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CHAPTER ONE
 
A bump in the road jolted Matt awake just in time to read the sign welcoming him to Crawford. He checked the road atlas in his duffel. The dim light in the cabin of the GrayLine bus made it difficult to read, and the fact that the driver seemed determined to ride over every pothole in the fucking road didn't help. After flipping through a few pages, he came to Tennessee. Then, just as he'd done back in Nevada when he bought his ticket, he ran his finger along Interstate 30 until he found the tiny speck that represented the town.

Crawford, Tennessee, population 5,421. At the time, it was as far as he could get on the money in his pocket. From here he'd have to walk, at least until he could find a few days' work to put more cash in his hand. Then he'd buy another ticket and go...somewhere. He didn't really know where yet. Mr. Dark didn't exactly leave a forwarding address.

The drive from Nevada had been long, but he was able to get some sleep, even if the seats in the bus weren't very comfortable. At least it was cheaper than a motel, which he couldn't afford anyway. He'd have to find something, though. A town the size of Crawford probably didn't have a Y.

The bus pulled into town just as the sun peeked over the eastern horizon, slowing down in what passed for Crawford's downtown district. A few buildings here and there rose to three or four stories, and an aging brick post office stood next to a silver, fifties-style diner on the left side of the street. On the right, the courthouse sat in the middle of a large, manicured green lawn. The white concrete building was the most modern thing he'd seen in the town so far, and sported an entire floor of tiny barred windows. Like a lot of small towns, Crawford must keep its jail right inside the courthouse.

Convenient.

The bus pulled up to the courthouse and stopped. The hiss of brakes accompanied the metallic squeal of the vehicle's door as the driver opened it to let Matt out.

"Here?" Matt asked.

The driver—a chunky, balding man who looked eighty but was probably much younger—smiled, showing Matt a handful of discolored teeth amid his brown, swollen gums. "Ain't no terminal in Crawford, son," the man said. "Too small. Courthouse is the best I can do." With that, the driver grabbed a clear plastic bottle, brought it to his lips, and spat out a thick brown wad.

Mat stepped off the bus, his duffel bag in hand, and waited for the driver to follow him. The driver rose from his chair amidst a volley of creaks, cracks, and grunts and stepped off the bus behind Matt.

Matt followed him to the middle of the bus, where the driver produced a set of keys and unlocked the bottom compartment.

"It should be in the back," the driver said.

Matt poked his head inside. There, nestled against the back of the compartment, was his ax. It lay snug between two pieces of soft red luggage, probably the property of the dirty blonde in the back row. The driver had said he'd make sure it was safe. Matt pulled a five dollar bill from his pocket and handed it over.

"Thanks," he said.

"You're welcome," the driver replied.

Matt pulled the ax from the hold, smiling at the reassuring weight of it in his hands, and waited for the question. Why you carryin' that thing around, anyway? He'd been asked the same by dozens of people from Oregon to Nevada, and by the look on the driver's face, he wanted to ask, too. All Matt could ever think to say was that the ax had belonged to his grandfather, and it was sentimental. But the driver didn't ask. Instead, the old man closed the compartment door, then turned around and walked back to the front of the bus, shaking his head and muttering to himself. His chorus of bodily creaks and pops went with him.

As the bus pulled away, Matt put the ax into his duffel bag and looked around. The sleepy foothills town was just starting to wake up. A few cars ran up and down the road, their headlights still ablaze in the early morning light. The small diner he'd seen from the bus was closed, but down the street he saw the bright yellow M of a McDonald's. The rumble in his belly reminded him he hadn't eaten much of anything the last couple of days. Bus terminal food consists mainly of whatever can be found in the vending machines.

He checked his wallet and found twelve dollars. That would be enough for breakfast. Hopefully the restaurant would have a newspaper and he could check the want ads. He didn't need much. A few days chopping wood on a farm would pay more than enough to get him to his next stop, wherever that turned out to be.

Matt started walking down the street. Several signs hung out on the sidewalk proclaiming local businesses; a tax specialist here, a law office there, even a tanning salon advertising its location with a picturesque scene showing a bright yellow sun shining down on a bronze woman who had clearly had some work done. A row of young weeping willows lined the road, their wispy branches swaying in the light breeze. A sign on the corner told him he was on Main Street. He could've guessed as much, given the courthouse. Quaint.

Just as he reached the parking lot of the McDonald's he caught the sound of a siren in the distance, which soon turned into several. Long and low, with a slow warble. Police sirens. Matt stopped and waited, listening to the sounds as they drew closer. Soon they were joined by the more rapid, high-pitched scream of an ambulance. In the distance, Matt saw the telltale red and blue glow over the tops of some buildings.

Then a police car burst into view, turning on Main Street and whizzing past the McDonald's. Two other identical cars followed immediately behind. All three cars were white Ford Crown Victorias with the words "Crawford Police" stenciled on the side in big blue letters. Behind them, the ambulance brought up the rear, a big white and orange Ford that read "Blake County Emergency" on the side. It whizzed by the restaurant and, like the police cars, disappeared down the street, the siren fading in the distance.

Matt turned his back on the emergency vehicles and walked into the McDonald's. Above the counter, brightly lit menu options glowed. The images of the food made his stomach growl, and he stepped up to the counter. A slender young woman who looked barely old enough to buy beer stood behind the register. She wore her long brown hair tied in the back—probably due to restaurant policy— and wore a tag on her shirt that read, "Hi. My name is Annie."

Annie paid him no attention. Her face was locked in the direction of the departing emergency vehicles. After a few moments, she shook her head.

"Looks like they found another one," Annie whispered.

"Another what?" Matt replied, but Annie ignored him. Matt turned back towards the cars. Only the red and blue glow was still visible. He could barely see it above the buildings on Main Street. Then, after a few seconds, even that disappeared.

Once the lights were gone, the girl seemed to come back to life. She turned towards Matt, smiled, and cleared her throat. "Can I help you, sir?"

Matt looked up at the menu again. "The biscuits and gravy, please. And a medium coffee."

"Yes, sir. That'll be $4.38."

Matt handed her five one-dollar bills and waited for his change.

"Will there be anything else?" Annie asked.

"Yes," Matt said. "What did you mean when you said they must have found another one? Another what?"

For the first time, Annie actually looked at Matt. Her eyes took in Matt's clothes, his dusty jeans and wrinkled shirt, then settled on the long duffel bag on the floor by Matt's feet. The girl's gaze lingered on the bag for a few seconds. Then she shrugged and looked up.

"You're new around here, aren't you?" Annie asked.

Matt nodded, thinking it was obvious. "Got here a few minutes ago. Just passing through."

"You picked a bad place to stop, sir," she said, handing over the coffee. "Check the newspapers. Crawford's got a serial killer running around. The Blake County Killer, they call him. Been operating in this county for a couple of years now. Those cops—" Annie inclined her head in the direction the police had gone "—are probably on their way to check out another body."

Something beeped behind the counter, and she turned around to grab Matt's biscuits and gravy. She set them down on a small brown tray and handed it across the counter. "Welcome to Crawford, sir."




CHAPTER TWO
 
The old single story building was made of dusty red bricks. The windows had a cloudy look, as though they hadn't been washed in a long time. Matt looked at the hanging sign above the peeling green door. "Abbey's Antiques" was written across it in curvy purple letters. Beneath the name of the shop was the address: 3411 Maple Street. Matt checked it against the one from the newspaper ad.

Yup, he thought. This is the right place.

A small brass bell mounted above the doorframe jingled as he stepped into the shop. The smell of dust and age waited inside like a low hanging mist, and pulled him into the store before he realized it. Behind him, the bell tinkled a second time as the door swung closed.

"I'll be right with you," a woman's voice said from the rear of the store.

"No hurry," Matt called out, as he looked around the store.

Cluttered didn't begin to describe the layout of Abbey's. Thousands of items lined the shelves, aisles, and floor. Some even hung from hooks on the ceiling. Dust-covered pots, saws, picture frames, tea sets, figurines, and a host of assorted bric-a-brac sat in every available space, leaving just enough room for him to walk through.

Light reflected off hundreds of colored-glass pitchers, glasses, and decanters. A crystal serving tray with a wolf's head etched into the surface sat on a stand on the counter, complete with a set of wolf's-head utensils. Antique signs advertising everything from Coke to Hoover vacuum cleaners covered the walls like posters of Justin Bieber in a tween girl's bedroom. And everywhere he looked, every item was covered with a layer of dust.

He looked at the ad again. Wanted: Someone to help clear out excess inventory for storage. Short term. Pay negotiable. Apply at Abbey's Antiques, 3411 Maple St. Crawford.

"Excess inventory," Matt whispered. "No shit."

A few seconds later an attractive woman rounded the corner of an aisle and stepped into view. She looked to be in her late twenties, probably five and a half feet, with a slender, athletic build. She wore her blue and pink striped blouse—lightly covered in dust—tucked into a pair of Levis so tight they looked painted on. Her strawberry blond hair was tied back with a spotted blue bandana, and a pair of dirty white New Balance tennis shoe finished off the look. Despite the dust, Matt caught the scent of rose perfume. She raised her hand to tuck a wayward lock of hair back into place and offered him a smile that was anything but dusty.

Matt's first thought was to wonder what a woman like this was doing in an antique shop. His second was to wonder how his hair looked. He made a mental note to thank Annie for pointing him towards the newspaper ad the next time he saw her.

"I'm Abbey," the woman said, extending her hand. "Can I help you?"

"Abbey?" Matt took her hand. The long, slender fingers curled softly against his skin. "From the sign?"

"That's me. I own the place." She took her hand back and shoved it in her pocket. Matt noticed she wasn't wearing a ring. "What can I get you?"

Matt held up the newspaper ad. "I'm here for the work."

Abbey smiled again, even wider, if that was possible. "Thank God," she said. "I thought I was going to have to move all this shit by myself."

 "Where are you moving it to? The back room?"

"Storage."

"All of it?" Matt looked around at the various piles of trinkets from decades past.

"Yeah," she replied. "Closing up shop. This place has been sucking money out of my bank account for too damn long."

"Oh. Sorry to hear it."

"It's okay. This store was my mother's dream, not mine. She named it after me." Abbey swung her arms out in a wide arc, encompassing the entire place. "She was never very organized."

"Was?"

Abbey looked back at Matt. "Yeah. She died a little over three years ago."

"I'm so sorry," Matt replied.

For the first time since he stepped into the room, Abbey's face grew hard. "She was one of the first victims of The Blake County Killer. Bastard got her on her way home from the store in December 2008. The cops found her car with a bunch of Christmas gifts in the trunk. They didn't find the body for weeks, and when they did, they had to identify her with dental X-rays because..." Abbey stopped, then shook her head. "I'm sorry. Sometimes my mouth just goes and goes without permission. You didn't come here to hear all that."

"It's okay. I—"

"The job is to help me load all this stuff up into a box truck and haul it to storage, where we'll unload it and come back for more until the place is cleaned out. Pay is ten dollars an hour. Cash. You interested?"

"I thought the ad said the pay was negotiable."

"Well, mister...what was your name again?"

"Matt."

Abbey nodded. "Matt, then. That was just to get you in the door. It's an old trick." She winked at him. "It's ten an hour. You want it or not?"

"I'll take it, but only if you pay me daily."

"You thinking about getting drunk tonight?"

"I'm new in town. No friends or family. Just passing through, really. Gonna need a place to sleep. Even the cheap hotels won't let me pay for lodging with my good looks."

Abbey laughed. "Tell you what, Matt," she said. "There's a back office with a cot and a bathroom on the far wall. It's even got a shower. Save your motel money. You can sleep there."

"Sounds good," Matt replied.

"Great. Now, get to work."

Matt chuckled, but went to the back wall of the store. He had to turn sideways to get through the clutter, but he managed to get by. Once there he set down his duffel and took off his jacket. His gray T-shirt was thin, and would be ideal for a day of heavy lifting. When he turned around, he noticed Abbey staring at his arms.

"Looks like I made a good choice," she said. "Can you rip a phone book with those things?"

"I chopped a lot of wood back home," Matt said.

"Farm boy, eh?"

"Sawyer."

Abbey nodded. She was about to open her mouth to speak when the bell above the door jingled again. Both of them turned to see a man in a khaki-colored police uniform step through the doorway. The newcomer was tall and thick, with dark beetle eyes and brown hair. The hard creases on his shirt and pants spoke to the care he gave his appearance, at least in uniform. His expression looked like he'd just tasted something sour, and the scowl lines on his face seemed permanent. He took off his wide brimmed hat and stepped farther into the building.

"Sorry to bother you, Abbey."

Abbey sighed. "It's all right, Dale. What do you need?"

Dale looked at Matt. His eyes traveled the length of Matt's body, then settled on his face. "Who's this?" By the tone of his voice, Matt guessed the officer was not pleased by his presence.

He stuck out his hand, anyway. "Name's Matt. I'm just here to help Abbey move all this sh—stuff."

Dale didn't take Matt's hand. "Where you from, Matt?"

Matt held his hand out for another moment, then took it back and stuck it in his pocket. "North," he replied. Fuck the guy if he didn't like it.

Dale seemed about to say something else, but Abbey stepped in front of him. "Did you need something, Dale?"

Dale gave Matt one last hard look, then turned back to Abbey. "Just wanted to let you know they found another one. Over at Black Creek. Same as the others."

Abbey gasped. Apparently, she hadn't seen the police cars or heard the sirens this morning. Matt had, but then again, Matt didn't sleep much these days.

"Who?" she asked.

Dale's eyes fell to his boots, and right away Matt knew that whoever the victim was, Abbey wasn't going to like it.

"It was Eloise," Dale said finally.

"Stinnet?" Abbey asked. "Jim's wife?"

Dale nodded.

"Well, ain't that a fucking trick!" Abbey yelled. "She accuses me of sleeping with him, and then she turns up dead. Is that why you're here, Dale? To arrest me? You know I never laid a finger on either one of them. I'd rather fuck a porcupine with no lubricant."

"Damn it, Abbey. Don't you know me better than that by now?" Dale's eyes were earnest, even a bit moist, as though the big fellow might start leaking any minute.

Matt took a step back, wanting to fade into the background. He shouldn't be part of this discussion. It felt like he was intruding, somehow.

Dale noticed him and straightened his expression, clearing his throat as he did. "I just wanted to let you know, Abbey. Folks're liable to start talkin' again. I wanted you to be prepared."

Abbey took a long, deep breath, and then her lips split into a wan smile. "Of course. Thanks, Dale. I appreciate it."

"You're welcome." Just then, Dale's radio crackled, and a woman's voice called him back to the station. She sounded like an older lady who'd spent most of her life a smoker. Dale thumbed the volume down and gave Abbey one more look, then turned to go. He paused when his eyes settled on Matt again. "You know, Abbey, if you need to talk to someone... about anything... you can call me."

"I know," she replied. "Thanks, Dale. I've got work to do, though."

"Of course," Dale said. "Be careful." Even though he spoke to Abbey, his eyes never left Matt's face. "See you later."

With that, the tall country policeman turned his back on the two and strode out the door. The tinny ring of the bell followed him out.

"Nice guy," Matt said. "Friend of yours?" Matt couldn't help but notice the looks that Dale kept giving Abbey, but she hadn't returned them. For some reason, Matt very much wanted to know what the cop's position in her life was.

"Ex-husband," she replied.

"Sorry to hear it."

Abbey sighed. "Not as sorry as he was." She let out a deep breath and shook her head. Then she turned to face Matt. "Well Matt, you've already seen more in this town than you bargained for, I'll bet."

Matt just shrugged. How could he explain the things he'd seen? How could he tell her about his death? Or Mr. Dark? Maybe he should tell her how he'd been forced to shoot his best friend to keep him from murdering that asshole Silbert. Or about how, ever since he died, he had been able to actually see evil in people, which manifested as a rotting, festering sore that spread across the person's skin like leprosy. Ha! Fat chance! If he tried to tell her about himself, about how he was chasing across the country after a mysterious evil "man" that no one else could see, he'd lose the job and probably get locked up in a mental ward. Hell, a run-of-the-mill serial killer seemed more normal than anything in his life. At least since his wife died.

The thought struck him as a pretty sad indictment.

"So when do we start?" he asked.




CHAPTER THREE
 
Matt loaded the last box into the storage shed, setting it on top of another box with an audible grunt. The fucking thing was heavy! He wiped the sweat from his forehead with a damp towel, then stuck the tip of the towel into his back pocket.

"That's the last one," he said. "Should we do another load?" They'd been at it for seven hours, stopping only for a quick lunch at McDonald's, which seemed to be the only fast food restaurant in town, but so far they had managed to move about two thirds of the inventory from the store to the storage unit.

"No," Abbey replied. "It's almost six o'clock. We'll pick up again tomorrow. Right now I just want to eat something, then go to bed." She groaned as she bent sideways, stretching her abdominal muscles. Matt had been expecting to shoulder most of the work himself, but she surprised him. Abbey stayed with him the entire day, lifting, moving, and hauling just as much as Matt. If the soreness in his back— and Matt had spent a lifetime chopping wood— was any indication, she must be beat, too.

"Dinner sounds great," he said, wiping his hands on his jeans. "Any good places to eat around here?"

"A few," she replied, a hint of a smile on her lips.

"What? What are you smiling about?"

"You're about to ask me out, aren't you?"

Matt stared, his mouth slightly open. "I...uh..."

"Don't worry, Matt. I don't bite." She stepped down from a box of antique clocks and winked. "But if you're going to buy me dinner, you might want to ask me for a raise. I know how much you make, remember?"

"Oh?"

"At ten dollars an hour, I doubt you can afford me."

Abbey turned and walked out of the storage room, jingling the keys to the box truck in her hands. "And wash up first. Use the shower at the back of the store. I hope you have your own shampoo in that duffel, or else you're going to spend the evening smelling like Cucumber-Melon Suave."

Matt smiled. "I do. I even have some deodorant."

"Great," Abbey said through the window of the truck. "I'll pick you up at eight."

"It's a date," Matt replied.

It wasn't until she started the engine that he remembered she was his ride back to the store.

The truck started to pull out of the parking lot. "Oh, shit," he said, and took off at a run, trying to reach the door before she drove away. "Abbey, wait!"

# # #

At a tiny restaurant called Malloy's in downtown Crawford, Matt and Abbey sat outside in patio-style plastic chairs, enjoying the cool evening air after a sweaty day. She had picked him up at eight, as promised, in a white Ford van with the "Abbey's Antiques" logo painted on the sides. Matt had asked if she was going to repaint the van now that she was closing the store, and she'd laughed and asked if he did auto-body work as well as moving and sawing. Her laughter reminded him again of Janey, and he'd had to force her out of his mind for the rest of the drive.

