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CHAPTER ONE

On the morning of the day that Matt Cahill decided to murder an entire town, he was feeling kind of blue.

The weather didn’t help: dark clouds rolling above, a certain chill creeping into the late summer air, wind picking up as the storm moved on in. In fact, the first drops of rain were starting to come down, making Matt’s day just about perfect.

The radio and TV had been full of it for days: Hurricane Jonas was on the way, and woe to those unlucky or dumb enough to get caught in its way, so get out of town yesterday.

This far north, hurricanes weren’t supposed to be a problem, but a couple of years back, Hurricane Irene had torn a path of destruction through the mid-Atlantic and New England that everybody was still trying to dig themselves out from under. Then, without giving anybody a decent chance to even catch their breath again, Sandy rolled on into town, clobbering everyone her pal Irene might have missed the year before.

And now it was supposed to happen all over again—and if the meteorologists were right, Jonas would rampage through this region sometime tonight.

Good time to visit the Adirondacks, Matt thought as he stood by the side of the road. He watched the heavens pressing lower, shutting him in from above while the looming black mountainsides closed in behind and in front. Any way you cut it, nature was boxing him in. If he were the suspicious type, Matt would feel like he was walking into a trap.

Happily, as it turned out, Matt was the suspicious type, and he was pretty sure that was exactly what was happening here. But he’d made his choice, so no backing out now.

A boxy, battered old Subaru rounded the corner back the way he’d just come. He glanced at it and looked back at the mountains, not even bothering to stick out his thumb. The only people who picked up hitchhikers these days were truckers desperate for a companion—or, to be more accurate, a therapist—willing to listen to their troubles. Ones they could take in a fight, of course. Only so much any trucker was willing to risk for a shoulder to cry on.

Matt had been walking for the past ten miles, since he’d been let off at a diner just off 87, and didn’t expect any more vehicular assistance before he reached the town called Sundown—dead ahead on top of that mountain, the black one looking like a tsunami about to break over him.

Which was why he squinted, puzzled, when the red Sub eased to a stop about ten yards ahead of him, standing in the middle of the road, idling, its driver watching him.

Matt stopped, duffel bag still in hand. And when the door opened, the bag fell from his hand, thumping on the ground with a metallic ring because his grandfather’s ax lay at the bottom.

He stood there, mouth open, staring at Rachel Owens, the girlfriend he’d left behind in Deerpark to begin his long journey into darkness.

“Well,” she invited, her voice a soft caress, “are you coming in?”


CHAPTER TWO

Except it wasn’t Rachel, of course—he knew that the moment she spoke. The voice was higher, younger—as was the girl. But from even a short distance, with that pose, her hair drawn back in a ponytail, and Matt’s general lack of food and sleep, the resemblance was incredible.

Not that Rachel ever dressed so much like a hippie, or earthy-crunchy, or whatever they called themselves…though she would have looked just as good in those shorts and that tight-fitting tank top. Matt stood there, marveling at the illusion that Rachel was here, thousands of miles away from where he’d left her, and at the nonillusion that a gorgeous young woman had just pulled over in the middle of nowhere to offer him a ride. He felt like he’d landed in an old Eagles song.

“Look, I just trusted my gut instead of my instinct and decided to give you a lift. So you want it or not?” Her sweet, bemused tone knocked him out of his reverie and back into action. Matt picked up his duffel bag, glad for the ten hundredth time that he’d found one big enough to stow the ax in. Oddly, that accessory often seemed to discourage drivers from picking up this particular scruffy hitchhiker, and Matt supposed he couldn’t blame them.

“Thanks,” he called as he trotted forward. “I thought I’d be walking all the way to Sundown.”

“That’s twenty miles. You’d never make it before the storm,” she said, with a nod to the heavy black clouds pouring over the mountain peaks.

Matt shrugged. “Not much choice in the matter.”

“Well, now you do.” She smiled, taking him in as he got close. “I’m going all the way.”

Matt wasn’t sure if that was intended as a double entendre or notice that he was being driven right into Sundown—either way, he’d take it.

They climbed back into the car at the same time. Matt noticed the chaotic pile of clothes, food wrappers, and posters (“Ban Hydrofracking!”) that filled the backseat, and hesitated with his bag.

“Just throw it on top,” she said, indicating his bag. “Hopefully it won’t get swallowed by the rest of that shit before we get there.”

Matt relaxed against the soiled gray seat, breathing in the pine-scented air freshener aroma that filled the car, and noticed the black polish on her short nails as her hand slid around the gear shift, gripped it tight, and slid into drive.

And they were off—up to Sundown and into the storm.


CHAPTER THREE

“You’re a lifesaver,” Matt said, his eyes on the winding mountain curves—and the steep drop-off outside his door.

