. Her face was icy pale and sheened with cold sweat.

“Wait,” she said. “It’s okay. I want this. I want this.”

Matt felt a wave of despair wash through him. He’d allowed himself to hope that Stacy’s love for Tanya could bring her back from evil. But instead it led her to forgive the evil, to embrace it and give herself to it. In the end, even this great love was just another piece of humanity that could be corrupted and used to destroy. He knew what he had to do. And from the tortured look in Tanya’s eyes, he could see that she knew too. She hung her head and dropped her arms to her sides.

“I’m sorry,” Matt said, raising the ax.

“No!” Stacy screamed.

But it was too late. The blade of the ax sank deep into Tanya’s already broken neck, slicing easily through the rotted tissue and crushed vertebrae. A second stroke took her head clean off her shoulders.

For an awful, frozen moment, Tanya’s headless body remained upright, kneeling between Stacy’s splayed legs and half-turned toward Matt. Her arms shot involuntarily upward like those of a person who realized too late that the wind has blown her hat away. A trickle of yellow bile mixed with some sludgy black dribbled from the stump, but nothing resembling warm, living blood. Tanya’s body curled slowly in on itself and then collapsed into Stacy’s lap.

Meanwhile, the severed head had landed about six feet to the right, faceup, and something else was leaking from the other half of the cut neck. Something more like smoke than liquid, with a noxious, sulfuric odor and a gritty particulate weight like swirling ash. Whatever animating force Mr. Dark had been using to drive Tanya was gone, and all that was left behind was this weird ethereal residue. As that unnatural substance dissipated into the salty air, Matt couldn’t help wondering, for a fleeting second, what was inside him. What arcane ichor flowed through the channels of his own lifeless body? And if Mr. Dark had brought back Tanya, who had brought back Matt? And why?

Behind Matt, a soft scrabbling sound made him turn his head back to Stacy. She was trying to get her feet under her but was weak from blood loss.

He rushed to her side to help her and she shoved him away with surprising strength.

“Don’t fucking touch me,” she hissed.

Matt stumbled backward, hands up and open.

“Stacy, please.”

“Well, this is an interesting development,” a new voice said as several pairs of arms grabbed Matt from behind, the cold, hard snout of a pistol pressed against his temple.

The speaker’s face was a mass of burned flesh, shreds of skin scorched and melted into one another like a box of crayons left out on a hot day. Grease oozed out of the gaps between the flaps and dripped into the twisted hole that had once been a mouth. Topping this horror was a shining mane of bright white hair. It was Mr. Long, flanked by several of the dull-eyed, rotting henchmen. Matt was still and sick with adrenaline as the thug behind him slid a thick, hairy forearm around his neck, gun sliding down his face and mashing the meat of his cheek against his teeth. He searched the long, narrow room, desperate for options, any kind of plan, no matter how farfetched. There was a rusted pipe wrench and some moldy rope on the far side of the room. His ax lay where he’d dropped it, now out of his reach. There were several gaping holes in the rusted floor and walls, but nothing close enough to be useful. A single round, glassless window the size of a dinner plate gave Matt a stark view of the cold, uncaring ocean. Possibly the last thing that he would ever see. Could this really be the end of the line? The end of Matt’s inexplicable nonlife?

Mr. Long crouched down beside Stacy, and she flinched away from him, eyes wide in her pale, sweaty face.

“You’re quite a tough cookie,” Mr. Long told her. Matt recognized the voice. It was Mr. Dark, inhabiting Long, using his corpse like a puppet.

“I’m not your fucking cookie,” she spat.

“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong. Your girlfriend was my…fucking cookie. So to speak.” His huge grin got even bigger. “Now that she’s gone, I’ll need a new cookie. Someone like you.”

“Don’t listen to him, Stacy,” Matt said, his voice crushed down to a rough whisper.

Mr. Long gestured at Tanya’s severed head, and it rolled to face Stacy, upside-down eyes fluttering open.

“I can bring her back again to be with you,” Mr. Long said. “You’ll live forever, together forever.”

“Stacy?” An impossible, awful voice emanated from Tanya’s head. “Baby, are you there? I feel cold.”

“I…”

Stacy looked from Tanya’s head to Mr. Long and back again, her face a battleground. Then she screamed and lunged for Matt’s ax. She swung with all her remaining strength at the thug with the gun to Matt’s head. The ax sliced through the front third of his motorcycle boot, chopping off all the toes along with it.

Instead of shooting Matt in the head and ending it all right there, the thug let go of Matt’s neck and swung mindlessly at Stacy as if swatting at an annoying bug. Unbalanced by his missing toes, he toppled sideways, dropping the gun. The two other henchmen were fumbling for their own weapons, and Mr. Long was twisted around to face Matt. Seething fury animated the pile of flesh that used to be Long’s face into something even more ugly and inhuman. There was no time to think. Matt had to act fast.