The waitress brought over a fresh pitcher of Miller Draft and a pair of frosty mugs, just the thing to wash down a very dry burger and some greasy fries. He poured a mug for Abbey, then one for himself, and set the pitcher in the middle of the table.

"Thanks," Abbey said, smiling. She must have take a moment to freshen up before she left her house, because she once again smelled of her rosy perfume. She wore a thin white blouse and tight jeans again, much the same look as she had all day long. The only difference was this time, her hair wasn't shoved under a bandana and she'd gone to the trouble of putting on her makeup. The sandals on her feet bore three-inch heels that emphasized the shapely curve of her calves, which Matt couldn't help but notice. Abbey certainly had all the right curves in all the right places. He could see why Dale didn't want to let her go.

"You're welcome." He took a swig of his beer. The cold liquid flowed into his throat, but didn't do much to cool him off. "So you were married, huh? To a cop, no less."

"Do you always bring up failed relationships on a first date?" Abbey asked.

He leaned back in his chair, a hint of a smile on his lips. "I'm a bit out of practice," he conceded.

"Oh? Are you divorced, too?"

A mental snapshot popped into Matt's mind. A resort in Cozumel, not long after his wedding. Palm trees swayed gently in the breeze as Janey lay on a towel at the pool. The only thing separating her skin from the air was a thin red bikini she'd picked up the week before, and even then her nipples poked through the fabric, drawing his eyes right to them. She held a frozen drink in her hand. On the side of the glass that touched her lips, the salt had worn away, but he could still taste it if he licked his lips. Her kiss had tasted like margaritas that day. 

Divorced? Never. Not in a million years.

"My wife died," he replied. "About a year and a half ago."

"I'm sorry."

"Not as sorry as I was," he said, echoing her comment from earlier that day.

"If you don't want to talk about it..."

"No," he said. "No, it's okay. I've gotten past it. It's just... I never know what to say to that." Matt realized he was wringing his hands and grabbed the mug to stop himself. "You know what I mean?"

Abbey nodded, then took a sip from her own mug. Her eyes never left Matt's.

"So what have you been doing since then?" she asked.

Nothing much. Just dying and living again, Matt thought. And killing my best friend. Oh, and I've been chasing the Devil. Have you seen him?

"Not much, really," he replied. "Just kinda wandering around. Seeing as much of the country as I can."

"That sounds great."

"Well, I'm not exactly building up my 401(k)."

"At least you're living," she said. "I've been stuck in that damn store for years."

"Not anymore," he said.

"True enough. I just wish I knew what to do next."

"I feel that way every day." Matt smiled.

"I bet you do." Abbey laughed. The sound was throaty but soft, almost sensual. Like silk against bare skin. She raised her glass. "To the great unknown," she said.

Matt clinked his mug against hers and took a long, hard drink. For a moment, all he could see was the bottom of his mug. The night was looking up. He finished his beer and set the mug down on the table.

And that's when he saw him.

The man on the sidewalk wore a wrinkled blue suit and scuffed loafers. The tail of a white shirt hung below the back of his sport coat, and his hands were shoved into his pockets. His dark hair was slightly messy, and his face showed a bad case of five o'clock shadow. He looked like a perfectly ordinary businessman on his way home from work.

Except for the moldy green blotch covering half his cheek.

Matt watched him walk by. The man had an angry look on his face, and muttered to himself as he passed. The decay on his cheek grew larger right in front of Matt's eyes, and when Blue Suit got to within a few feet, the smell of decay came with him. Matt had a hard time not gagging on the stench, but managed to keep the reflex in check.

Blue Suit walked right by his table and kept going. Matt tried to keep his eyes on him without being too obvious, but he wasn't doing a very good job of it.

"What is it, Matt?" Abbey asked.

"Who is that guy? The one in the suit?"

Abbey looked over Matt's shoulder. "That's Brad Linderholm. He's a local stockbroker. Why?"

Matt turned back to look at her, and almost choked.

There, about twenty feet behind Abbey and looking far too happy for Matt's liking, was Mr. Dark.




CHAPTER FOUR
 
He didn't look quite the same as he had before. The smile was still there, but the outfit had changed. Still, Matt knew Mr. Dark when he saw him, and right now, the asshole was laughing at him. "Hello, Mr. Cahill? Having a nice dinner?"

Matt shot from his chair. Finally! He'd caught up to Mr. Dark. This time he would get the answers he needed.

"Matt?" Abbey asked. "What is it?"

Matt ignored her, focusing on Mr. Dark. He stepped around the table and moved toward the man who'd been haunting his dreams. The muscles in Matt's arms twitched as he imagined himself choking the life out of him.

Mr. Dark laughed. "Did you happen to see my friend Mr. Linderholm? I wonder where he's going. Don't you want to find out? Of course, you can stay here with me, instead."

Shit! Brad! Matt turned to see which way the man in the blue suit had gone. He caught a glimpse of Linderholm walking around a corner. The sores on the side of his face had gotten bigger, nearly engulfing his whole head. Whatever Linderholm was doing, it wouldn't be long before someone got hurt. Maybe a lot of people. Matt recalled the way his lifelong friend, Andy, had gone off the deep end and murdered half a dozen people after being afflicted by Mr. Dark's touch. Could the same thing be happening with Brad Linderholm? Could he take that chance?

Damn!

"Matt?" Abbey asked again. "What are you staring at?"

Mr. Dark laughed again, his glittering black eyes daring Matt to make a choice: save someone or confront the evil son of a bitch who'd brought so much pain into his life.

Matt made his choice. "I have to go, Abbey," he said, and turned to run after Linderholm.

Mr. Dark's laughter followed him down the street.

# # #

Matt ran around the corner, chasing after the blue suit. He pushed and shoved his way through a small crowd of people, trying to keep Linderholm in sight. Fortunately, in a small town like Crawford, there were never any big crowds, and although Matt couldn't quite catch up, he was able to keep the back of the man's blue sport coat in sight. After a few minutes, Brad walked out of the busy district and onto the side streets. There the crowd thinned, and Matt was able to keep a safe distance without fear of losing sight of the man.

He followed him for several blocks, past a carpet store, a diner, and a small house with a sign on the front lawn that said "Madame Carla's Tarot Reading. Know what tomorrow has in store for you today!" Matt shook his head. Fuck tomorrow. Today was hard enough.

A few blocks later, Brad turned right into the driveway of a white two-story house. It was nicely trimmed, with a white fence, a neat, tidy lawn and a blue BMW in the driveway. Brad spat on the BMW as he walked by, leaving a sticky wad of greenish goo on the car's hood. He reached the front door and shoved his hand into his pocket. From where Matt stood, he heard the jangle of keys. He could also smell the odor of decay, and see the moldy green of Brad's hands. The rot had spread that far in just the short time it took him to walk from the restaurant to the house. Not good.

Here we go, Matt thought.

Brad stepped into the house, not bothering to shut the door behind him. Matt stalked up the driveway, waiting to hear shouting or screaming. He noticed the license plate on the BMW. JOHNSON1.

Johnson? I thought Brad's last name was Linderholm. Unless his wife…

Then it clicked.

Matt stood up and sprinted into the house, hoping to catch Brad before he could kill his wife and her lover. He didn't know who Johnson was, but he was willing to bet that Brad did.

Just inside the door was a foyer with three openings. The one on the right led into a large living room. The one on the left led down a long, windowed hallway with several doors. The one directly in front of him led to a stairway. He spent a few precious seconds trying to decide which way to go, then theorized that the master bedroom would probably be on the second floor. Halfway up the stairs his reasoning was justified as a trio of voices began yelling.

Two men, one woman, he noted. He couldn't understand the words, as they were muffled by doors and walls, but he was able to make out the tone, and it wasn't good. He ran up the rest of the stairs and stood on the landing. A hallway branched off in either direction. Matt paused, listening.

"Bitch! You fucking, whore-ass bitch!" That had to be Brad, and it came from the left. Matt ran. At the end of the hall, a set of double doors stood open, revealing a shadow on the floor.

"Put the gun down, Brad," a woman's voice cried. "Please! You don't want to do this!"

"The hell I don't!" Brad replied. The shadow on the floor moved. Matt noted the raised shape, which looked like an arm pointing deeper into the room. "Say good-bye, Laura."

He wasn't going to make it. He did the only thing he could think of.

"Stop!" Matt shouted. "This is the police!"

"Fuck!" Brad's voice again.

"Help me! He's crazy!" That would be Laura. A third voice, a man's voice, joined in the chorus but Matt couldn't make out his words.

"Put the gun down, Mr. Linderholm!" Matt ordered, trying his best to sound like a cop.

The shadow arm lowered, and Matt breathed a sigh of relief. He stood just outside the door now, not wanting to go into the room until he knew the gun was on the floor. "That's good. Now, drop the gun. Nice and slow."

"Oh thank God." Laura's voice. "Thank you, Officer."

The other man in the room, Johnson, whimpered, but Matt couldn't tell if he was talking or just blubbering.

 "Hell with this," Brad said. The shadow arm snapped up again, but this time it pointed the other way, back towards the hallway. Matt couldn't figure out what it meant. At least, not until the shot went off and a piece of the door exploded two inches in front of his face.

"Fuck!" Matt screamed. He dove for the floor just as another round tore through the door right where his head had been and thudded into the wall opposite.

"You don't sound like a cop," Brad jeered. "Where's your authority now, fucker?"

Two more shots split the door in half. One of the rounds embedded itself into the floor by Matt's feet. The other tore a line of fire across his shoulder. Matt yelped. That fucking hurt! He looked at the wound and was relieved and horrified to see it was just a graze. Relieved because he knew he'd be fine, and scared because now that he knew how much a grazing bullet hurt, he was in no hurry to find out what a solid hit felt like.

Brad Linderholm, his blue suit wrinkled and his shoes scuffed, stepped around the splintered door and out into the hall, his gun leading the way. It was a big bastard, too. It looked like a hand-held cannon. But that wasn't what drew Matt's attention.

When he had seen Brad near the restaurant, his face had just begun to fester. Now it looked as though Brad had been dead for a month or more. His face was half rotted away, allowing Matt to see the bone of his lower jaw. What flesh remained on the skull was limp and gray, and a host of insect larvae had set to devouring it. The stench of rot flowed into the hall like a thick, noxious cloud, making Matt gag despite the severity of his situation.

He scrambled backward, but soon found his back against the far wall. Brad smiled, his face dripping bits of flesh on the floor as the tattered muscles forced his lips into a grin.

"You're no cop," he said, and leveled the gun at Matt's head. Matt closed his eyes, waiting for the inevitable.

"I am," came a voice from down the hall. It was followed by a gunshot. The loud crack of the shot sounded like Armageddon in the confines of the hall, and Matt would have sworn his ears split open. At first, he thought Brad had done it. He'd pulled the trigger and blown Matt's brain all over the wall behind him. But he hadn't felt any pain. Then again, maybe he wouldn't. He couldn't remember the last time he died. Had he felt pain then?

"Son of...a...bitch..." Brad's voice. But it sounded strained, almost a wheeze.

Matt opened his eyes. Brad still stood in front of him, but the big gun was now pointed at the floor. Brad held his left hand clamped over his heart, where a large red stain grew bigger by the second. His face was turned down towards his chest, probably watching as his blood drained away. "Fucking...bitch..."

Brad slumped to the floor, his torso leaned sideways against the wall. The gun fell to the hardwood with a clatter. As he died, the rotting sores vanished, leaving his face clean and smooth, an ordinary man after a day at the office. Just like Andy, Matt thought.

The sound of a woman weeping came from the bedroom, as well as a man's voice saying "Oh shit oh shit oh shit" over and over again. Matt could sympathize. If he had his voice, he'd probably be saying the same thing.

"Well, look who's here," said a voice behind him. "We meet again."

Matt turned to see the cop from Abbey's, Dale, standing ten feet away, his gun raised and pointed at Matt. He didn't look happy.

"You mind telling me just what the fuck you're doing here, Matt?"




CHAPTER FIVE
 
"Well?" Dale asked. Matt couldn't help but notice that the lawman had yet to holster his pistol. A thin trickle of smoke rose from the barrel. It wasn't as big as Brad's gun, but it could still put a big hole in something. Or someone.

Matt found his voice. Finally. "I was just trying to help."

Dale nodded. "Uh huh. And how did you know what Brad was doing?"

Good question, Matt thought. I wish I knew.

"I... Just a hunch, I guess."

"A hunch? You expect me to believe that?"

"How did you know to come here, Officer?" Matt shot back.

"Don't take that tone with me, fella. I'll haul your ass in for the sheer fun of it if I want to. I can make up a charge if I wanna."

"Leave him alone, Dale," a new voice said.

Both men turned to look at the end of the hall. There was Abbey, standing at the top of the stairs. "Matt's a hero. He saved Laura and David. You should be thanking him that you aren't having to clean bits of them up off the floor right now."

A woman wrapped in a blanket emerged from the bedroom, nodding her head. "That's right, Dale," she said. "Brad was gonna kill us. Said he was gonna paint the walls with our blood." Tears streaked down her face, leaving thin mascara smudges down her cheeks. With her makeup in ruins, she looked a bit like Alice Cooper. "If that man there"—she pointed at Matt—"hadn't gotten here when he did, David and I would be dead."

Dale looked from Laura to Abbey, then back. Finally he grunted and shoved his pistol back into its holster. Matt breathed a sigh of relief and looked up at Abbey, silently thanking her for her help.

"I don't like this," Dale said to Abbey. "That guy's hiding something. You can tell just by looking at him."

"Like what, Dale?" Abbey asked. "He's got his own tarot deck or something?"

"I don't know," Dale replied. Then he turned towards Matt and glared from under his wide-brimmed hat. "But I'm gonna find out. Don't go anywhere. You either, Laura. You're all going to have to answer some questions." With that, Dale walked to the far end of the hall and grabbed his radio off his belt.

While Dale called in the incident, Laura slipped back into the bedroom, where David had finally stopped his litany of never ending oh shits.

Abbey squatted down next to Matt and put her hand on his cheek.

"You all right?" she asked.

Matt nodded. "Just a scratch. I've had worse."

"Big tough guy, aren't you?"

"Depends. Did I piss myself?" Matt asked.

Abbey's eyes flicked to his crotch, then back to his face. "Nope."

"Then yes. I am a big tough man." Matt smiled.

Abbey smiled back and proceeded to tear off a piece of Matt's shirt. "I wouldn't feel right rummaging through their bathroom, you know what I mean?"

Matt nodded. Suddenly he was very tired. He closed his eyes and let Abbey bind his shoulder without interruption.

"Tell me something, Matt."

"What?"

"How did you know to come here?"

"Just a hunch. Like I told Dale."

"Bullshit."

Matt opened his eyes to find Abbey staring at his face. Her gray eyes bored into his. She knew he was lying, but what could he tell her? He could see evil? That would go over well.

He sighed. "You wouldn't believe me if I told you."

Abbey turned to look at Dale, who stood about twenty feet away chattering into the radio. Then she turned back to Matt and leaned in close, putting her lips right next to his ear. "I know better, Matt," she whispered. "You see them, too, don't you?"

"See what?" Matt asked, so low even he had trouble hearing the words.

"Them," Abbey said, pointing at Brad's corpse. "When they start to rot and fester. Just before something bad happens."

Matt couldn't breathe. He couldn't speak. Could she? Could she really?

"You can see it. Can't you?" she asked. "The evil. I thought I was the only one."




CHAPTER SIX
 
Matt and Abbey sat at a folding table in the back room of Abbey's Antiques, a half-empty bottle of Jack Daniels between them. Matt's glass was empty, but Abbey's still had an inch of booze in it. She reached across the table and refilled his drink. Her hand shook a little, but whether it was from the alcohol or the events of the day, Matt didn't know.

"I still don't know how you convinced Dale to let me go," Matt said.

"And I don't plan on telling you," Abbey said. "So stop trying to get it out of me."

The officer had seemed determined to keep Matt in custody after he'd given his statement. Admittedly, Matt's statement was pretty weak, but he couldn't very well tell the truth. Then Abbey had intervened, taking Dale into a separate room. When they emerged, Dale said Matt was free to go, but warned him not to leave town in the next few days in case he was needed for more questioning. Matt assured him he would stay put, and then he and Abbey had left the place together, pushing through the throng of police, EMTs, and lookie-loos. On the way out, Matt could feel Dale's eyes boring into his back.

"Hang on," Abbey said. "I'm kind of a sugar junkie, especially when I drink." She reached into a drawer behind her and pulled out a plastic bag of candy. She reached into the bag and pulled out two lollipops, both red, and offered one to Matt. Seeing them brought Mr. Dark to Matt's mind, and he grimaced. Just the thought of sticking one of those things in his mouth almost made him gag.

"No thanks," he said. "Not big on sugar." Did she know about Mr. Dark? He'd have to find out.

"Suit yourself," she replied, and popped one into her mouth. She put the other back into the bag and shoved it back into the drawer. "So what's your story, Matt?" Abbey asked. "How is it that you can see what I see?"

Matt leaned back in his chair, trying to figure out the best way to answer. In the end, he settled on the truth. "In November of 2010, I was skiing with my girlfriend. The last thing I remember is being crushed by a mountain of snow. Next thing I knew, I was in a morgue and some guy was cutting into me with a scalpel."

"That must have been terrifying," Abbey said.

Matt nodded. "I'd been dead for months. They only found my body because of the spring thaw. Some little girl was building a snowman and—"

"Holy shit!" Abbey slammed her glass on the table, sloshing bourbon onto the tabletop. "You're that Matt Cahill?"

"You heard about it, huh?"

"It was all over the news. They called you a modern miracle."

"I guess." Matt finished his glass. "Never felt much like a miracle to me, though."

"No, I don't suppose it did." Abbey crunched into the lollipop and chewed the candy off the stick, which she tossed into the wastebasket. Then she lit a cigarette. The smoke curled lazily up towards the ceiling. Matt caught himself before he could make a comment about her obvious oral fixation and poured himself another glass of Jack, instead.

"So how about you?" he asked. "Did you die, too?"

"Not big on tact, are you?"

"Does it matter?" Matt replied.

"It might. Later." Abbey winked.

"Tell me."

For a moment she looked like she might, but then she shook her head. "Not right now," she said. "Story for another time."