She glanced over at him, smiling. “I couldn’t leave you out in that weather, even if you are a serial killer.”

“Hate to disappoint you, but I’m not.”

“No? What are you, then?” she asked.

Matt hesitated, not sure how to answer that one. Woody Guthrie with an ax? No, that wasn’t quite right…he didn’t sing many folk songs. “I, uh, I work in a sawmill.”

He could instantly feel the disapproval as her smile faltered, grew more forced. “Oh, a lumberjack,” was all she had to say about that.

Matt glanced back at the posters in the backseat: he vaguely knew that “hydrofracking” had something to do with the environment, and putting that together with her whole look, he pegged his savior as a tree hugger…just the sort who’d see a lumberjack as her archenemy.

Matt’s nerves, on high alert since what had happened in New York, now relaxed a bit. He’d suspected an agent of Mr. Dark, waiting to spring the trap shut. A hippie he figured he could handle.

“My name’s Zoey,” the hippie finally said. She seemed a sweet kid, unable to stay mad, even at her archenemy, for more than a few seconds.

“Matt Cahill,” he murmured, and after two days without it, he promptly fell into sleep.

He woke with a groan, half opening a sleepy eye—to see a rotted, skull-like visage leering in the window, inches from his face.

With a yelp of surprise and fright, Matt instantly came fully awake, leaning so far back in his seat that he was nearly falling on top of Zoey. Under other circumstances, this would have been an ideal turn of events, but Matt was distracted.

“Whoa, there.” She laughed in surprise. “Nap time’s over, lumberjack.” Then she noticed his expression, and her smile faded.

“What is it? What’s the matter?”

Matt looked up at her, then back at the window. The rot-faced nightmare at the window was still there—but its grin had faded, its expression now more quizzical.

“He…it…that…” Matt pointed at the window, trying to clear the sleep and cobwebs from his brain, not sure if he was still out and dreaming. He was trying to get rid of the confusion brought on by sleep as fast as possible, but the lines of reality were still blurry.

“It’s name is Tom,” Zoey said. “It’s a friend of mine.”

As Matt groggily sat up, Zoey climbed out of the car. Tom pulled his rot-face away from the window with one more wary glance at Matt, then turned his attention on Zoey, who rushed over and embraced him.

Disoriented, unsure of where he was or what was happening, Matt opened his door and climbed out of Zoey’s car.

He stood in a town square straight out of a Thornton Wilder story: a village green surrounded by a church, general store, one-screen movie house, hardware store—the whole Americana trip. And the place was crowded on this Saturday afternoon—the whole town out and about, dozens if not hundreds of men, women, and children meeting, greeting, shopping, lounging. And every single damned one of them infested with rot: flesh dripping, sores oozing, skulls bursting through thinned hair, and decomposing arms.

There was not a single person in this town, besides Matt and Zoey, who didn’t show the corrupting mark of evil he’d come to know so well.

Zoey turned to smile at Matt, oblivious to the sea of corpses they were swimming in, even as they all moved in, surrounding Matt—and he remembered that his ax was buried somewhere in the morass of her backseat, now separated from him by two approaching rot-faces.

Zoey had seemed too good to be true, and she was; thanks to her, he’d realized that, God help him, Mr. Dark was right—and the village of Sundown now had him.


CHAPTER FOUR

Looking back, he realized he’d let himself be set up like a prize chump.

Two days before, Matt had been sitting in an Internet café down in New York City, though café was far too upscale and kind a word for this filthy hole-in-the-wall, a place reeking of stale coffee, sweat, and urine (Manhattan’s summer cologne of choice).

He’d gone to the e-mail account he’d set up a while back and stared morosely at the empty in-box for a few minutes, faintly aware of the ticking clock in the corner but unwilling to sever this dim, mostly illusory connection with the world, a rare event for a lonesome traveler like him.

And just as he was about to bid good-bye to the Internet, the message came.

Not an e-mail, but an instant message…from someone calling himself Darkhunter.

The first one was terse enough: “I know who you’re looking for.”

Matt stared at it, first assuming it was a mistake, as no one could know how to contact him here, now. No one he could think of.

He glanced around the glamorous nook, assuming it was a fellow café patron—there was one scruffy-looking kid absently picking his nose, staring vacantly at a game on his screen. Probably not him. Only other choice was the rotund proprietor of the establishment, who was perched at a nearby counter, staring openmouthed at the Mets game playing on the TV bolted to the wall over his head. Also unlikely.

Matt looked back at the cracked computer screen to find a follow-up waiting for him: “I know where he is.”

Matt hunched forward, his foot kicking the duffel bag shoved under his seat. The ax inside made an ugly metallic ding as it hit the side of his tiny cubicle, but that failed to rouse either of Matt’s café companions.