He ducked down and lunged forward, grabbing Stacy around the midsection and shoving her through a jagged hole in the wall. Gunshots pinged all around him as he rolled through the gap after her, leaving scraps of cloth and skin behind on the toothlike edges.

Matt raised himself into a wary crouch and surveyed their new surroundings. They were inside some sort of half-deconstructed cargo hold that was solid on their end and nothing but raw metal girders on the other. For a crazy second, Matt thought that it was somehow raining inside the ship, but the sharp stench and the burn of the droplets against his upturned face told him that one of the henchman’s bullets had pierced a fuel tank. The rain was gasoline.

Matt had seen this movie before. Only last time, when flammable gas was pouring out into Long’s amphitheater, there had been a sewer hole to get away in. And Stacy had had two working legs.

He turned to Stacy and saw that she had wedged a warped chunk of steel mesh into the gap and was lying splayed and gasping on her back, one arm thrown across her eyes to protect them from the toxic rain. The puddle of blood from her half-eaten thigh was distressingly large and getting larger by the second. She still had Matt’s ax clutched against her chest.

Matt ran to the edge of the solid floor and looked down. It was about a six-foot jump across exposed and dangerous machine parts and into the icy water beyond. From there, they would have to swim around the massive bulk of the dead ship to reach the shore. Who knew how far down the high, inaccessible docks they’d need to go before they found a way to climb out of the water? It would be hard for Matt alone, and even harder with the injured Stacy in tow, but he had no other choice. The thugs were pounding and tearing at the steel mesh temporarily blocking them from Stacy. It wouldn’t be long before they got through.

“Okay,” Matt said, taking Stacy’s hand. “Can you stand?”

She shook her head. Her lips had gone a deep, bruisy blue in her pale face. It was clear that she was swiftly bleeding out.

“I can’t make it, Matt.”

“I’ll carry you,” he said, lifting one of her limp arms around his neck. “Come on.”

“Not gonna happen,” she said, shoving him away and then pressing the ax into his hands. “Bleeding like I am, we’d both be shark bait the second we hit the water. I know I’m dying now, but I don’t want to go like that.” She lifted a shaking hand and started fumbling in one of her many pockets. “I have a better idea.”

She reached underneath her back and pulled a gun. “I grabbed it up there to blow Long’s head off, but you didn’t give me the chance.”

Not that it would have made a difference.

“No,” he said, “you can make it. I saved your life once. I won’t leave you now.”

“Yes, you will,” she said. “You know it’s the only way.”

“But…”

She was right. He hated it, so much it made him want to put a fist through the rusted steel wall, but she was right.

“Get out of here, will ya?” Stacy said with a weak half smile. “You can watch the fireworks from the shore.”

The thugs were making serious headway with the mesh covering one end of the gap between the rooms, peeling it back enough to reach through, oblivious to the way the sharp edges tore into their flesh. One of the groping hands clamped around Stacy’s ankle.

“Now!” Stacy cried, shoving Matt toward the edge.

He looked back at her one last time. She held her chin high, and her eyes were clear and sure. All that hotheaded reckless immaturity had been stripped away, leaving behind a cold and terrible kind of wisdom.

Matt jumped.

The murky water was so cold it felt like a slug in the chest, crushing all the air from his body. The ax felt like it weighed a thousand pounds, its weight pulling him down, but he would not let it go. He started swimming one-handed, putting Stacy’s talk of sharks out of his mind and focusing only on the distant shore.

A bright flare of orange made him twist around to look behind him. The old ship was engulfed in flames, filling the afternoon sky with oily black smoke. As Matt rounded the ship’s stern, the dock came into view. A group of surprised dockworkers were pointing and videoing the fire with their cell phones as sirens wailed in the distance. None of them seemed to notice Matt. None except a single man, standing slightly apart from the rest. A man with a Tapout T-shirt and a cheerful smile. Mr. Dark.

He winked at Matt, then turned and disappeared into the jostling crowd.

“Hey, look,” one of the workers cried. “There’s a man in the water!”

“Come on!” another called out to Matt. “Swim this way!”

Matt made his way toward the waving men, allowing them to haul him up by the scruff and onto the dock.

“You okay, mister?” a chubby young Mexican guy asked, helping Matt to his feet and nervously eyeing the ax. “What the hell happened?”

“Long story, kid,” Matt replied, clearing his smoky lungs and spitting seawater.

“You’d better wait here for the firemen,” another, shorter man said. “You might be hurt.”

Matt shook his head.

“I can’t,” he said, shouldering the ax. “There’s still work to be done.”

He took off down the dock, following the elusive Mr. Dark.
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