The two lapsed into silence, Matt nursing another drink and Abbey staring at her glass. He wanted to ask her about Mr. Dark but wasn't sure how. Despite the fact that he'd found someone else who could see evil in people, he wasn't entirely convinced he had complete control of his mind. Even though the whole day had been crazy, he didn't want to make it worse.

Somewhere out in the shop, a bell chimed twice. Abbey looked at her watch.

 "Two in the morning," she said, stretching. "I think it's time I went home."

Matt looked around, remembering he'd be sleeping on a cot in the back room. The thought didn't sit well with his back, but after the uncomfortable bus ride that morning— had it really only been that morning?—and almost getting killed, even a cot in a rundown shop would be a luxury. He stood and stretched, reaching over his head and wincing as the bullet wound on his shoulder reminded him of its existence. His shirt rose up just a bit, but he barely noticed.

When he finished his yawn, he found Abbey staring at him. Her expression was hard to read. A mixture of amusement and mischief. And something else. He couldn't help but notice how her chest rose and fell with each breath, perhaps a little more than normal. The fabric of her blouse strained to keep everything covered. She answered his quizzical look by putting her arm on his shoulder and rubbing her thumb along his bicep.

"You wanna drive me home, cowboy?" she asked, her voice deep and throaty. It left no doubt in Matt's mind that he would not, in fact, be sleeping on the cot in the back of the store.

"I thought you'd never ask," he replied.

# # #

Matt had never considered himself a slouch in bed. Whenever the opportunity arose he always did his best to give as good as he got, and so far, he hadn't had any complaints.

But Abbey kicked his ass eight different ways.

They hadn't been in her house five seconds before she pushed and shoved him into her bedroom, kissing him and slipping out of her clothing the whole way. He didn't even get a good look inside the place. By the time the back of his legs hit the bed, she was already naked, and working her hands through his belt.

Her body was solid and toned, a woman used to working out, and it showed in the strength of her arms and legs as she held his hands to the bed and straddled him. She rocked back and forth on top of him for several minutes, breathing heavily, until her eyes closed and she dug her nails into the skin of his back. He felt the pinch in his flesh and knew if he checked he would find blood. The thought excited him more than he thought it would.

From there, she rolled over, pulling him on top of her. By now she was gyrating her hips and grinding into him like a piston, and Matt was just trying to keep up. She wrapped her legs around his back and used them to force him deep into her.

"Push!" she breathed. "Push that fucker right through me!"

Matt pushed for all he was worth.

Abbey moaned and ground her hips into his groin. She wrapped her hands in his hair and pulled as her body tensed. She moaned again, louder, and told him not to stop. So he didn't.

When he finally came, it was rough and hard, but felt wonderful. His muscles relaxed as the tension left his body. He rolled away from her, surprised at how much he was sweating, and thought about how much he'd needed that.

But Abbey had other ideas. She grabbed his shoulder, sending a twinge of pain down his arm as she brushed the bullet wound with her fingers, and pulled him back towards her. Then she maneuvered him on his back, climbed on top of him, and grinned. "That was just round one," she said. Then she kissed his abs, rubbing her lips into the muscle. She ran her tongue along the ridges, licking the salt from his belly.

Then she slid her tongue further down his body, teasing the base of his cock. To his surprise, he felt himself stiffening again. By the time her lips slipped over the head and down his shaft, he was as hard as a fucking rock.

Time for round two, he thought.




CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Matt raised his ax. He'd brought it with him from the store. Abbey had given him a strange look, but hadn't said anything. He just couldn't bear the thought of leaving it behind. It was his only connection to the past. To the person he used to be. On the bus ride, he'd been forced to stow it in a compartment, and even that had bothered him.

He brought the heavy blade down on the wood, smiling as it split in two. His shoulder barely hurt at all anymore. He'd checked the wound in the mirror after waking up and was surprised to find it had all but healed. One of the benefits of his condition, he supposed.

Good thing Abbey had a mountain of logs to split. Matt loved to work the wood. The labor cleared his head and kept him trim, plus it gave him time to think. He settled into the rhythm of the task: placing a log on the stump, hefting the ax, and splitting it. Repeat as desired. The steady thud of the blade into wood was as comforting to him as the sound of his own heartbeat.

Place.

Heft.

Chop.

Repeat.

It felt good to be outdoors. The day was starting off warmer than normal for this time of year, and the birds serenaded him as he worked. Abbey's place, it turned out, was set far back into the country. The house sat in the middle of the only cleared patch of land on sixteen acres. Her father, she said, had built the house with his own two hands. The man apparently liked his privacy.

He placed another log on the stump.

Last night with Abbey wasn't love. Matt knew that. He attributed it to a combination of alcohol consumption and the shock of finding a kindred spirit.

But were they kindred spirits? Really? Sure, Abbey could see evil, but what did that tell him about her? Nothing. Other than her ability to see the festering decay of evil and the fact that she was a demon in the sack, he really didn't know much about her at all.

Matt raised the ax over his head.

Obviously, she had been the one to call Dale the day before. Matt realized that now. Once he'd left, she must have figured where he was going, since she could see the sores on Brad's face, too. But why hadn't she come along? Was she afraid? Or just apathetic? Did she use her "gift" to help people, as Matt did? Or did she let it go to waste? Was she a potential ally? The thought had its appeal, and it was more than just the mind-blowing sex.

Matt brought the ax down, splitting the log with a sharp crack.

Matt hated to admit it, but he was tired of being alone all the time. Until now, he'd just figured it was his lot in life. His destiny. But if he could share his mission with someone else, a like-minded person who could help him hunt Mr. Dark...

Hell, did she even know about Mr. Dark? Matt needed to know, and he could think of only one way to find out. It was time to finish the discussion they'd started the night before.

He leaned the ax against the stump and turned toward the house. He entered through the same door in the side of the garage that he'd used to go out into the yard. Inside, Abbey's van sat cold and silent, waiting for them to make their trip back to town. He passed through the garage and into the house.

"That's none of your business, Dale." Abbey was on the phone when Matt walked into the house. She looked fantastic in a faded red T-shirt that was barely long enough to cover her ass. The smoke from her cigarette danced through the house. Matt could have lived without the smoke, but somehow he didn't think she would look the same without it. He felt his crotch stir again as he watched her pace through the living room.

"You don't get to ask me questions like that anymore," Abbey snapped into the phone. "That's what divorce means. It means you have to stay out of my goddamn business." She placed her palm over the mouthpiece and smiled at Matt. "Sorry, cowboy," she whispered. "I'll be off in a minute. I made breakfast, though. Help yourself."

 The smell of bacon and eggs wafted through the living room, reminding him that he hadn't eaten yet. According to the clock on the wall, he'd been chopping for an hour and a half. It didn't seem like it, but time often moved at a strange pace when he was working the wood. Since she was on the phone, and since his stomach had started gurgling loud enough to be heard in the other room, Matt decided their conversation about Mr. Dark could wait.

He followed his nose into a small kitchen with a checkered floor and burled wooden cabinets. The gleaming white and chrome oven looked ancient, as did the fridge. He couldn't see a dishwasher anywhere, but the sink was full of soapy water and a couple of cooking pans. The walls were covered with a daisy-patterned wallpaper that looked spotless, even in the bright light of the morning that filtered through the window above the sink. The whole place had a very fifties feel to it, and Matt liked it immediately.

A platter of bacon, eggs, and fried potatoes sat on the linoleum table. Abbey had already set two places and poured a couple of glasses of orange juice. She must have been just about to get him when her ex-husband called. He sat in the seat closest to the window and tried not to eavesdrop on their conversation while he shoved food into his mouth.

Unfortunately, that was harder than he thought. Abbey's voice carried through the house like a bell, and he had a hard time distracting himself from it. To help him focus on something else, he began to look through the kitchen.

The fifties vibe really struck him the more he looked at it. Even the pictures on the wall looked antique. That's probably her mother's doing, he thought. After all, she did run an antique store. She probably had a fondness for them.

One picture in particular caught his attention: an old black and white shot of a woman who looked a lot like Abbey (probably her mom, he reflected) standing in front of a car lot. The woman stood next to a smiling man in a tweed suit as they posed in front of an old Buick. There were other older cars in the background, their windows decorated with words like "On Sale! Today Only!" and "Bring one home to the Missus!" written in white shoe polish. The man held a set of keys towards the camera, beaming like a child with a gold star on his report card.

Matt smiled. He could see where Abbey got her looks. He got up and stepped over to the wall to get a better look at the photo. Abbey's mother smiled prettily back at him. They had the exact same smile: big and bright and full of life.

"Wait a minute," he whispered. He reached up and plucked the picture from the wall, bringing it closer to his face. No fucking way...

 "Nice picture, isn't it?" Abbey's voice came from behind him.

Matt turned to see her leaning against the doorframe.

"That's not your mother, is it?"

Abbey shook her head. "Nope. That's me with my first husband, Clark, on the day we bought our very first car."

Matt looked back at the picture and took it in. The cars, the clothes, the way Abbey's hair was styled. Like Rita Hayworth's but not as dark. "When was this taken?

Abbey sighed. "Nineteen forty-seven." She walked over and grabbed the picture from Matt's hand and placed it back on the wall, tracing the outline of Clark's face with her index finger. Her lips bent up into a rueful smile. "The same year we got married."

Matt stared back at her, his mouth agape. Nineteen forty-seven? Sixty-four years ago? But she looked exactly the same. "How...?"

"What do you say we go have a drink, cowboy?" Abbey asked.

Matt looked at his watch. "It's only ten a.m."

Abbey folded her arms over her chest. "Do you honestly give a fuck what time it is?"

"No," Matt replied, looking at the picture on the wall. A picture that told him he'd just slept with a woman who had to be in her eighties. "Not really."

# # #

"I was pretty wild back then," Abbey said. "Clark loved that about me. We would party all night long and sleep through the day."

They were seated at a small corner table at a restaurant called the Candlewood. The place was open and airy, with a shitload of miscellaneous movie memorabilia plastered all over the walls. One such wall was devoted to Marilyn Monroe, while another was covered with movie posters featuring Clark Gable. Their wall, Matt noted, housed the restaurant's Alfred Hitchcock collection. It seemed fitting.

The place had opened at ten o'clock, and so did the bar, but for the moment they were the only two people in the bar section. No one else in town, it seemed, had cause to drink before noon. Abbey held a glass of Grand Marnier in her hand, while Matt nursed a beer.

"Must have been hard to make a living that way," Matt noted.

"You don't know the half of it," Abbey replied. "Neither one of us could hold down a job, but Clark's father was wealthy. When he died, he left everything to Clark, and that's when we got married and bought the Buick."

"Clark looked pretty happy in that picture," Matt said.

"We were," Abbey said. "Both of us."

"What happened?"

"I died."

"That seems to be going around," Matt said. "How?"

Abbey turned her glass up and downed the remaining liquor in a single gulp. Her face tensed, and she set the glass back on the table. "Drug overdose. Heroin. I wasn't dead for three months, though. More like three hours. Clark came home from work and found me. He took my pulse, realized I was dead, and called the medics."

"The medics?"

"We didn't call them EMTs or paramedics back then, but they were essentially the same thing. You have to realize, there was no 911 emergency system. Every branch of emergency services—police, fire, medical—had its own number and location. We called the people who responded to medical emergencies medics."

Matt nodded and took a drink of his beer. "And?"

"I woke up before the medics arrived. It really freaked Clark out."

"What did the medics have to say about it?"

"I managed to convince Clark he was mistaken, and that I'd only fainted. Once he believed, the medics accepted it. After all, he didn't know a damn thing about medicine. They told him not to panic next time and that they'd be sending us a bill. But I know the truth. I died. Just like you. And the next day, I started seeing these weird blotches on people. Some had it worse than others, and some people looked like they'd been dead for years. Those people were usually the mean ones. The things I saw them do..." Abbey shuddered. "Anyway, it didn't take long to figure out what the sores and rot represented."

"Did you tell anyone?" Matt asked.

"Are you crazy?" she replied. "I'd just overdosed on drugs. I figured it was a side effect or something. My husband was already looking at me like something out of a horror movie. I didn't want to make things worse. I figured it would pass. Of course, it didn't."

"No," Matt agreed. "It didn't."

The waitress came over and refilled Abbey's glass. She offered Matt another beer but he declined. Abbey raised her eyebrow but said nothing. After the waitress left, the two stayed silent for several long minutes. Matt was trying to figure out how to ask his next question, and couldn't quite get it out.

Abbey must have noticed. "You have something else, don't you?"

Matt nodded and finished the remainder of his beer. He wiped his lips with a napkin and leaned forward. "That picture, you said it was taken in 1947?"

Abbey nodded. She took a drink from her fresh glass. "Shit, I need a smoke. Or even a lollipop. Goddamn anti tobacco lobby. Who goes to a bar and doesn't smoke? Fascist bastards."

"How old were you?"

"Twenty-six."

"How is that possible?"

Abbey smiled again. "I have no idea. But it must have something to do with my—with our—unique condition."

Mat had never given much thought to that. He had always assumed that his life would run a normal course. As normal as a dead man running after a ghost could get, anyway. He figured he would someday grow old and eventually die. But if Abbey was right, then how many years did he have left? Would he be sitting in a bar in another sixty years looking exactly the same as he did now?

"So," he said, "the antique shop..."

"Was never my mother's," she finished. "Sorry about the lie, but I didn't know you then. Telling someone your mother was killed by a serial killer right before Christmas is a convenient way of getting people to change the subject."

"No problem," he said.

"I move around every few years," Abbey continued. "As you can imagine, it would get pretty complicated if I stayed in one town more than five or ten years."

"I bet."

"So what about you?" Abbey asked. "What do you plan to do with eternity?"

This is it, Matt thought. You're never going to have a better chance to bring it up.

"I'm going to catch Mr. Dark," he said, and waved the waitress over. Maybe another drink wouldn't be such a bad idea, after all.

"Who the hell is Mr. Dark?" Abbey asked. "He a friend of yours?"

Damn, Matt thought. He was just about to tell her how Mr. Dark had ruined his life when the door to the restaurant slammed open and a very angry Dale stormed in.

"I knew it!" he said, pointing at Matt. "I knew you were with him!" Dale started walking towards them, his eyes blazing and his hand reaching for his baton.




CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Dale's face was red. His eyes looked like twin slits. As he approached, his lip curled into a sneer. "You should have never come to Crawford, mister," he said, his speech just a bit slurred.

Matt got to his feet and stepped away from the table, wanting more room just in case the worst happened. He didn't want any trouble with the police, but if Dale came at him with the baton, he wouldn't have a choice. Matt, no slouch at self-defense, readied himself for a brawl.

Abbey stepped between them, putting her hand on Dale's chest. "Cut it out, Dale!" she shouted. "You're gonna get written up again, maybe even suspended."

"This is between me and him," Dale said, and tried to move past Abbey. "You gonna let her stand there and protect you?"

Abbey would have none of it. She stepped up to Dale, putting her face only inches from the enraged policeman's. "Dale, get out of here. Now!"

"I ain't leavin'," Dale said. He pointed a shaking finger at Matt. "Not until he and I have a talk." A glint on his finger caught Matt's attention. Dale was still wearing his wedding ring.

"You're drunk. Again!" Abbey said. "You're such an asshole. You're gonna lose your job if this gets back to the mayor."

Dale stopped, then looked around the club. Dozens of eyes stared at the confrontation. By the looks on everyone's faces, Matt guessed this was not a new scene for any of them. Just how volatile had Abbey's marriage to Dale been? Maybe he was better off not knowing.

Dale's shoulders slumped. "I ain't drunk," he said. His voice had lost quite a bit of volume but none of its anger. "I haven't had a single drink."

Abbey snorted.

"Oh, you don't believe me, huh?" Dale asked. "Well who do you believe? Him?" Dale pointed at Matt again. "What kinda shit has he told you? Whatever it is, I'm willing to bet he hasn't told you everything."

Fuck! Matt tensed. For the first time, it sunk in that Dale was a cop, with access to all sorts of information. Police records, fingerprints, and God knows what else. If he'd been checking up on Matt using police resources, there was no telling what he'd have been able to dig up. Here we go.

Dale must have caught Matt's expression. "That's right, Matt. I know all about you. And I know all about Happy Burger, the sawmill, and Andy Goodis, too. Did you tell her about that?"

Matt's fists clenched. He couldn't help it. Dale's words, along with his twisted face, brought back too many memories.

# # #

Andy lay on the ground in a growing pool of blood. The two blasts from the shotgun had obliterated his once massive chest. Jagged ribs poked out from the red, oozing mass where his best friend's heart had once been. Bits of bone and gore covered the floor directly behind the body. In the background, Silbert continued to whimper, perhaps thinking Matt would follow his friend's lead, after all.

But all Matt could see as he lowered the smoking barrel was Andy's face. The rot and decay that had covered him were gone, leaving the skin smooth and undamaged. In that whole, unblemished expression, Matt saw the sadness his friend had borne his whole life. If only Matt had seen it sooner, maybe he could have done more to help. Then again, maybe not. Andy had always been a bit of an asshole, even when they were kids.

Now it was too late.

Matt's eyes fell to something else laying in the sawdust. A sticky wet lollipop. The calling card of Mr. Dark. And then Matt had his answer.

Andy had always been a prick, but he'd never been a murderer. Not until he met Mr. Dark. From the rafters came the sound of Mr. Dark's gleeful laughter, and Matt realized what he had to do. He took one long last look at the body of the man who'd been his best friend his whole life, then turned to leave the mill.

Laugh it up, you motherfucker, he thought. I'm coming for you.

# # #

"You don't know anything, Dale," Matt said sadly. "I loved Andy like a brother. No one misses him more than I do."

"Then why did you kill him?" Dale didn't even try to hide the sneer in his voice.

"Because," Matt whispered, "I had to."

"Matt?" Abbey asked. "What's going on?"

Matt looked at her, unable to speak. He could only shake his head.

Dale beamed, his face triumphant. "Yeah, Matt. Tell her what's going on. Tell her all about how you shot Andy Goodis twice in the chest and then split town. Tell her how you killed the guy who'd been your best friend since you were kids. Go ahead, I bet she'd love to hear it."

Abbey took a step back. Her hand went to her mouth as several people nearby gasped. "What?" she asked, looking at Matt. "What's he talking about?"

The fear in her voice took the last bit of fight out of him. He tried to look at her, but all he could see was Andy's face. His sad, lifeless face as he slid to the floor in a wet, bloody heap. Matt's fault. Matt's finger on the trigger. Matt's failure to notice his friend's pain. His shoulders fell, and he shrugged his arms free of the people holding him back.

"Yeah, that's what I thought," Dale said.