Matt typed a response: “Who are you talking about?” From the chosen screen name, Matt had a pretty good idea who was being discussed—but he wanted to hear it directly from his new friend.

Instantly, the response came: “Tall, thin, looks like he just escaped from a road tour production of Cabaret, has a thing for lollipops—which Freud would have a field day with, by the way. Ringing any bells?”

Matt glanced over at the kid across the room, who by now had moved the finger from nose to mouth. Definitely not him.

Matt typed again: “Mr. Dark?”

Almost before he could hit “send,” the answer came back: “Look at you, Captain Clever! Yes, Mr. Dark. Come up to Sundown. The key to stopping him is there.”

Matt stared at the screen. No more to that message—someone was out there, waiting.

So he typed again: “Where?”

For a moment, nothing came. And then: “On the killing floor.”

Matt frowned, not sure what that meant. He decided on another tack: “Who are you?”

Not that he expected a real name from “Darkhunter,” but he was still baffled by the response: “Ask for Croatoan.”

Matt waited for more, but nothing came. He had no clue who Darkhunter was, or Croatoan, or how they’d found him.

He stared at the screen a moment, then did a search for “Sundown.” Turned out there was one that was “up”—due north of the city, up the Hudson River, past Lake George and even Lake Placid, high in the Adirondack Mountains that shield the Land of the Free and the Home of the Brave from any encroaching Quebecois hordes. There were a bunch of articles about trouble up there due to hydrofracking: locals wanted it for jobs, environmentalists didn’t want it because it was supposedly lethal for the ecosystem. Mildly interesting, but not exactly in his line of business.

So he had no clue what to do about Darkhunter and his tip. The whole message was too vague—“killing floor.” “Sundown.” “Croatoan.” Everything in there sounded like a code for something else.

But Matt was still curious. A trip to the mountains would at least feel more like home than this claustrophobic rat maze—so he leaned forward to look closer at the map on the screen, soaking in the details about how to get to Sundown.

And without warning, the screen was filled with the image of Dark.

Startled, Matt leapt back in his seat, gaining even the attention of the nose-picking young gamesman across the room. Matt didn’t notice—his eyes were on Mr. Dark, grinning at him through a Skype lens and pointing at the crumbling, stain-covered headphones perched on the side of Matt’s cubicle.

Gingerly, Matt lifted them, slid them over his ears, and felt his skin crawl as the sound of Dark’s voice oozed in.

“Hiya, Matt!”

Matt said nothing, staring at him, gauging what Dark’s angle was now.

“Enjoying the big city?”

Again, no response.

“You should see some shows while you’re there. I hear that Spider-Man musical sucks, but it might be good for a laugh if one of those guys falls again. Go check it out for me.”

Before Matt could respond, Dark leaned even closer to whatever camera, in whatever nightmarish location, a disembodied force for pure evil might employ. The pale dry skin around his lips went slack as his ever-present grin faded, his eyes narrowing to black slits.

“But whatever you do, lumberjack, stay the fuck away from Sundown. Don’t you recognize a trap when you see one?”

Now Matt was interested. If it wasn’t Dark, then who wanted to trap him? And why would Dark be against it? He didn’t even bother responding, letting Dark go on.

“You’re no use to me dead. And there’s no way you’d survive what’s waiting up there. So stay away.”

Matt leaned closer to Dark’s image, though it repelled every instinct. When he spoke, he sounded a hell of a lot more arrogant than he felt. “Well, that clinches it,” he answered. “Looks like I’m going to the mountains.”

Mr. Dark stared a beat longer, and then that infuriating grin came back, as a dark tongue darted out to lick cracked lips.

“When are you going to accept that you dance when and where I tell you, puppet?”

Instinctively, Matt’s fist rammed into Dark’s insolent face—and the force of Matt’s punch sent the fist through the destroyed monitor, into the cheap plaster of the wall behind.

The image was gone, but Dark’s laughter filled the headphones, roaring at Matt, blocking out the angry shouts of the guy behind the counter…until Matt yanked them out of the computer and stomped one large boot down on them as well, making sure the job of trashing all the equipment was done right.

So he’d donated most of his last money to the general upkeep of the Internet café, then headed up to Port Authority and hopped a bus that got him as far north as Saranac Lake. From that point on, he’d relied on the kindness of strangers.

And that kindness had led him right here, into Norman Rockwell’s production of Night of the Living Dead.

Into, it appeared, a trap.

For once, Mr. Dark was right: he should never have come to Sundown.


CHAPTER FIVE

Zoey was introducing Matt to a small circle of rot-faced horrors fully outfitted by the North Face. He’d dived into the back and found the bag, trying to assess the situation as he searched. The extra time hadn’t helped.