"He's a murderer? Why isn't he in jail?" someone behind him asked.

"Shit, Dale. Arrest that fucker!" someone added.

"Can't," Dale said. "They never charged him with anything, but damned if I know why." He turned his sneer back towards Matt. "What happened, man? Your buddy go soft on you? Wanted to stop? That why you shot him?"

Matt felt his anger rising. Bad enough he had to relive that same day in his mind over and over again, but to have some hick lawman accuse him of murder? It was almost more than he could take. Time to go, he thought, before I do something I'll regret.

He stepped around Dale and Abbey. The other patrons in the restaurant gave him a wide berth. He heard their whispers as he walked by, but he couldn't understand them past the roaring in his ears. In his mind, all he could see was Andy. Dead.

Someone grabbed him by the shoulder and yanked him around. Matt found himself face to face with Dale. Despite the officer's earlier words, he did, in fact, smell like booze.

"Oh, no you don't," Dale said. "We still have a few things to talk about." He grabbed Matt by his shirt with his left hand and reared back with his right fist. "Here comes one."

Matt whipped his hand around and knocked Dale's arm aside. Dale tried to recover but managed only to grab Matt's sleeve. Matt then grabbed the lawman by the collar of his shirt and jerked him forward, driving his forehead into the stunned police officer's face. Dale's eyes lost all focus, and his grip on Matt's sleeve lessened.

"You don't know anything," Matt repeated, then shoved Dale backward. Dale flipped over a table, snapping it in two and sending a plate of food and a soda into the air with a crash. He landed hard on the other side amid a tangled mass of splintered wood and someone's lunch. Matt didn't stick around long enough to see if he was all right. He headed for the door in a rush. The crowd of people in front of him parted to let him pass.

As he reached the door, he heard Dale's voice behind him. "Just keep on walkin', mister. When you get out the door, just keep on walkin'. You ain't welcome in Crawford no more." 

Yeah, Matt thought. Like I ever was.

# # #

Matt spent the rest of the day walking around the town. He kept his distance from the people he saw, not wanting to find out if Dale had told anyone else about his past. It turned out that he didn't need to worry about that. Crawford, Tennessee, was a small town, and Matt, who grew up in a small town himself, knew that news traveled fast in a place where the best entertainment around was the local gossip. It didn't take long before people were pointing at him in the street and whispering. Most of the town's residents avoided his eyes and crossed to the other side of the street when he approached. He heard a few of them mutter insults, but none of them did so loud enough for him to make out their words. 

Matt liked those people. They left him alone, giving him time to think.

Every once in a while, Matt would come across someone who didn't avoid him. He liked those people a lot less than the others. This second group of people usually stood their ground and frowned or sneered at him as he walked by, almost daring him to try something. Matt didn't want any more trouble. He'd already had enough to last a lifetime.

Just keep on walkin', Dale had said. You ain't welcome in Crawford no more.

Matt intended to take that advice. The last thing he needed was a feud with the local police. No good could come of it, and it might slow him down too much to ever catch up with Mr. Dark again. It would be far better for everyone involved if he just left Crawford and everyone in it far behind and never set foot in the town again. But he couldn't go yet.

His grandfather's ax was still at Abbey's.




CHAPTER NINE
 
Matt didn't know the way to Abbey's house, and he didn't want to ask for directions. With my luck, they'll arrest me just for asking, he thought. So he spent the day wandering around the area near Abbey's Antiques, hoping she would make an appearance. Then maybe he could explain away Dale's accusations.

Yeah, right. What the hell am I gonna say? Abbey didn't know him and had no reason to believe anything he said. He should just cut his losses and go. But something kept him circling the area of the store. It took him a while to figure it out, but the walking helped to clear his head, and eventually he put his finger on it.

She could see the sores, too.

Of all the people Matt had met, she was the only one who could ever understand what he was going through. Even Rachel—the girl he left behind back in Deerpark—didn't get it, and she was in love with him. But Abbey knew what it was like. If anyone outside of his hometown would believe him about Andy's death, it would be her.

Or so he hoped.

Granted, it was a small hope, but it kept him hanging around Crawford when his better judgment told him to get lost.

As another group of strangers moved to the far side of the street to avoid him, Matt walked past a newspaper machine. He'd passed it several times already but hadn't really noticed it. This time, the headline caught his eye.

"KILLER STRIKES AGAIN," it read. Then below that, in smaller text: "Blake County Killer Claims Another Victim." Below the headline the article talked about the latest in a string of bodies. The photo showed none other than officer Dale Everett at the scene. In the background Matt could make out the black outline of a body bag lying on the bank of a creek. Other officers milled around in the photo, performing their various duties.

Matt checked his pocket to see if he had the correct change, and came up with two quarters, a dime, and three pennies. He put the quarters into the machine, opened the door, and grabbed a copy of the newspaper. There was a wooden bench about a hundred feet down the street from the newspaper machine that offered a good view of Abbey's Antiques, so Matt sat down to read.

According to the article, the latest body was that of a twenty-seven-year-old woman named Eloise Stinnet, and victim number seventeen for the Blake County Killer. Like the previous sixteen, she'd been young and attractive, with a gym-toned body and a head of long brown hair. Also like the previous victims, she'd been stabbed multiple times in the legs, arms, and chest with a large knife. All the bodies had exhibited ligature marks on their ankles and wrists, and each one had traces of ketamine in their system. The victims all had needle punctures in their arms, which explained how the killer administered the drug.

Curiously, none of them had shown any signs of sexual assault, leading the police to believe the killer was impotent. Since the killer was meticulous about cleaning the bodies after he killed them, the police had very few other real clues. Still, the paper was full of theories the police were happy to share. Most of them read like your standard Hollywood profile. The killer was probably a while male aged twenty-five to forty-five, most likely quiet and unassuming, the type of person the neighbors would never suspect. He probably drove a nondescript van or SUV, which he could use to dispose of the bodies. And he probably had a garage, so he could clean up in private.

Matt shuddered to think what the killer would look like to him. A walking skeleton, maybe? A mummified corpse? Most likely, Matt would see him as a half-decayed zombie. Either way, he didn't want to meet the guy.

The article went on to say that Eloise Stinnet had been reported missing from nearby Cranston, Tennessee, over a month ago. The body, which had likely been dumped into the creek shortly after her disappearance, showed signs of having been in the water for weeks. That meant that the killer hadn't struck in almost a month, the writer warned, noting that the killer had been escalating his attacks. At first he'd killed only once every few months, but lately the bodies had rolled in every other week. It ended with a warning from Officer Everett for people to use utmost caution when traveling at night. Walk with a friend, try to be home before dark, don't answer the door for strangers, etcetera.

Matt was just about to fold up the paper when another photo caught his eye. In this one, the county medical examiner stood next to a uniformed officer. Both of them were looking at something on a clipboard. But they weren't what caught Matt's attention. To the right of the ME another officer was putting something into an evidence bag. The image was small, and the resolution none too sharp, but Matt thought he could make out what it was.

A lollipop.

"Fuck me," Matt said aloud.

Just then a rumble alerted him to the approach of a large truck. He looked over the top of the paper and saw Abbey driving the rented box truck up to the store. It looked like she was alone, and he breathed a sigh of relief. He'd half expected Dale to be riding shotgun, but the cop was nowhere in sight. Good. This was going to be hard enough without that asshole around.

Matt waited until Abbey got out of the truck and walked up to the door. Her black jeans and matching tank top left very little to the imagination, and Matt had a sudden image of her straddling him the night before. He shook his head and ordered himself to snap out of it. The last thing he needed right now was to picture her naked.

Focus!

After she walked into the store, Matt stood from the bench. She probably wouldn't listen to him, but he wanted to catch her inside so she couldn't run away before he had a chance to explain himself. Most likely, she'd just yell at him to leave or call the police, but he meant to at least try to talk to her. If nothing else, he wanted his ax back.

He made it halfway to the door before he heard a noise behind him. Matt whirled around just in time to catch a flash of something shiny as it cracked him on the side of the head.

The sudden flare of pain tore into him like a wild animal, and Matt stumbled backward on wobbly legs. A warm, wet sensation spread down the side of his face, covering his right eye in a sheen of red. Blood, Matt realized, as his legs gave out.

His eyes focused just enough to see a figure advancing on him, aluminum baseball bat in hand. One of the townspeople, perhaps? Come to get rid of the murderer in their midst? Matt tried to get his hands up to ward off the next blow, but the circuits from his brain to his nerves hadn't had time to reset, and all he could to was twitch as he sat on the ground.

"You should have listened to me," the figure said.

That voice! Matt thought. It sounded familiar, but he couldn't quite place it through the fog in his mind. Was it Mr. Dark?

Then the image solidified enough for Matt to recognize his attacker.

"I told you to keep walkin'," Dale said as he raised the bat for another blow. A small green sore began to sprout from the side of the officer's face.

Matt felt another round of pain. Then there was nothing at all.




CHAPTER TEN
 
Pain brought Matt back to his senses. His head hurt like a bastard, pulsing and throbbing with every agonizing heartbeat. He tried to touch his head, but his arm wouldn't move. His fingers tingled, sending hundreds of needle-like pains running up and down his arm.

What the fuck? He tried to move his head and a wave of nausea hit him, almost strong enough to send him back to dreamland.

"Wake up, asshole." The voice stabbed into his ears like a blade, multiplying the pain in his head by a factor of ten. "Open your eyes."

Matt tried to reply, but all he could manage was a gurgle that might have been "fuck you," but he couldn't be sure.

A sudden, sharp pressure on the side of his head, right where it hurt the most, caused a white-hot burst of pain to bloom in Matt's head. He couldn't keep the scream inside, and his attacker laughed. The pressure held for a few seconds, then faded. The laughter didn't.

"You better open your eyes, mister," the voice said. "Next time I won't be so gentle."

Matt tried to comply, but a gummy, sticky substance covered his eyes, gluing the lids shut. Blood. It had to be. There must have been a lot of it.

"I can't," Matt mumbled. "They're stuck."

More laughter. "Shit. I shoulda known that'd happen. Hang on." Rough fingers pried his eyelids apart, none too gently, and cleared away some of the gunk with a wet towel.

Finally, Matt opened his eyes. He found himself sitting in a small, dim room. His arms and legs were strapped to a wooden chair with duct tape. The concrete floor had a drain in the middle, which Matt took as a bad sign. On the floor next to his chair lay a blood-crusted aluminum baseball bat. Matt couldn't see the logo, but underneath the blood the bat was blue and silver.

He raised his head to see Dale leaning over him. The officer's face sported a decaying green sore on his right cheek. It wasn't big, but it was there. A thin dribble of pus poured from it and ran down his chin. Whatever was going through Dale's mind, Matt had a feeling he wouldn't like it much.

"What are you doing, Dale?" Matt asked, hoping to stall. "I'm pretty sure this isn't procedure."

"Fuck you," Dale replied. "You think I don't know about you and Abbey? I know everything. I know you spent the night there last night. Was it worth it?"

Dale's eyes looked wet. Matt tried to think of something to say that would slow him down, but he couldn't. Nothing the officer would believe anyway, so he settled on the truth.

"You're right, Dale," he said. "I did spend the night at her place. But you two are divorced. Don't you think it's time you moved on? It's obvious she has."

"Oh, that's a good one," a new voice said. Matt looked around the room, his vision still a bit hazy, and finally spotted the source. In the far corner, standing in a shadow, was Mr. Dark. "Now tell him how there are still plenty of fish in the sea," the asshole said, giggling. "I'm sure he'll get a kick out of it."

"I might have known," Matt said. Suddenly it made sense. Dale, the attack, the green sore. Everything. "Of course this is your work."

Dale turned to the corner, then back to Matt. "Who are you talking to, Cahill?"

Matt ignored him. "You're going to ruin his life."

Mr. Dark laughed. Matt understood. Mr. Dark's existence was about pain and suffering, what did he care about ruining the life of one small-town cop? Not a damn thing.

Fuck!

"Goddamn it, Cahill, what the hell are you trying to pull?" Dale snarled.

Matt turned back to the officer, trying his best to ignore Mr. Dark, who was still laughing in the corner. "This isn't right, Dale. And you know it."

"Fuck you, Cahill. What do you know about right? You're the one sleeping with another man's wife."

"You're divorced, Dale."

"The hell we are!" Dale shoved his left hand in Matt's face. The dim light of the room glinted off the gold band on Dale's ring finger. "We've been married almost three years now. Abbey..." Dale's breath caught in his throat, and the tears that had been building finally spilled over onto his cheeks. "She just tells people we are. She never wears her ring. She keeps that little house of hers so she can take guys like you there and...and..."

Matt winced. He couldn't help it. If what Dale said was true, then Abbey had lied to them both, but Dale was the one paying for it.

"I'm sorry," he said. "I didn't know."

Mr. Dark came out of the corner then, walking slowly towards Dale. "He doesn't care. You fucked his wife. Why should he care?" Mr. Dark said, his black eyes mocking Matt's predicament. "Ignorance of the law is no excuse. Isn't that what cops say?" He winked.

Dale's face blazed and he raised the bat, ready for another swing.

"Dale, you don't want to do this," Matt said. "You're pissed. I get it, but this is murder, man."

"Oh, damn, you're smart," Mr. Dark said. "This is murder. You'll get your prize in a minute." He leaned over to Dale, his gnarled finger inching closer to the small sore on Dale's cheek.

"I...I...I love her, Cahill," Dale said. The bat trembled in his hands. "I've loved her for years. You should have seen her on our wedding day. She was so beautiful."

"You really need to watch where you put your pecker," Mr. Dark said, smiling. "It does seem to get you in trouble."

"Go to hell, Mr. Dark," Matt said.

"Damn it," Dale shouted. "Stop doing that! This is about me and you. Who the fuck is Mr. Dark?"

"That would be me," Mr. Dark said, and touched the sore on Dale's cheek.

"No!" Matt tried again to free his hands, but it was no use.

Mr. Dark laughed even harder.

The sore on Dale's face expanded, doubling in size in a matter of seconds. The trickle of pus became a steady stream, and a small beetle appeared and began chewing on the rotting skin. The officer's breathing came faster and faster, and his eyes burned. The smell of decay grew strong as the sore spread across half of Dale's face.

"Was she worth it?" Dale asked again. "Answer the question, asshole. I wanna know if fucking my wife was worth it."

"Don't do this, Dale," Matt said. "You're a cop. You know this is wrong."

"I don't think he cares," Mr. Dark said.

"Answer me!" Dale shouted. "Was she worth it?"

"Tell him, Matt," Mr. Dark said. "Tell him what a wild fuck Abbey is. I bet he'd love to hear it."

"This won't make her stop," Matt whispered. "She's just gonna keep doing it, Dale."

"Fuck you!" Dale's hands shook, but he hadn't swung the bat yet. Matt noted the tension in the man's arms and the way he gritted his jaw tight. He looked like a man on the edge, but had he gone completely over? Matt was starting to doubt it.

Mr. Dark was having his doubts, too, it seemed. He stared at Dale like a viper watching a rodent. Waiting for the moment when his poison would do its job.

The green sore had spread all across Dale's left cheek, but it hadn't gone farther than that. It looked... contained. Matt had never seen anything like it before, but he knew what it meant.

Dale was fighting it.

"Dale, look at my face," Matt said. "Look at the blood on it. Is this you? Really?"

Dale did look, and he quickly looked away. The bat dropped a few inches.

"I don't think this is you at all, man," Matt said. "I think you're just hurt right now. But if you do this, you can't take it back. You know that."

Dale looked up, and the bat slipped a few more inches toward the floor. "I don't know what it is. I... she just makes me so crazy. Why does she do shit like this?"

"I don't know," Matt replied.

"Well, that's enough of that." Mr. Dark's face blazed. He stepped forward again and placed his entire hand on Dale's cheek. The sore bloomed outward like an explosion, and Dale's eyes and jaw clenched shut so hard Matt could see the veins in his head throbbing. When Dale's eyes opened, Matt felt a chill in his spine. There was no humanity left in them.

"No, Dale, think about this for a second!" Matt said.

Dale shook his head. Matt could almost hear the man's jaw muscles straining as he wrestled with Mr. Dark's insidious disease, but it didn't look like it was doing any good. The green rot continued to spread across the man's face.

"Fuck this!" Dale shouted. Then he swung the bat. Matt closed his eyes and braced for the blow.

But it never came.

Matt jumped in his chair as a loud clang sounded through the room. With his eyes closed, Matt couldn't see what was going on, but he heard Dale sobbing well enough. He couldn't do it, Matt realized. When it came right down to it, Dale couldn't kill me.

There was another sound, too. Mr. Dark's laughter. "You think you've won?" he chortled. "It's only halftime. The game isn't over yet, Matt."

He opened his eyes to see Dale sitting on the floor, his face in his hands. The bat was on the floor by the far wall, rolling along the concrete with a metallic whisper.

Matt almost shouted with relief. The sores on Dale's face were gone, replaced by healthy pink skin. The smell of decay that had clung to him had also vanished. Did that mean Dale was out of danger? Matt looked to the corner, but Mr. Dark was gone.

"Good for you, Dale," Matt whispered. "You beat him."

In his mind, he heard Mr. Dark's parting comment: It's only halftime. The game isn't over yet, Matt.

Great, Matt thought. Just fucking great.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
"You sure you don't want to go to the emergency room?" Dale asked. "That's quite a bump."

"I've had worse," Matt replied, eyeing the lump in the passenger mirror of Dale's cruiser. It was true. After all, he'd died, hadn't he? What's a lump on the head after freezing to death under a thousand tons of snow and ice? "I'll be fine." In truth, it didn't hurt as much as it should. Probably another benefit of his situation. He seemed to heal a lot faster than normal these days.

"You sure?"

"Yeah, I just need to get something. Then I can go."

They drove on for a few minutes in silence. Several times, Dale looked over at Matt, but he never said anything. Finally, they pulled into the parking lot of Abbey's Antiques. The lights inside were off. Abbey was probably out again. Dale swung the car around to the side of the building and shut off the engine.

"Look, Cahill," Dale said, "for what it's worth, I'm real sorry about everything."

"It's all right, Officer."

"No, it ain't. This ain't like me. I don't know what came over me."

"It's okay." Matt knew what had come over him, but he wasn't about to tell Dale he'd been attacked by a shadow man. The guy'd been through enough already. All Matt wanted to do now was get his ax and get the hell out of Crawford.

"Probably stress," Dale mused. "I've been tracking that damn serial killer for months. It's one of the reasons I'm never home. That's probably why Abbey..." He didn't finish the thought, but Matt understood well enough. Dale blamed himself and his job for Abbey's infidelity. Matt would have offered him something comforting but wasn't sure what to say. Hell, for all he knew, Dale's assessment was right on target.

"Stress can fuck a person up pretty good," Matt said. So can a baseball bat, he added mentally.

"You sure you don't need a ride anywhere else?"

"No," Matt replied. "I'll just grab my ax from the shop and walk to the next bus terminal."

"But that's in Cranston. It's ten miles away."

"I'm used to walking," Matt replied. In truth, he'd have loved a ride to Cranston, but not from Dale. Who knew what would happen if the green sore came back?

It's only halftime.

Matt didn't want to find out. With any luck, he'd catch Abbey, and she could give him a ride. That is, if she would talk to him. He had his doubts, but he meant to try. He needed to talk to her about her husband and Mr. Dark. She claimed to have never seen him, which was probably a good thing, but he needed to warn her about him just in case. Besides, his ax was back at her place anyway, but he didn't think it would be a good idea to mention that to Dale.

"All right, then," Dale said. "Have a good life, Matt Cahill. Sorry about your head."

Matt got out of the car. "Sorry about your wife."

Dale held up his left hand. Matt noted the man was no longer wearing his wedding ring. "Soon to be ex-wife. You're right. She's just gonna keep doing it. But I don't have to live with it. Or her addiction."

"Addiction?"

"Yeah, Xanax or Keflex or something. I can't remember what it's called, but those damn little bottles are all over the place. Abbey says it's a sedative. She uses it to fight off panic attacks and shit like that. If you ask me, she's messed up enough without it."

Matt nodded. He had to agree. He opened the passenger-side door and stepped out, careful not to bump his head.

"By the way," Dale said. "That back door is probably locked. Here." He tossed something to Matt. It jingled in his fist when he caught it. A key ring. "The big one is the key you're looking for. Just leave them in the shop when you go."

"Any message for Abbey if I see her?"

"Give her the keys. She'll know what it means." Dale put the car in drive and wheeled slowly out of the parking lot. A quick left and the lawman was gone, leaving Matt alone in the back of Abbey's Antiques with the keys to the store.

He let himself in the back, shaking his head. Dale trusted him with the keys to his wife's business, even after everything that happened. Not that there was much left in the place to steal. Matt and Abbey had pretty much cleaned the whole place out. There were still a few things that needed to be moved, but Abbey should be able to take care of them herself. She could probably even return the box truck. Most of the remaining pieces should fit in the back of her van.

Matt stepped into the back room and walked towards the cot. His bag with all his things was still at Abbey's house, along with his ax. He'd have to wait for Abbey to show up. Sooner or later she would stop by to check on the shop, and he would try to talk to her then.

Matt settled down to wait.

It didn't take very long. About twenty minutes after he arrived, a pair of headlights shone in the front window of the store. They were high off the ground and far apart, just like they should be for a truck or van. Matt stood up and moved into the hallway. When the lights outside cut off, he heard the slam of the van's door. He was just about to say something when he heard another door slam, and then voices came to him from the front of the store.

Matt ducked back into the office. Abbey had someone with her? Who? It couldn't be Dale.

The tiny bell at the front door rang, and Abbey's voice followed it.

"...coming. I feel safer having someone with me," she said.

"I understand," came a second voice. A female voice. Matt thought it sounded familiar, but he couldn't quite place it. "I'm glad to help."

"He seemed like such a nice guy," Abbey said.

"He sure did," came the reply. "It must have been terrifying to learn you had a murderer at your very own house."

They were talking about him, Matt realized. His heart sank. Abbey wouldn't be giving him a ride tonight, or any other. Damn. He needed that ax. He couldn't bring himself to leave it behind.

"I should have known," Abbey said. "The way he stared at me when I asked him to chop some firewood. Gave me the creeps. I thought I was imagining things, but now I wonder."

"No use second-guessing yourself now," her guest said. She sounded younger, like a woman in her late teens or early twenties. "You're safe, and he's gone."

"Yes," Abbey said. "But I'd still appreciate it if you came home with me. You know, safety in numbers..."

The soft, sultry tone of her voice sent a shiver up Matt's spine. So Abbey played for both teams... interesting. He supposed it shouldn't come as such a surprise, but he hadn't really expected that. There would be more going on at Abbey's tonight than making sure it was safe. Poor Dale. He was right. Abbey was quite a vixen.

"Of course I will," the voice said.

"I just need to grab a few things first," Abbey said. "Will you wait here for a second?"

"Sure."

Footsteps approached from the front of the store. Matt looked around for a hiding place, not sure how she would react if she found him in her store waiting for her. He ducked behind a shelf full of old clocks and waited.

Abbey walked by, wearing her tight jeans and thin T-shirt. Her tennis shoes made almost no sound as she walked by Matt's hiding spot and into her office. She passed close enough so that Matt could almost have touched her, but she wasn't paying attention. Her eyes were focused ahead, not to the side, and Matt got a good look at her face as she passed.

Damn, she was gorgeous.

The memory of her face between his legs the night before came unbidden to his mind, and he found himself getting aroused. He shut his eyes and forced the image away. This would definitely be a bad time.

While she rattled around in her office, Matt poked his head around the back of the shelf and caught sight of the person with her. It was the young woman from McDonald's. Annie. She couldn't be more than twenty years old. Abbey was really robbing the cradle tonight.

Matt couldn't help but smile. Young Annie was in for quite a workout. 

The sound of footsteps brought his mind back to the present. Abbey was leaving her office. The light clicked off, casting the whole building in darkness again, and Matt ducked back down behind the shelf.

Wait, he thought. It's just Annie. Matt knew he could handle the skinny girl from McDonald's. He was more worried about Abbey. She was solid and strong and could no doubt pack a good punch. With him already weak and reeling from his stint as a piñata, he didn't think he could fight off both of them. Still, he needed to get his ax. Maybe he would try to talk to her, after all.

He was just about to stand up when she walked by him again, and Matt's breath caught in his throat. He'd seen her right side as she walked into her office. Now, as she was walking out, he caught sight of the left side of her face.

And the large green sore on her left cheek.




CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Matt dialed the Crawford Police Department from a pay phone. It had taken him twenty minutes to find one, but he didn't have a cell phone and doubted anyone would let him in to use theirs. Word had spread around town that Matt might be a killer, and every person he passed shied away from him. As it was, he had to look up the number in the phone book. He'd almost called 911, but didn't know what he would tell them. He didn't even know Abbey's address. How could he inform them of what was going on?

No, he needed Dale.

The operator came on the line. "Crawford Police Department. Can I help you?"

"I need to speak to Dale Everett, please. It's an emergency."

"If this is an emergency, sir, you should call 9-1-1."

"No. I need Dale. Could you just get him on the line, please?"

There was a long pause. Then she said, "I'll see if I can get him on the line. I believe he's out patrolling."

"Thank you," Matt replied. He could have kicked himself for not seeing it sooner. Abbey's van, her big garage, the house way out in the country, and her addiction. Dale hadn't known what the drug was called, but Matt would have bet anything those bottles Dale talked about were labeled ketamine. What was it all the Blake County Killer's victims had in common? They were all young, attractive brunettes.

Just like Annie.

There was a crackle on the other end of the line, and then Dale's voice came though.

"This is Dale, can I help you?"

"Dale, it's Matt."

Another long pause. Then, "I thought you were leaving town. It says here you're at the pay phone by Walton and Fitch."

"I was going to leave. I still am, but something's come up. Something important. I need to meet with you. Now."

"What's this about, Matt?"

In the background, Matt heard the receptionist ask if Dale was talking to "that Cahill fella."

"I can't tell you everything because there isn't time, but it's about Abbey."

"I told you I'm done with her."

You might be done with her, but she isn't done with the people of Crawford, Matt thought. "It's not Abbey I'm worried about. It's Annie."

"Annie? Jordan? The kid from McDonald's? What's she got to—"

"Can you just come here and get me? Please? It's an emergency, Dale. We don't have much time."

It's only halftime. The game isn't over yet, Matt.

"It might already be too late," Matt said.

"All right, I'm coming. But if this is some sort of—"

"Thanks, Dale. See you soon." Matt hung up the phone.

Abbey was the Blake County Killer. It all added up. He should have seen it. But she didn't have any sores on her face when he met her, and she seemed so nice. Plus he'd been taken in by her similar ability to see evil, and her story was almost as sad as his own. No wonder he couldn't put the pieces together until now.

Plus, she was one hell of a wild fuck, he admitted.

Matt shook his head. Focus! He needed to figure out how to get Dale to believe him.

One thing at a time, Matt, he thought. One thing at a time. Let him get here, first. Then worry about how to get him to believe you.

The street was dark and eerie but not entirely silent. A faint wisp of laughter rolled up the sidewalk. If he didn't know better, Matt would have sworn it was Mr. Dark. He looked behind him but saw no one. To his right was an empty building that looked like it had once housed a Burger King but now just stood silent sentinel on the sidewalk. To his left the empty street yawned, lifeless and black, with not a car in sight.

Must be my imagination. He tried to convince himself that was the case as he looked up and down the street. All the streetlights in this section of town seemed to be out, and Matt waited in near darkness for Dale to come. He stepped away from the phone booth and walked toward a wood and metal bench set back from the road, barely visible in the shadows of Fitch Street. Might as well have a seat while he waited.

Mat reached the bench and stopped cold. It was a coincidence. It had to be. There was no way the bastard could have known where he would be.

On the bench, stuck to the wooden planks, was a half-finished lollipop.

This time, it was not so easy to dismiss the mad laughter.

Matt turned to see the asshole standing right behind him.

"You!" Matt snarled, and clenched his fists. He took a step towards Mr. Dark, who shimmered in the low light. "What did you do to Abbey?"

Mr. Dark licked his lips and flashed Matt a lascivious wink. "A better question would be: What haven't I done?"

"You sorry piece of shit." Matt swung his fist but connected only with empty air.

Laughter at his back. Matt swung around and launched another blow, a powerful roundhouse that would clean the clock of any normal man.

Mr. Dark wasn't there.

Overbalanced, Matt fell to the ground. He managed to get his right arm up in time to shield his face from the concrete, but he hit hard, scraping his palm and sending a sharp stab of pain through his left wrist.

"Son of a bitch!" Matt said, holding his hand close to his chest.

"I've been called much worse," Mr. Dark said. "Your lack of imagination is showing."

"Fuck you."

"No. Thanks for the offer, though. I've got to get going. Wouldn't want to miss the show."

"I know all about Abbey," Matt said. "And I'm going to stop her before she kills anyone else."

"You really are simple, aren't you?" Mr. Dark shook his head. "It makes me wonder why they chose you."

"Who? Chose me for what?"

"No matter," Mr. Dark continued. "You'll be in prison soon enough."

"What?"

Just then headlights pierced the night, and Matt had to blink at the sudden brightness. When they faded, he was left staring at a black-and-white hood with the words "Crawford P.D." painted in reverse.

The driver's door opened, and Dale stepped out, holding a flashlight. "Matt? What are you doin' on the ground? You okay?"

"I'm fine." Matt rose to his feet, looking left and right but seeing no sign of Mr. Dark. "But we need to get to Abbey's right away."

Dale balked. "Why?"

"I'll tell you in the car," Matt said as he stepped around to the passenger side. His wrist felt sprained, but he couldn't stop to see a doctor just yet. He crawled into the car and sat in the passenger seat, closing the door with a grunt of pain.

"I don't like this," Dale muttered as he got back into the car and closed his own door.

"Neither do I," Matt said. "Just hurry."

Prison, Mr. Dark had said. It took Matt a minute to figure out what he meant.

Abbey had taken Annie back to her cabin in the woods. The same place she'd taken Matt. The same place where he chopped several cords of wood for her.

The same place he'd left his ax.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
"Bullshit." The vein in Dale's forehead throbbed so hard Matt could actually see it. "There's no way Abbey is the killer."

How could he convince Dale without telling him about their ability to see evil? He'd never get Dale to swallow the idea that Abbey was almost eighty years old. Hell, Matt wasn't sure he believed it. If it wasn't for the picture that he'd mistaken for Abbey's mom...

Abbey's mom! That's it!

"Dale," he said, "who was the killer's first victim?"

"Abbey's mom," Dale replied. "Her name was Abbey, too. But she was an older lady. She'd lived here almost her whole life."

"Did she have any children?"

"Just the one. Abbey," Dale said. "But she didn't live in Crawford. She lived with her father up in Pocatah, Kentucky. Abbey moved here right before her mom died. Then she decided to take over the store since there was no one else. You should have seen her. She was a wreck."

"Did Abbey, the older Abbey, ever mention that she had a daughter in Kentucky?" Matt asked.

Dale grunted. "I can't recall if she ever did. But now that you mention it, I don't think so."

"So Abbey moves here, then her mom dies, and she takes over the store. Just like that?"

Dale didn't say anything. He just stared at the road ahead.

"You didn't find that suspicious at all?"

Dale shook his head. "She seemed so scared. So afraid. I never thought she could have..."

Matt understood. Dale had never considered that Abbey could be a suspect because he'd never wanted to. "The stuff Abbey has in little vials at her house," Matt said, "the stuff she has a ton of—it's ketamine, isn't it?"

Dale's mouth dropped open. "Yeah, that's the stuff. How did you know?"

"Isn't that the same drug the coroner found in every single one of the Blake County Killer's victims?"

Dale looked at Matt, and understanding lit his face.

"Son of a bitch," he said. "All this time. Could the answer have been right under my goddamn nose?"

"I bet if you call the Pocatah Police Department," Matt said, "you'll find out they have a string of unsolved murders. Murders that stopped three years ago. Right about the time that Abbey moved here."

"No," Dale said. "I still don't believe it. Not Abbey. There's an explanation. I'm sure of it. I'll drive you out to her place, but just to prove you wrong."

"I hope I am wrong," Matt said. Deep down, he knew he wasn't.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
They pulled up to the house just after midnight. Matt had asked Dale to kill the car's headlights, but the officer had refused, insisting that there was nothing to worry about. Matt disagreed, but knew he couldn't win the argument, so he let it go. With any luck the two were in the bedroom, which was at the back of the house. If so, the house was wide enough to block the headlights and they could surprise her.

If not, then Abbey would know they were here.

Luck was not with them that night.

Abbey opened the front door and stood silhouetted by the light of her living room. She raised her left arm to her face, probably trying to block the car's headlights. Maybe they weren't such a bad idea, after all. "Who's there?" she asked.

Dale got out of the car. "Abbey, it's me."

"Dale? What are you doing here?"

"I just want to talk to you, hon," Dale said.

"Damn it, Dale! I thought I told you this was my place. Go home. I'll be there tomorrow."

Matt stepped out of the car. "I don't think that's going to happen, Abbey."

Abbey turned her head towards him. "Matt?"

"Yeah, it's me. And we both know you aren't going home tomorrow."

"I don't know what you are talking about," she said. She turned back to Dale. "You didn't tell me you brought company."

"We just want to talk to you," Dale said.

"Fine. But turn those goddamn headlights off. I can't see a thing."

Dale reached into the car. Matt caught a glimpse of something behind her back. It was long and straight and glinted dully in the light.

"No!" Matt shouted, but it was too late. The headlights snapped off, and Abbey brought the shotgun up faster than he or Dale could follow.

The shot sounded like a cannon.

Dale grunted in pain as his body flew backward in a spray of blood and gore. He landed in a heap a few feet away from the cruiser, blood flowing freely from a large hole in his thigh.

"Fuck!" Matt yelled, and dove behind the car just as another shot peppered the dirt where he'd been standing.

"I told him not to come here," Abbey said. "This is my place. My private place."

Matt poked his head around the back of the car just in time to see Abbey step off the porch. Now that the light wasn't directly behind her, he saw the huge gaping sore on the side of her face. The edges were rotted away, leaving nothing but dead skin and insect larvae. As he watched, the area of rot spread across her whole face, covering her nose and mouth. Even from ten feet away, the stench of decay was almost a physical presence.

But as horrifying as her face had become, it still didn't scare him as much as the shotgun in her hands. And she was coming towards the car.

Fuck.

Matt scrambled around to the driver's side, where Dale lay on his back in a growing pool of blood. The lawman's left thigh was a mess. Blood poured out of it like water from a pitcher. His breath came in rapid gasps that sounded like wet slaps. Dale's eyes stared up at the sky but didn't seem to settle on anything for more than a few seconds. His whole body shook, making him look like he was having a seizure. Matt grabbed Dale's belt and slid it off, then jerked it tight around the injured man's upper thigh and cinched it into a makeshift tourniquet. The blood slowed, but didn't stop. It would have to do until he could get medical attention.

This was his fault. He had insisted Dale come to Abbey's. If he'd just left Crawford like he was supposed to, Dale would be fine and probably filing divorce papers right now. Just another person Matt had managed to hurt with his very presence. Maybe he'd be better off if Abbey took that shotgun to his head.

"You still here, Matt?" Abbey asked from the other side of the car. "Where'd you go? You can't hide from me, you know."

Matt would have to worry about Dale later. Right now he needed something from the fallen cop's waist. He reached down, trying not to look at the ruin of Dale's leg, and unclipped the holster for Dale's service revolver. He wiggled it free and brought it to his face. A .38 caliber Smith & Wesson, minus the safety and, thank God, sporting a full cylinder.

He brought it up just as Abbey rounded the back of the car, leading with her shotgun.

Matt was faster. He fired off two rounds as fast as the revolver would shoot, and one of them hit Abbey in her left arm.

She yelped in pain as the bullet spun her in a circle, sending her shotgun to the dirt. "You cocksucking asshole! I'll kill you for that!"

You were gonna kill me, anyway, Matt thought. He jumped to his feet and ran around the car, hoping to catch her on the ground, but all he saw of her was her backside as she ran back into the house, presumably for another weapon.

Matt sprinted up the yard to the doorway, not wanting to give her time to find another gun. With luck, he could catch her unarmed and force her to surrender, and then he could call the police. He didn't want to kill her any more than he'd wanted to kill Andy, but he couldn't let her hurt any more people, and Annie was probably still in the house. If she was even still alive.

He stepped into the house, looking left and right, but there was no sign of Abbey. A dull green telephone on the end table gave him an idea, and he pulled it off the hook and dialed 9-1-1.

"Nine-one-one. What's your emergency?" a voice said.

"Officer Everett has been shot. He needs medical attention. Send a car to—" Shit! Matt didn't know the address.

A muffled cry from somewhere in the house caught his attention. He set the phone's receiver on the table and walked deeper into the house. He might not know the address, but the operator at 911 would. Her voice came through the line asking more questions, sounding tinny and small. When she couldn't get an answer, she'd have to send a car.

Or so he hoped.

Directly in front of him was a large living area, which opened onto a deck on the rear of the place. He knew from his previous visit that the kitchen and dining room stood to his left, while Abbey's bedroom was to his right. He'd spent most of his time here either in the bedroom or in the backyard, and while he hadn't seen any weapons in the bedroom, that didn't mean there weren't any there. Besides, that's probably where Abbey had Annie. He set off down the hallway, keeping his back to the wall and listening for any sound of her presence.

Along the way he noticed more pictures on the wall. Lots more. They had been there the other night, of course, but he hadn't paid any attention to them. Now that he looked, they were all of Abbey and various men. There was one of her and Dale, obviously only a few years old, and one of her and another man that, by their clothes, looked like it was taken in the seventies. Beyond that was another picture of her in front of the old car lot with the man she claimed was her husband, Clark. And beyond that were many more. All of them showed Abbey as one half of a smiling couple through the decades. There was even one done in the very old style, with the man sitting in a chair while Abbey stood behind him with her hand on his shoulder. The clothing looked to be from around the early 1900s.

Jesus. How old was she?

Matt stopped in the middle of the hallway, looking back at the line of pictures. Was that what was in store for him? Would he someday have a hallway full of old photos, too? Not if I let her kill me tonight, he thought, forcing his mind back to the present. The implications of Abbey's pictures would have to wait. First he had to stop her from killing Annie. He walked the rest of the hallway's length. It ended at the bedroom door.

Matt put his hand on the doorknob, then took a deep breath, and turned it. He pushed open the bedroom door a half inch at a time, waiting for the gunshot that would end his life. When it didn't come, he opened the door the whole way.

There was Annie, gagged and tied to the bed but very much alive, despite a few cuts across her chest that oozed blood onto her shredded T-shirt. Matt breathed a sigh of relief. "Thank God you're all right."

Annie's eyes grew wide when she saw Matt, and she tried to mumble something under the gag, but Matt couldn't make it out. He crossed the room and leaned over the bed, putting his finger to his lips.

"She's still here somewhere," Matt whispered. "I'm gonna undo your gag, but you have to keep quiet, okay? Nod if you understand me."

She nodded.

"Good," Matt said, and he reached over and pulled the gag down over her chin. "That better?"

"Yeah," she said. "That bitch is fucking crazy. Get me the hell outta here."

"I will. Just give me a second." Matt tried to undo the knots on the ropes. His wrist flared with pain. He gritted his teeth and tried again but soon realized he couldn't maneuver his fingers while holding the gun, so he set it on the nightstand. "You let me know if you see her, okay?"

"You got it, man."

Matt went to work on the knots, but he couldn't loosen them. Abbey had tied them very tight. He could probably get them if he had an hour to spare, but he didn't. "Shit."

"There's a knife in the top drawer of her nightstand," Annie said. "It's the one she used to cut me."

Matt opened the drawer and grabbed the knife. The smell of decay hung in the room like an invisible fog. Abbey must really be rotting, he thought. I can still smell her in here. He knelt beside the bed and sawed through the rope on Annie's right wrist. Then he went to cut the one at her feet. As he moved, he caught another whiff of the decay. It smelled strong. Too strong.

Annie shifted in the bed and Matt caught a glimpse of the girl's skin beneath her torn pants. He stopped sawing through the rope and stared at the greenish, oozing skin hidden under Annie's clothes. No wonder the smell had been so strong.

"I should have known," he said, just before the gun barrel poked him in the side of the head.

"Finish cutting," Annie instructed, punctuating her words by jabbing the barrel into Matt's temple. Matt resumed sawing the knife through the rope, trying to think of a way to dodge a bullet from point-blank range.

"I got him, Abbey!" Annie yelled.

From somewhere deep in the house, Abbey's voice floated into the bedroom. "I'm coming."

"How long?" Matt asked, still sawing through the rope. "How long have you and Abbey been working together?"

"Since the beginning," she said. "Right after she came down from Kentucky."

"Abbey's not even her real name, is it?"

"Fuck if I know. Fuck if I care. That pussy's so good, she could call herself Fred Flintstone if she wanted. You just get back to cuttin' that rope before I spray your brains all over the wall behind you."

Matt cut through the rope on her right leg and moved to the one tied to her left. "Bitch sure can tie a knot," he muttered.

Annie smiled and ran her tongue across her upper lip. "That ain't all she can do."

Too true, Matt thought.

Abbey stepped into the room carrying Matt's ax. Her face was half eaten away with rot, and Matt could see her lower teeth and part of her jawbone though the dead tissue on her cheek. The smell was overpowering, and he swallowed the urge to vomit. He didn't want to look at her. How had she hidden the decay from him while they were... He couldn't even finish the thought.

"I knew you'd come to save her" Abbey said, pointing at Annie.

"What do you mean?" Matt asked.

"We watched that spineless husband of mine drop you off at the store," she said. "I knew you were there. But I needed you here, out in the country, where no one would hear anything."

So the whole conversation back at Abbey's Antiques was for his benefit. Another trap. "And I fell right into it," he said.

"You sure did," Annie giggled. "She told me you would."

Abbey smiled. "Toss the knife aside, Matt," she said.

"Tell her not to shoot me." Matt glanced at Annie, who was still pointing the gun at Matt's head.

Abbey set the ax in the corner of the room, then walked around the bed, giving Matt a wide berth. She stopped on the other side of the bed and held out her hand to Annie. "Give it to me," she said.

Annie looked disappointed. "But I wanted to do this one."

"He's mine," Abbey said, her face stern. "You can finish off my sorry-ass excuse for a husband. Give me the gun."

Annie handed the pistol over. Abbey took it and pointed it at Matt's chest. "Don't worry, hon," she said to Annie. "You'll get to decide head or gut. I'm just gonna be the one to pull the trigger."

That made Annie smile, and she was about to open her mouth, but Abbey cut her off. "Not yet," she said. "Think about it for a minute."

She nodded and smiled at Matt. Head or gut. If Matt had to choose, he'd rather get shot in the head. It would take less time to die. But one look at Annie's subtle smirk told him the girl from McDonald's had already made up her mind, and it didn't jibe with Matt's preference.

Abbey walked back around to the front of the room, keeping the gun pointed at Matt the whole way. "The knife?" she asked.

Matt tossed the knife to the side of the room, thus relinquishing his only weapon. He eyed the blade as it lay on the carpet, glinting red in the light of Abbey's bedroom.

She stepped in front of him and squatted down, bringing her face level to his, and poked the pistol into his chest. Her shoulder where he'd shot her was wrapped with a bandage that had started to bleed through already. She wouldn't be using that arm for a while. From this vantage point, he could see that the rotten green patch had spread all the way to her chest. It disappeared under her shirt, leaving Matt to wonder how far it went. If she took off her shirt, would he see her ribs? He decided he didn't want to know, but it did bring up an interesting question.

"How did you hide them?" he asked.

"The sores?" Abbey replied. "It's easy. Live long enough and you'll figure it out," she finished with a mischievous wink. Matt knew what it meant. He wouldn't live long enough to figure out what to have for breakfast tomorrow, let alone how a person could hide sores.

Abby reached up and grabbed his chin, forcing him to look her in the face. "So, did you miss me, baby?" she asked.

"Doesn't look like it," Matt replied, nodding towards her shoulder.

Abbey smiled, revealing a mouth full of blackened gums and rotting teeth. "Clever," she said. Then she leaned in close so she could whisper in his ear. "But you shouldn't have done that. I was going to let you live."

"Bullshit."

Abbey pulled away, a wounded expression on her face. "It's true. I thought we were kindred spirits. Soul mates, even. Even though you went running after Brad like some goddamn knight in shining armor. Why? To save that whore wife of his? She deserved it. She's been fucking everything that moves for years. But even then I thought I could change your outlook, given enough time. Then you shot me. I could have dealt with you being a white hat, but I draw the line at letting you get away with shooting me."

"I don't believe you."

"Who gives a fuck what you believe?" she said. Then she turned to Annie. "Okay, sweetheart, did you choose? Head or gut?"

"Gut," Annie said without a moment's hesitation.

Matt groaned.

"Gut it is," Abbey said. She lifted the revolver and pointed it at Annie, who stared back in shock and fear.

"What are you—"

The sound of two shots fired in rapid succession cut her off, and her question turned into a howl of pain as two slugs tore into her abdomen. Her left arm and leg were still tied to the bedposts, preventing her from curling into a fetal position, but she slapped her right hand on to her belly in a vain attempt to hold her life's blood inside her ruptured gut. She stared at Abbey, her face a mixture of pain and confusion, and started to babble incoherently. The words were too garbled for Matt to make them out, but the meaning was clear.

"Hey, don't blame me." Abbey shrugged. "You're the one who picked gut." Then she pointed the gun back at Matt. "I've got two bullets left," she said. "Before I kill you, I think I owe you one."

She pointed the gun at Matt's shoulder and fired. The sound rang through the small room like thunder, and Matt screamed as fire punched him in the shoulder and stayed there to burn. He brought his hand up to stem the flow of blood and gasped in pain.

Being shot fucking hurt!

"Smarts a bit, doesn't it?" Abbey said, chuckling.

"Fuck off."

"You deserve it. You shot me first."

Matt wanted to point out that she'd almost blasted him to bloody bits outside long before he'd shot her but didn't figure it would do any good.

Abbey squatted down in front of him again and shook her head. "Such a waste," she said. "We've been waiting for you, you know."

"Why me?"

"Not you specifically. A drifter. Someone who doesn't belong. Someone no one would trust. Why do you think Annie worked that shitty-ass job? She's been keeping her eyes peeled for someone like you to come along. We were beginning to give up hope. When you stepped into the restaurant, with your line about 'just passing through,' she almost jumped for joy. She couldn't wait to tell me about you."

"I don't understand," Matt replied.

"Yes, you do."

"He probably doesn't," came a familiar voice from out in the hall. Mr. Dark stepped into the bedroom, a red lollipop in his mouth and a hideous grin on his face. "He's really quite simple, you know."




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
Matt stared at Mr. Dark for a few heartbeats, then looked back to Abbey and shook his head. "Is anything you've told me true?"

"Oh, don't look so surprised," Abbey said. "You should listen to him sometime. He's brilliant. Hell, he's been around forever and knows just about everything there is to know. He even knows a lot about you, Matt. In fact, he told me you'd never go for this."

"I sure did," Mr. Dark said. "Did I call that one, or what?"

"Yes, you did," she said, then looked back at Matt. "Like I said. It's a shame."

"Go for what?" Then Matt understood. The van, the escalation of the attacks, the fake divorce, even killing Annie. "You're leaving," he said. "And you wanted me to come with you."

Mr. Dark smiled again, and Abbey leaned over and kissed Matt on the forehead. A loud, wet smack that made him want to wipe his brow. Her lips felt like a pair of rotting leeches. The last thing he wanted was to die with any of her goop on him.

"If you hadn't shot me, I'd be fucking your brains out right now," Abbey said, much to Mr. Dark's amusement. "I hope you remember that."

Matt stared at the gun in her hand. The gun with only one bullet left. It had his fingerprints all over it. When forensics pulled the bullets out of Annie's gut and Matt's skull, they would be a match. He doubted there would even be much of an investigation. Here he was, a drifter, who just happened to come through town and fuck a local cop's wife. All Abbey had to do now was finish off Dale. Then, with the cop dead and the wife missing, they would look at Matt as the prime suspect.

He thought about his call to the police. He'd asked for Dale and refused to talk to the receptionist. That would look bad. The local police would think he and Annie set the whole thing up to kill Dale, but something had gone wrong. Still, it didn't quite add up, and Matt knew why.

"But you shot Dale with the shotgun," Matt said. "My prints aren't on that."

"Nope," Abbey agreed, "but soon hers will be." She nodded to Annie, who grunted a weak reply. "Sorry, sweetheart. It would have been gut no matter what you picked. I needed you to stay alive long enough to grip the shotgun." Abbey winked.

"Fuuuuuuh yooooo," Annie wheezed.

"Not likely," Abbey replied, then turned her attention back to Matt. "Your prints are all over that knife," she said. "That'll be interesting. Especially when the police match it to eight of the Blake County Killer's victims. You'll be famous all over again."

"But what about you? When they don't find you here, they'll know you were part of this."

"Oh, they'll find my body in a few weeks. It'll be floating down Black Creek. One last victim of the Blake County Killer. They might be surprised to find it with a full set of ID, but at least that should make it easier for them, since they won't be able to identify the face."

By then no one would even be looking for it. Matt knew how small towns worked. He grew up in one. He was just a drifter. No one knew him, but by tomorrow morning half the town would swear they'd seen him around the last few years but never thought anything about it. He'd be found guilty post mortem, and that would be it. Then Abbey would find another partner in another city and start all over again, this time with help from Mr. Dark.

Like she needed it.

"So, Matt," Abbey said, raising the gun to his forehead. "Mr. Dark here is pretty anxious to get this over with. Is there anything else you'd like to say before I kill you? Make it good, now."

"Just one last question," Matt said.

"What is it?"

The sound of sirens came to them, warbling and loud. Above, the steady chop of a helicopter could be heard, its rotors getting louder and louder by the second. Matt smiled.

"Did you check your phone?" he asked.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Abbey cocked her head to the side, a frown on her rotting features. The sirens grew louder by the second.

"Your hall phone is off the hook, Abbey," Matt said. "I wonder why."

Understanding lit Abbey's face. "You asshole."

Matt nodded. "I'm not that dumb. They'll be here soon, too. You wanna get out of here? Better do it quick."

"My, my." Mr. Dark grinned at Matt and winked. "That was quite clever."

Abbey turned to face Mr. Dark, probably intending to tell him to shut the fuck up. Matt would never know what she was about to say, because he seized her momentary distraction and grabbed the gun. Abbey jerked her hand back, but Matt held his grip, and the two of them wrestled with the pistol while the sirens approached. Matt's finger inadvertently closed on the cylinder release and for a moment it came free, but Abbey put her hand on it and forced it back into the body of the gun with a click, pinching Matt's palm in the process.

Matt was stronger than Abbey, his body hardened by years of heavy manual labor, but Abbey was faster. She twisted to the side and launched a straight kick to Matt's face. Matt was able to jump aside, but the blow hit him in his wounded shoulder. The flash of pain that rolled over him made the initial gunshot feel like a paper cut. He lost his grip on the gun and fell to the floor, trying to clear the stars from his vision.

When his vision cleared, Abbey was standing over him, the gun pointed right at his temple. Mr. Dark was nowhere to be seen.

"See you in hell," Abbey said. Her voice sounded muffled, probably because of the maggots chewing on her tongue. She pulled the trigger.

Click!

Abbey stared at the gun in her hands, the question forming on her rotting lips. "What the fuck?" She pulled the trigger again.

Click!

Matt held up his clenched hand and slowly opened it, allowing Abbey to see the bullet he'd managed to palm during the struggle. He smiled as he let it drop on the floor.

Just then, two police officers burst into the bedroom, pistols drawn and pointed right at Abbey's chest.

"Drop the gun," one of them yelled.

Abbey turned to face them and dropped the pistol to the floor. "Thank God you're here, officers," she said. "I caught this asshole breaking in. He shot Annie Jordan, but I was able to—"

"Save it," the officer said. "Turn around and put your hands behind your back."

"But I—"

"Now!"

Abbey turned around to face Matt, who watched as the officer walked up behind her and pulled what looked like a thick plastic zip tie from his belt. Better than handcuffs, he thought.

"We found Dale," the officer said to Abbey. "Alive. He told us everything. Next time you shoot a cop, make sure you kill him. Otherwise he's just gonna put the finger on you."

"I'll take that under advisement," Abbey said. The look on her face could have cracked granite.

Just as the cop was about to bind her wrists, Abbey spun into a low kick that sent him to the floor. The other cop fired his weapon, but the shot went wide and thudded into the wall behind Matt. Faster than Matt could follow, Abbey grabbed the gun from the downed officer and fired a round at the cop who was still on his feet, hitting him square in the chest. He flew backward into the hall as Abbey readjusted her aim and pointed the gun at the prone officer's head.

"What was that advice you gave me about shooting cops?" she asked, winking. Then she pulled the trigger.

Outside, new voices shouted in alarm at the gunshots, and the sound of a dozen booted feet pounded through the house. Abbey didn't seem to notice. She turned to face Matt.

Matt had grabbed the only thing he could find to use as a weapon, his grandfather's ax, which Abbey had leaned against the wall. The familiar weight and heft felt like an old friend, and a comfortable warmth spread through him as he swung.

Abbey pulled the trigger.

The ax bit into her shoulder.

Both of them went to the floor. Matt heard the bullet whizz by his head, missing him by a hairs breadth. He landed hard on his injured shoulder, sending fresh waves of pain through his whole body. The room blurred and spun, leaving him in a state of vertigo. The blood loss didn't help. He tried to stand, but somehow his feet wouldn't listen, and the last thing he heard was one of the cops yell, "She's alive!" just before he slid into darkness.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
"You should stay a few more days, just to be safe," Dr. Mayhew said. "The bullet missed your humerus and rotator cuff, but you still have some soft-tissue damage."

Matt looked up from zipping his pants. "I'll be fine," he said. "I'm a fast healer." His left arm hung from the sling the doctor had given him, but he still had full use of his right. He extended his arm and shook the doctor's hand. "Thank you," he said.

Mayhew snorted and left the room, muttering about stubborn patients. Matt watched him go, a smile on his stubbled face. The good doctor had sewn him back together after the paramedics brought him in two nights ago. He'd had a slug in his shoulder that had to be removed, and he'd lost a good deal of blood. Mayhew had removed the slug, and several pints of blood later Matt awoke feeling much better. Mayhew had then spent the entire next day telling Matt how lucky he was, that he could have lost the use of his arm, but Matt wasn't so sure.

His mind kept flashing back to all the photos of Abbey in her house. Some of them were more than a hundred years old, yet she looked no older than thirty. Would that be his future, as well? He hoped not, but given the rapid state of his body's healing and the way Abbey hadn't aged at all in more than a century, he had to wonder if that last bullet would have killed him if he hadn't moved in time.

He didn't know.

And he didn't intend to find out.

He slipped into his shoes, which were very hard to tie with one hand, and stood up. The hospital room reminded him of the one he'd had back at the university. Cold, white, barren, and far too expensive for his tastes. In the case of the university, they'd claimed he owed them millions but were willing to wipe the slate clean for a few more days of tests and tissue samples. Then, as now, he was sick of the room and just wanted to go.

While Dr. Mayhew certainly wasn't trying to get Matt to stay for his own personal gain, the end result would be the same: Matt would sit in this damn white and bare room with several beeping machines until he went out of his mind.

Further out of it, he corrected.

"No, thanks," Matt said to himself. He grabbed the bag with his things. The only item missing was his ax, which the police had taken as evidence. He supposed he wouldn't be getting that back for a long time, if ever.

He walked out into the hallway, already feeling better than he had when he'd woken up in the ER two days ago. Matt hadn't been lying when he told Dr. Mayhew he was a fast healer. He just chose to leave out how fast. Ever since he'd come back from the dead, his body had seemed stronger and more able to heal, and this time seemed no different. His left shoulder was sore, but that was about it, and his sprained wrist didn't hurt at all. Tomorrow morning there would likely just be an angry red scar on his shoulder. Next week there probably wouldn't even be that much.

A blessing or a curse? Matt had no idea.

Mr. Dark's jibe came back to him. You really are simple, aren't you? It makes me wonder why they chose you.

So who the hell were "they?" And what did they want with Matt?

One thing at a time, Matt, he thought. Get out of this damn hospital first.

"Good fucking advice," he said, and left the room.

# # #

A familiar face was waiting to greet him when he reached the lobby. Officer Dale Everett hobbled up to him on a pair of shiny aluminum crutches. His left leg was heavily bandaged, but Dale was smiling for the first time Matt could recall. He extended his right hand to Matt. "Thanks for saving my life, Cahill," he said. "I was wrong about you. You're a good guy."

"Glad to help, Officer," Matt replied. "I see you're feeling better."

Dale snorted. "It's just one leg. I have another."

Matt chuckled. "How is Abbey enjoying jail?"

Dale said nothing, but his expression darkened. He looked at the floor and sighed.

"What happened?" Matt asked.

"Abbey escaped."

"How?"

"Somehow she got out of the wrist restraints. She killed both of the officers in the car and took off with the cruiser. We found it the next day about forty miles west, headed towards Nashville, but that's where the trail went cold."

Matt looked at the front entrance of the hospital. The sun shone through the glass and hit the polished white floor, making the room a little too bright. Tiny motes of dust floated in and out of the sunbeam, whisked away by the wind of people walking by.

"So she's out there. Right now. And no one knows where," Matt said.

Dale nodded. Somehow, the room upstairs no longer seemed like such a bad place to be.

"Damn," Matt said.

"Yeah, that's about how I feel about it, too," Dale replied.

The two stood in the lobby for several minutes, Matt lost in his thoughts of Abbey. Dale's thoughts were probably similar, but Matt wasn't about to ask. Matt had lost his wife to cancer several years ago. Dale had just lost his to another type of cancer, only in his case she wasn't dead, just gone. Probably planning her next killing spree. Knowing Abbey, it would eventually bring her back here to Crawford for revenge. Matt didn't think it would be a good idea to bring that up. Besides, Dale probably knew it, anyway.

"So you've come to see me off?" Matt asked.

"Sort of," Dale replied. "I came to offer you a ride. Want a lift to Cranston?"

"You bet."

# # #

Twenty minutes later, Matt and Dale were headed east on Interstate 90 towards Cranston in a Crawford P.D. cruiser. Dale had been making small talk the whole way. How was Matt feeling? Did the doctor treat him well? Where was he headed next? Matt answered every question as precisely as he could, but he got the impression Dale was working up to something.

Dale finally spilled it when they reached the Cranston city limits.

"You know, Matt," he said, "there was a reward for information leading to the arrest of the Blake County Killer. Fifty thousand dollars."

"That's a lot of money, Dale. But she escaped. She won't be convicted."

"Eventually we'll catch her," Dale replied. "When we do, we'll make sure she doesn't escape again. The reward will still be valid. If you leave me a way to contact you, I'll make sure you get it."

Matt thought about it for a moment. Fifty grand was a lot of money. He could probably do a lot of good with it. Hell, maybe he could even buy a reliable car to get from place to place. And gas, and insurance, and maybe even a decent hotel every now and then. And then...

Matt smiled and shrugged. And then what? Where would it stop?

"When that day comes," he said, "give the money to the families of the officers Abbey killed the night she shot me."

"You sure?"

Matt nodded. "I don't need it. Hell, I couldn't really use it. Those guys died saving my life. Maybe it'll do their families some good."

"I thought you'd say that." Dale pulled into the Gray Line terminal and parked the cruiser. Matt grabbed his bag and reached out to shake the cop's hand a final time.

"Hang on," Dale said. "I have something for you." Dale got out of the car and walked around back. Matt shrugged and did likewise.

Dale opened his trunk and pulled out Matt's ax. "Here you go, Cahill. You should probably take this with you."

Matt, too stunned to speak, reached out and grasped the handle. The familiar warmth spread through his arm, and he couldn't help but smile as he held his grandfather's ax once again. He brought it close to his chest and looked up at Dale, who smiled a big, toothy grin.

"Thank you," Matt said. "This means a lot to me."

Dale nodded.

"I thought it was evidence..."

"You thought what was evidence?" Dale asked with a grin.

"Thank you," Matt said again.

"You saved my life. It was the least I could do."

Matt shook Dale's hand one last time, then shoved the ax into his duffel bag and turned to walk into the terminal.

# # #

Matt sat on the bus, drinking a Coke he'd bought from the vending machine. He was the only passenger to depart from the Cranston terminal. The driver had inspected his duffel before letting him board and insisted he leave the ax in the compartment under the bus.

"You can't bring that on board," the driver said, pointing at it.

Matt knew the drill. He had placed the ax in the storage compartment and climbed into the bus.

Now, half an hour later, he wanted a snack. He'd bought a bag of chips back at the terminal and stuffed them into his duffel for later. He unzipped the bag and rummaged through his belongings, searching for the blue and silver foil pack. It didn't take long to find it, but as he pulled it out, a small yellow envelope fell out of the bag and plopped onto the floor.

Matt picked it up and examined it. The smell of rose perfume reached his nose.

"Abbey," he breathed.

The envelope contained an old photograph. He pulled it out and was not surprised to see it was the one of her and Clark at the car dealership.

He couldn't imagine when she'd stuck it in his bag. The police had arrested her and taken her to the hospital while the paramedics revived him. The only possibility he could think of was that Abbey had paid him a visit in the hospital.

He turned the photo over and read the back. Near the top right, in ink that had dried long before Matt was even born, someone had written the words Mina and Clark, October 14, 1947.

Below that, in much fresher ink, she had written him a note.

 
Matt,

This was fun. We'll have to do it again sometime. The sooner the better.

Abbey

P.S. Mr. Dark says hello.

 
So she had been Mina back in 1947. How many names had she taken over the years? What was her real name? Had she always been evil? Or had she once been like Matt? Just a poor soul who tried to fight the evil around her any way she could? Would Matt become like her if he couldn't stop Mr. Dark? He recalled Abbey's gleeful expression as she pumped two bullets into Annie's belly. Was that his destiny, as well?

He stared at the picture for a few moments, then put it back into the envelope and shoved it into his bag. One thing at a time, Matt, he thought. One thing at a time.



EPILOGUE


 
Dale sat in the station watching the bulletins, looking for any sign of Abbey. So far there hadn't been any sightings, but that didn't mean anything. The United States is a big country, and Abbey could be anywhere in it. Hell, for that matter, she could have left the country altogether. He sighed, then leaned back into his chair, rubbing his temples with his thumbs. All the letters were starting to blur together. He'd been at this for days. Maybe he needed a break.

He stood up and walked into the front entrance of the Crawford Police Department. The building was small and compact, but fairly modern. The town had built it in 2003 at a large cost to the taxpayers, but it had been necessary. The old P.D. was so outdated and ancient that one of the cell walls had collapsed in 2001, allowing several inmates to escape and putting another in the hospital. The large open lobby afforded him a view of the front doors, which were made from big sheets of bullet proof Plexiglas.

Outside, a large black SUV pulled up to the station and parked in front of the doors. A big man in black sunglasses stepped out. He wore an impeccable black suit and black shoes that shone like glass. His head was clean shaven and free of any hint of stubble. Meticulous was the word that came to Dale's mind when he thought of the man's appearance.

The stranger entered the station—he had to duck to fit his head under doorway —and took off his sunglasses. After several seconds spent looking around the lobby, his eyes settled on Dale, who was in full uniform. His face turned to concrete, and he approached. His walk was cool, measured, and confident. His demeanor exuded quiet control. Ex-military, Dale guessed.

Dale stepped forward and extended his hand. "Officer Everett. Can I help you?"

The stranger pulled a card from his pocket and placed it in Dale's outstretched hand. It bore the logo of some university hospital up north—Washington, he thought—as well as a name: Dr. Franklin H. Simpson, Phd. What the hell was a doctor from a Washington hospital doing in Crawford, Tennessee?

"What can I do for you, Dr. Simpson?"

Simpson frowned. His hard, chiseled features and solid, muscular body—only partially hidden by the suit—didn't remind Dale of any doctor he'd ever met. More like a linebacker or Special Ops team member. Dale knew some of the local SWAT guys from Cranston and they all had a similar bearing.

If he's a doctor, Dale thought, then I'm Martha Fucking Stewart.

"You might be able to help me, yes," Simpson said. He reached into another pocket and pulled out a photograph, which he handed over to Dale. "I'm looking for this man. I understand he passed through here recently. He's stolen some very valuable hospital property, and we would like it back."

Dale checked the picture and barely kept from gasping out loud.

Matt's face stared back at him.

He handed the picture back. "Never saw him before."

# # #

Simpson opened the door to the SUV. Inside, Watts was waiting, passing the time by sharpening his Ka-Bar.

"Well?" Watts asked, scraping the blade slowly along a piece of ceramic.

"The officer inside says Cahill hasn't been here," Simpson said.

"He telling the truth?"

"No," Simpson replied, putting the SUV in drive and turning out of the parking lot. "He's been here, all right."

"How long ago?"

"A few days, maybe."

"We're catching up," Watts said, pulling the blade along for another pass of the ceramic.

"That we are," Simpson replied, smiling.

"So where to now?"

"There's only one town within a hundred miles that has a bus terminal."

Watts looked at his knife, testing the blade with the tip of his thumb. He winced, then pulled his thumb back. A thin line of blood welled from the fresh cut. Good enough. "Cranston it is, then," he said.

THE END



 
If you enjoyed THE DEAD WOMAN, you won't want to miss THE DEAD MAN #5: THE BLOOD MESA by James Reasoner, the next adventure in the series. Here's an excerpt:

 



CHAPTER ONE
 
With fear shooting through his veins and his pulse hammering in his head, Matt Cahill twisted the key and tromped the gas, hoping he wouldn't flood the engine of the big two-and-a-half-ton truck. It cranked a couple of times with a maddening lack of results, then caught with a rumbling growl.

Horrific, decaying figures that had been normal people only a short time earlier swarmed around the vehicle, howling in rage and blood lust. Several of them lunged in front of it, trying to cut off Matt's escape route.

Matt didn't hesitate. He slammed the truck into gear and sent it lurching forward. The woman on the seat beside him screamed as the rotting creatures caught in front of the truck scrambled to get out of its way.

Some of them made it, but one man wasn't fast enough. He threw up his arms and shrieked as the truck ran him down. Matt felt the bump as the heavy wheels passed over the body. Nothing could survive that.

And just like that, Matt was a killer again, through no fault of his own, and he had to ask himself if it would ever stop.

But it wouldn't, he knew, as long as he was a player in this game with no rules, this endless bloody chess match against the nightmarish figure that haunted him.

Mr. Dark.

# # #

One day earlier

Matt remembered a time, not so long ago, really, when it seemed like he would never be warm again.

Spending three months buried under an avalanche, tons and tons of snow and ice, probably accounted for that. Once you'd survived something like that – somehow – you had to expect to be pretty chilled.

But now all it had taken to convince him that, yes, indeed, he could be warm again, was a summer day in New Mexico, in the high, dry desert country of the Four Corners region.

More than warm. Hot as blazes, actually.

The heat came up from the asphalt of the highway's narrow shoulder through the soles of his boots and seemed to bake his toes. Pigs in a blanket, he thought.

The trucker had dropped him off a couple miles south of here, where the two-lane state blacktop crossed the interstate. Matt had intended to ride all the way to Gallup with the man, but when he had seen the red sandstone mesa rising from the desert to the north, something had told him that was the direction he needed to head. He had grown accustomed to following his hunches, even though they often led him into trouble.

"Not much up that way," the trucker had warned him, "and not much traffic on that road."

"I can walk," Matt had said, feeling confident that he could. Ever since he had returned to life after being frozen for three months under the avalanche, he had felt stronger and more vital than ever. "I want to take a closer look at that mesa."

The trucker had given him a sideways look but hadn't asked for an explanation, which was good because Matt couldn't have given him one.

What Matt hadn't reckoned on was how fast the blazing sun would leech all the juices and all the energy from a man. A dozen times while he was trudging along the blacktop, he had asked himself if he was crazy to be doing this.

And the answer, of course, was yes. He was crazy. But not just because he was walking up a New Mexico highway in the hot sun with a duffel bag slung over his shoulder that seemed to increase in weight with every step he took.

He was crazy because he saw things that couldn't be there, like the laughing, maniacal face of his personal nemesis, the creature he had dubbed Mr. Dark. He saw the rotting horror of evil on the faces of those touched by Mr. Dark.

Crazy or not, he knew in his heart those visions were real. They had led him to leave his native Pacific Northwest and wander the country. He didn't know why or how he had been brought back from death, but his instincts told him it had to have something to do with fighting Mr. Dark, doing his best to ruin the hideous creature's plans.

So that's what he had been doing for months now, following his instincts, and when they told him to check out that majestic mesa in the distance, he didn't try to talk himself out of it. He just started walking.

And scorching in the pitiless sun. He was used to nearly unending rain and cool, piney woods, not this . . . this oven that called itself a state.

He slowed as he spotted something on the side of the highway up ahead and realized it was a truck of some kind. The heat-distorted scene seemed to swim in front of Matt's eyes for a second. Distances expanded crazily, stretching out so that it was a mile to the truck, a mile he could never cover, the shape he was in.

He had been out in the sun too long. That was all there was to it.

The truck offered some shade, anyway, and maybe the driver had some water he'd be willing to share. Matt forced his feet to keep going, telling himself that it wasn't as far as it looked.

When he came closer, he saw that the truck's hood was open. Somebody else was having some bad luck today.

As Matt approached, somebody stepped away from the front of the truck. The sun's glare made it hard to distinguish details, but the figure's shape told Matt it was a woman. When he finally stepped into the blessed shade cast by the tall, canvas cover over the truck's bed, Matt paused to let his half-blinded eyes adjust.

The woman was in her thirties, good-looking, with honey-blond hair pulled back into a ponytail. She wore jeans and a t-shirt with a university logo on it.

And she was watching Matt with the wary look that any woman would display if a stranger came walking up to her in the middle of nowhere, miles from any help.

Matt stopped beside the rear of the truck, not wanting to crowd her and make any more suspicious than she already was. He lowered his duffel bag to the ground and asked, "Having trouble?"

"Something's wrong with the truck," she replied, "although I suppose that goes without saying. Do you know anything about engines?"

"A little," Matt said. "I'd be glad to take a look at it for you."

She hesitated, clearly still unsure whether to trust him completely, but the idea of being stuck out here must have overcome her nervousness. She turned her head and said, "Andrew, why don't you let this man take a look at it?"

So she wasn't alone after all. The man she called Andrew muttered something and stepped around the front of the truck where Matt could see him.

The man was about forty, broad-shouldered and sandy-haired, wearing a khaki shirt and blue jeans. Rotting skin peeled away from his broad forehead, and where his nose should have been was only a festering, oozing hole in his face.



CHAPTER TWO
 
Not here, Matt thought. Please, not here, too.

And yet he wasn't the least bit surprised. Nearly everywhere he had gone since leaving Washington, he had encountered these manifestations of evil. Most of the time he believed that was why he had been brought back from death. Some unknown force was guiding his steps to them.

Matt didn't show any reaction to the grotesque sight that met his eyes. He had gotten used to hiding his feelings. And the woman didn't react to the terrible sores on her companion's face, of course, because she couldn't see them.

Matt was the only one who could.

"It didn't overheat," the man said, drawing Matt's attention back to the truck. "It just stopped."

That seemed like a pretty mundane concern for a guy who was slowly being consumed by evil. Matt's pulse hammered faster as he moved forward and said, "I'll take a look at it."

He watched the man from the corner of his eye as he circled around to the front of the truck. If either of them noticed his caution, they gave no sign of it.

The truck was built high off the ground, on big tires. Matt stepped up onto the front bumper so he could get a better look into the engine. He came from a family where the men were expected to be able to work on just about anything mechanical and often did. He checked the wiring first and saw the problem right away.

"You've got a loose wire on your alternator," he said. "You've been running on your battery. Didn't you notice that on the gauge?"

The man scoffed. "I'm not a mechanic. The man who should be taking care of such things quit on us, otherwise I wouldn't be driving this behemoth back out to the mesa."

They were on their way to the mesa? The same mesa that had drawn him to hike up this desolate road?

Considering the rot that he saw on the man's face, Matt wasn't surprised there was a connection.

"Your battery finally went dead," he said. "I can hook up the alternator again, but without any juice to start the engine, you're still stuck."

The woman said, "I think there's another battery in the back. Our driver . . . our former driver . . . said it was a good idea to bring along a spare, since we'd be so far from anywhere at the mesa. Come on, let's take a look."

She seemed to have decided that he wasn't a psycho killer. He followed her to the back of the truck, where she pulled the canvas cover aside and held it for him while he climbed in. The truck bed held a number of bags and boxes that appeared to be full of supplies, and sure enough, in the front corner, a spare battery.

"You're in luck," Matt told her. "I'll need some wrenches."

"There's a tool kit behind the seat."

In a matter of minutes, he had taken off the dead battery and replaced it with the spare, as well as hooking up the wire that had come loose on the alternator. The work was hard enough in this heat that it caused beads of sweat to break out on his face.

Better than what was breaking out on Andrew's face, Matt thought as he sleeved away some of the sweat.

"All right, try it now," he said.

Andrew climbed into the truck and turned the key. The engine turned over for a moment, then caught. Matt jumped down from the bumper and went to the open door. In other circumstances he might have stepped up onto the running board and leaned in past Andrew to check the gauges, but he didn't want to get that close to the rotting man.

Instead he said, "Leave it running and let me take a look."

He stepped back to give Andrew plenty of room as the man climbed out.

"Looks good," Matt said after he'd peered in at the gauges. "You ought to get where you're going now."

The woman said, "Obviously you have experience with trucks like this."

Matt shrugged. "I used to work at a sawmill. I drove a few trucks back there."

"Would you be interested in a job?"

Andrew said, "Wait a minute. We don't know anything about this man, even his name."

"It's Matt Cahill," Matt said.

"I'm Dr. Veronica Dupre," the woman said. "This is Dr. Andrew Hammond."

So they weren't married. Matt had figured as much from the lack of wedding rings.

"As I mentioned, the man we hired to be our driver and mechanic decided to quit without any warning. We dropped him off in Gallup when we were picking up supplies. We could use a replacement."

Matt was hoping she would say that. They were going to the mesa, and ever since he'd seen it from the interstate, something about it had reached out to him with an undenable compulsion.

Not only that, but the festering sores on Dr. Andrew Hammond's face told him that something bad was probably going to happen on top of that mesa.

Unless he could stop it somehow.

Matt cleared his throat and said, "And I could use a job. I accept."

Hammond frowned, which made more pus ooze from the sores on his forehead, and said, "Ronnie, I'm still not sure about this."

"Do you want to drive the truck and keep all the equipment working?" she asked him.

For a moment, Hammond didn't say anything. Then he snapped, "Fine. Consider yourself hired, Cahill. The job doesn't pay that much, though."

"I'm not worried about that," Matt said, which was true.

His real reward would be the opportunity to cross swords with the evil that he stalked.

And that stalked him.



 
If you liked David McAfee's THE DEAD WOMAN, you'll want to read his acclaimed and wildly inventive horror epic 33 A.D., now available as an ebook and as a trade paperback. Here's the first chapter…

 



CHAPTER ONE
 
Jerusalem, 33A.D.

 
Ephraim darted around his modest wood-and-mortar home in the Upper City, grabbing as many of his possessions as he could carry – mostly clothing and a few personal items – and shoving them into a large burlap pack. Every now and then his brown eyes shifted to the door, waiting for a knock. Or worse, no sound whatsoever. The latter worried him the most because it would mean the servants of the Council had found him. A Psalm of Silence only carried for about twenty paces, so if the world around him went suddenly quiet, he would know those who hunted him were very, very close.

As an Enforcer, or at least a former Enforcer, Ephraim knew the inevitable result of breaking the laws of his people, a race not known for mercy. Now, as he packed, he couldn't help but wonder why he'd felt the need to tell the Council about his indiscretions. Bad enough he'd defied them, but he also gave them all the information they needed to punish him. And for what? A strange feeling in his heart? A pang of conscience? Was he mad? In retrospect, it seemed possible, but he couldn't do anything about it now. His elders wanted him dead, and unless he hurried they would get their way.

A worn, woolen tunic hung halfway off his bed. I'll need that, he thought as he reached for it. He couldn't afford to leave a single piece of clothing behind. He stuffed the tunic into his bag and turned to regard a large chest on the wall opposite the bed. He reached down and flung the lid open, breaking one of the hinges in the process, and started grabbing more clothes. I'll need that. And that.

Then his fingers closed on something small and hard. He didn't have to look at it to know it was his ceramic wolf's head figurine, a symbol of his former rank. I won't need that. Ephraim tossed it over his shoulder, where it shattered on the hard floor. He didn't pay it any attention as he picked up a short, fat bladed knife. I'll need that, too. It joined the many tunics in his bag. Just as he picked up a pair of worn breeches, a noise outside his door caught his attention.

What was that? Ephraim froze, craning his ears and trying desperately to catch the elusive sound. He stood silent and still for sixty long seconds, muscles tense and booted feet nailed to the floor. The breeches hung from his fingers like a mouse in a raptor's claw. He eyed the sickle-shaped sword on the opposite wall, ready to spring over and grab it if necessary. Although the sword was very old, he kept it sharp and in perfect balance, not easy to do with a khopesh.

When the noise didn't return, he shook his head. The wind, he told himself, and returned to the task at hand. He had to hurry. They were coming.

He couldn't allow himself to be captured by the Council's minions. They would make him talk, and that would be bad. Not just for himself, but for his newfound friends, as well. The elders of the Bachiyr race had many methods by which to extract information, even from one of their own. All of them brutally effective. If they caught him, they would find a way to make him talk. Sooner or later Ephraim would tell them anything they wanted to know, the only real question was how long would it take to break him.

As he packed, his hand brushed against a small figurine of a lamb from the shelf above his bed, knocking it off and sending it toppling through the air. "Damn!" He reached out to catch it and missed, but his fingertips brushed the delicate figurine just enough to alter its course so that, instead of following the wolf's head to the hard floor, the lamb plopped down amidst the soft linens on the bed. Ephraim breathed a sigh of relief when the delicate figure didn't break, and reached down gently to pick it up. He didn't miss the irony that he, the predator, had thrown away the wolf figurine and kept the lamb.

Former predator, he amended, shaking his head. I am not like that anymore. He stared at the lamb for several precious seconds, remembering what it symbolized and making sure, in his heart, he'd made the right decision. Satisfied, he placed the tiny item into a small velvet bag and tied it shut, then placed the bag into his pack, stuffing it between the folds of a coarse brown tunic. He tied the pack closed and set it on the floor in front of him.

Ephraim then stepped over to the far wall and eyed his ancient khopesh, which he had wielded for over a thousand years, though the style of blade had largely gone out of use eight centuries ago. He reached a tentative hand up to the sword, but his fingers froze before they touched the handle. Ashamed, he pictured the faces of his many victims, heard again their anguished screams, and saw their mouths stretched wide in agony. The smell of their blood returned to him, sending an unwelcome rumble through his belly. Far from the pleasure these memories once brought, Ephraim now felt only shame. How many? He wondered. How many have I killed with this very blade? He had no idea, but the number must surely be huge.

"So great is my sin," he whispered. He could not shed tears, none of his race could, but his face felt hot and flushed, nonetheless. He drew his hand back, unwilling to touch the ancient sword, his most trusted companion for centuries, now too poignant a reminder of who he used to be. With a sigh, he turned from the wall and walked over to the bed, determined to leave his past at his back.

Now ready to go, he just had to wait for his friend to come and help sneak him out of the city. Ephraim sat on the edge of his bed, waiting for Malachi's knock. He hoped it would not take long.

Please hurry, Malachi, he thought. Time is running out. They are coming.

 
# # #

 
Above Ephraim, crouched amidst the pressed oak beams that supported the structure's ceiling, a single pair of eyes looked down at the one-time Enforcer. The Council's agents were not coming, as Ephraim feared. They – or rather, he – had already arrived. If he had looked up, he might have seen the dark shadow hiding among the lighter ones in his ceiling, but he never so much as glanced upward. His visitor thought lack of sustenance to be the cause of Ephraim's inattentiveness, and he shook his head in disbelief. From his dark vantage point, he watched the scene unfold, memorizing the layout of the room for future reference.

Earlier that evening, before he had left the Halls, the Council told him what to expect. Even so, he hadn't wanted to believe that one of their own, particularly one with as glorious and faithful a history as Ephraim, could be capable of such treachery. Until he witnessed Ephraim's hurried packing and the incident with the wolf's head – an article of rank sacred to the Bachiyr – he'd hoped to discover his superiors mistaken. The longer he waited on high, however, the more he came to realize they were right.

They are always right, he thought to himself. I should have known better than to doubt. Just because he's a friend— he stopped himself there, not wanting to diminish his readiness. He couldn't waste time thinking of past friendships and obligations. He had a job to do, and reminiscing would only make it harder and might even cloud his judgment, which could not be allowed. He had to be clearheaded and alert for the next few minutes.

Long enough to kill Ephraim.

First, however, he had to wait and observe a short while longer. The treacherous dog would die, certainly, but not before his visitor discovered who he'd betrayed them to. Ephraim's message to the Council had been vague in that regard; most likely a deliberate omission. To that end the watcher held himself in check through his growing anger while his thick, sharp nails dug furrows into the wooden beams. He held still, relishing the tantalizing scent of fear that emanated from his former friend, and waited for the knock that would signal Ephraim's allies had come to save him. On that, the Council's orders were very clear. We must know who the traitor is in league with. That is of utmost importance, Theron.

Theron had never failed the Council before, not once in over nine hundred years, and he didn't intend to start now. As much as he wanted to drop from the shadows like an evil beast from a child's tale, he waited. Patience, he counseled himself. Not yet. Waiting was the essence of his craft. He was a professional. If you wanted to put a fine point on it, he was the professional. The Lead Enforcer for the Council of Thirteen, albeit newly appointed. These days, that mostly meant he acted as their primary assassin, although every now and then the Council sent him for capture rather than elimination. But those occasions were few.

And this wasn't one of them.

So until Ephraim received his visitor, Theron would sit, out of sight, and wait for the sound of knuckles on the door. However long it took. But once he had his information, then… well, then the fun would begin.

He didn't have to wait long. About five minutes after Ephraim finished packing a loud knock thundered through the house, violating the silence with a hollow boom. Ephraim jumped at the sudden sound, but Theron had heard the visitor's boots crunch on Ephraim's gravel walkway and was expecting it. He smiled as he watched his intended victim's face go from terror to joy.

"At last!" Ephraim said. "You certainly took enough time to get here." He walked over to the door and grasped the handle. Then, just as he was about to raise the wooden latch, the relief fled his face, replaced by a look of wariness and renewed fear. "Who's there?"

"Ephraim, you dog. Open the blasted door. We don't have time for this."

"Malachi! Thank the Father you've come." He released the latch on the door and swung it inward.

Malachi the butcher? A human? Theron had expected another Bachiyr to be behind Ephraim's treachery. But a human? What in the Father's Name was going on?

Malachi stepped in, ducking his head and twisting a bit to the side in order to maneuver his broad shoulders through the doorway. He wore his shoulder-length brown hair tied back with a leather thong, leaving his craggy, olive-skinned face exposed from forehead to chin, and he didn't look pleased. He fixed his stern features squarely on the much smaller Ephraim. "Thank 'the Father,' Ephraim? Why would you offer thanks to a demon? Have you learned nothing these last few weeks?"

"My apologies, my friend. Old habits can be difficult to break."

"Indeed, they can," Malachi said. "That you are trying at all says much about your progress." The butcher's face relaxed. He reached his hand out and clasped Ephraim's. "So what is the news?" Malachi looked around the room at the mess of Ephraim's frantic packing. "Are they coming?"

"Yes." Ephraim sprang into motion, grabbing his pack off the bed and hoisting it over his shoulder. "I'm sure of it. We have to leave."

"How did they find out?"

"You want to waste time on explanations? Didn't you hear? They are coming. Let's go and I'll explain on the way." He started to go around the larger man, and Theron tensed. He could not allow the pair to leave, which meant he would have to kill the human first and deal with Ephraim, by far the more dangerous of the two, afterward. He readied himself to spring as Ephraim tried to squirm his way around the huge man.

But Malachi would have none of it. He reached down and grabbed hold of Ephraim's shoulder. The thick, corded muscles on his arm twitched as he casually tossed the smaller man back into the room. He then placed his bulky frame between Ephraim and the door, folding his thick arms across his chest.

"How did they know, Ephraim?" Malachi asked again.

Ephraim glared at the human and chewed his lip, as though trying to decide how much to tell. It surprised Theron that the man handled Ephraim with so little trouble. Either Ephraim's lack of feeding weakened him more than Theron had expected or the butcher was extremely strong. Probably a bit of both. He made a mental note of Malachi's strength; he'd need to be wary of it soon enough.

After a moment or two spent in tense silence, Malachi spoke. "If you don't trust us by now, Ephraim, I can't help you." With that, the giant turned his back to Ephraim and started to walk out of the house.

"I told them!" Ephraim cried. "I'm sorry. I told them. I thought they would be pleased, I… I thought they would see as I have seen. I wanted them to know the truth."

Malachi turned to face him, his face a mask of rage and disbelief. "You told them, Ephraim? Dear God, what were you thinking?"

"I didn't tell them everything. Just that I couldn't serve them any more. I thought they would understand." Ephraim's voice cracked on the last syllable. "I thought I could make them understand."

Malachi closed his eyes. His massive chest swelled as he took a deep breath. The look of anger washed away from his face, replaced by one of sorrow. When he opened his eyes Theron noted a hint of moisture around the edges. "They do understand, my friend. They understand all too well. That's why they will kill you now, and him too."

"No," Ephraim shook his head, his eyes wide. "No, Malachi. Me, certainly. But him? Why? He's done nothing to them."

"Do you truly think they will care?"

Ephraim didn't answer, but he didn't need to. In the shadows above, Theron could have answered the question for him. Of course the Council wouldn't care. The Council never cared. One of their own had betrayed them, and thus he must die. Ephraim would be executed, along with any co-conspirators, be they human or otherwise. Theron's very existence proved that. After all, why would a forgiving Council need Enforcers?

Malachi sighed, his face troubled but resolute. "We must get you out of here, Ephraim. There's a merchant caravan going out with the first light. We can put you in a strong box so the sun will not touch you. The driver's name is Paul. They are heading west to Lydda. There you will find shelter and solace, as much as can be given one of your kind."

Ephraim stood, his face brightening with renewed hope. "Thank you, Malachi. I can never repay you."

Theron had heard enough. "I can," he said as he dropped from the rafters. He positioned himself between the entrance and the room's two surprised occupants. In one fluid motion, he kicked the door shut behind him and pulled his sword from his sheath. Not a khopesh like Ephraim's, Theron's sword was of a more modern, almost Roman design. The straight, thick blade, relatively short for a sword, was designed more for piercing than cutting, though it was certainly capable of both. He hadn't planned on using it when he left the Halls earlier, but Malachi's strength and size presented a very real threat. Since he would need to face Ephraim, as well, speed was a primary concern. That meant using the blade. Theron hadn't become Lead Enforcer by taking chances. The human would die first, then he would deal with the traitor.

Malachi reached for the hammer at his belt, but although large and strong, he was not fast. By the time he got his fingers around the handle, Theron had already spun a circle in front of him, blade first, and cut open his throat in a precise line from one side of his jaw to the other. Malachi sputtered and tried to speak, but his severed vocal chords failed him. The fingers on his right hand started to twitch, and the hammer fell from them and hit the floor with a dull thump. He brought his left hand up to his neck in a futile attempt to stem the flow of his life's blood, then he followed his weapon to the floor. The big human didn't seem angry or bewildered, as Theron might have expected, but content. His face softened into a peaceful expression the Enforcer found somewhat odd. Before he could puzzle it out, however, he would have to deal with Ephraim.

Theron whirled to face him, fully expecting to be bowled over in a mass of teeth and claws. But Ephraim stood in the same spot as before. He hadn't moved at all during Malachi's death, and had not plucked his infamous khopesh from the wall. Theron thought he knew the reason. He knows it won't help. He already knows how this must end. He stepped closer. Malachi's blood dripped from his blade, leaving a thin trail of small red puddles on the floorboards.

"Theron," Ephraim said. "They sent you?"

"I'm the best. Of course they sent me." Theron gave a mocking bow.

"Are you the Lead Enforcer now, my old friend?"

"Someone had to take your place. Who better than me? But you are no friend of mine, traitor." He spat at the other's feet, barely missing Ephraim's dusty leather boot.

"Don't be so quick to choose, Theron. You should hear what he has to say."

"I don't need to hear what he has to say. I still serve our people. The rambling words of a deranged rabbi will not show me my path. The Council's laws have protected our people for over four thousand years. You," he pointed an accusing finger, "have violated them."

"His words would save you, my friend," Ephraim said, so softly Theron almost didn't hear him.

Theron laughed. "Save me? As they saved you? You are a handful of seconds away from Death, and you would presume to save me?" In that instant, Theron determined he would make Ephraim's death as unpleasant as he could manage. He threw his sword to the floor and willed his claws to grow. In a few moments his fingernails grew long and thick. The brief but intense pain in his fingertips was worth it. He would rip the traitor's head from his shoulders. "You should worry about saving yourself, old friend."

"I did," Ephraim replied, just before Theron leapt at him.

It was over quickly; Ephraim didn't fight back. When Theron grabbed Ephraim's head between his clawed hands, the traitor only stared at him with a sad, wistful expression on his face. He didn't speak, not even to beg for his life, which was a bit disappointing. Ephraim didn't flinch at Theron's touch, and he didn't scream, not even when Theron drove his clawed fingers through the flesh of his throat and began to twist, rending tendons, tearing muscle, and sending a spray of blood all over the wall. Once the head rolled off onto the floor, it was over. Theron felt let down. It was too easy.

A quick search of Ephraim's body turned up a rolled piece of parchment. Theron noted the red wax seal, which matched the E on Ephraim's ring, and snapped it in two. He unrolled the letter and read every word, but it didn't tell him anything he hadn't already surmised. It was only a letter to Malachi. Apparently Ephraim had wanted the butcher to be prepared in the event of his death, but in the end it proved too little, too late. Now both lay dead, and Theron had his answers. He dropped the paper onto Ephraim's headless torso and went to the back of the house to find a shovel. He would need to bury the bodies so they would not be found, at least not before he completed his business in Jerusalem.

 
# # #

 
It took a long time to bury Ephraim and Malachi. The hole had to be deep enough to keep any stray dogs from smelling the bodies and digging them up. Due to Malachi's tremendous girth, it also had to be wide and tall. Theron spent the better part of four hours digging the hole, rolling the bodies into it, and covering them up. He also tossed in Ephraim's last letter to Malachi. He wouldn't need it to convince the Council; he had proof enough already.

Afterward, he carefully replaced the layer of grass and sod to better hide the corpses, though the telltale bulge of the earth would be a dead giveaway if anyone came looking. By the time Theron finished the arduous task, dawn loomed a mere two hours away. That didn't leave much time to make his way through the city, but he thought he could manage it.

He walked away from the house, carrying his macabre prize in Ephraim's burlap sack, which he carried slung over his shoulder. Ephraim's head, which bounced and jostled along inside the bag, wore neither fear nor malice on its lifeless features, instead the dead vampire's expression seemed... peaceful. Theron didn't care. The job was done; the Council would be pleased. What's more, he had the information they sought, for Theron now knew the identity of the person to whom Ephraim had betrayed his people. It could only be one man, the same man who'd acquired followers from all across Israel over the last few years. The very man Malachi swore his life to protect only a month ago.

Jesus, they called him. Jesus of Nazareth.
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