Suffering from sensory overload, he numbly allowed the soft, putrid paws to press his hand repeatedly, even as he took in the hostile glares of skeletal, cadaverous families passing them on the grass and the sidewalk.

“You against hydrofracking, too, Matt?” one ghoul garbled through the bile that oozed down the chin rapidly detaching itself from his upper jaw. His white “Frack You!” T-shirt was streaked with the pus falling from the open sores that used to be his cheeks, as it dripped down his front and splashed at Matt’s feet.

Matt could only stare at the pus where it fell, then peer back at the guy’s hideous parody of a face. Normally, when somebody started sporting a complexion like this, Matt knew bad shit was just about to go down, if it hadn’t already.

But aside from looking like Freddy Krueger, the poor guy radiated a distinct aura of harmlessness. His monstrous lips were pulled taut in a grin that, had he not been rotting, would have been open, innocent, and charming. And Zoey’s other friends, assembling here at a card table that had been set up on one side of the green, were all the same—displaying an open, friendly, curious behavior, and a hellish appearance.

A handmade sign taped to the front of the table announced that “Foes of the Frack!” were assembling there, in anticipation of heading out to the place where the actual fracking operation was set up, farther up the mountain.

There were about twenty “Foes” there already, and they expected about twenty more, Zoey had told him. Which seemed a rather paltry force in the face of a town numbering several hundred, by the looks of it, and very much in favor of hydrofracking, by and large, as it was the first actual industry and employment possibility to come to that region in a good long time.

The outright hostility emanating from the citizens of Sundown might account for some of the rotting that plagued them just as much as their eco-activist foes—a desperate need for work, for money, for a way to feed their families, had driven people into the arms of evil before, after all.

But all of them? It seemed a stretch to imagine one man could be driven to absolute corruption of the soul, a corruption so pervasive and absolute that someone with Matt’s special…um…skill set could visibly perceive it. However, he’d seen it happen before.

Even he, however, refused to believe that a difference of opinion on the merits of hydrofracking could have caused the rot in that little four-year-old boy. The boy was chasing a ball across the green, and his tiny nose broke clean off when his ungainly trot sent him falling on his face in the long, soft grass.

There was a palpable tension in the air due to today’s demonstration, but as yet everyone was still behaving in a perfectly civilized fashion.

No. This wasn’t like the other times. Matt had come to the Village of the Rot-Faces, and there was no way as yet to explain how this plague had set in.

And while he’d been busy assessing the situation, a few awkward moments had passed as Zoey’s friend stood there, waiting for an answer to his question. Zoey finally jumped in to cover his ass.

“Nah,” she said. “Our boy Matt’s just a travelin’ man, Gus. Isn’t that right?” she asked Matt.

Matt swiveled his attention from Gus to Zoey but still wasn’t really seeing her. “Uh, right,” he finally got out. “Just…passing through.”

“So,” Gus asked, eager, young, and not too bright. “Wanna join us, then? We really gotta show these folks that what they’re doing isn’t right, that we have to heal the planet, not…”

“Why don’t you shut the fuck up and go back down to the city, faggot?” a voice boomed from behind them.

Gus, startled and suddenly frozen in place, peered over Matt’s shoulder and gulped. Matt turned to see what looked like a cross between a sumo wrestler and an exploded pizza lurching out the door of a diner directly across the street.

The sumo wrestler had the build of a, well, a sumo wrestler, and one with a penchant for fatty foods at that. He probably wouldn’t have been too easy on the eyes even if he hadn’t looked like he’d just crawled out of a long disused mausoleum. And apparently, he wasn’t heading over to the meeting point because he wanted to heal the planet.

He came menacingly close to Gus, the flesh stew that was his face stopping mere centimeters from Gus’s. Gus stared back, and as his eyes opened wider, one lid fell off, sliding down his cheek, leaving a trail in the soft gray flesh there.

“You aren’t from here,” Sumo began. “You don’t know what we need here. And you should just turn around and get the fuck out of here!”

A loud round of applause erupted all around the small group at the table, and Matt turned to see that they were surrounded by infected nightmares, all smiling and cheering Sumo’s speech.

Shit, thought Matt. This place is a powder keg about to blow in every conceivable way.

Gus’s sole answer to this challenge was a frightened whinny—he was frozen. Sumo seemed to be considering what to do about Gus, and as he stood there, breathing hard, not letting Gus out of the tractor beam of his glare, Matt’s grip tightened on the strap of his bag.

Might need that ax sooner than I expected, he thought.

But Sumo, of all people, broke the mood. “See you at the quarry, shitface,” he purred, leaning close to Gus’s ear, and then walked away. With parting glances of pure hate, so did the rest of the assembled crowd.

Matt watched Sumo walk off, and then his gaze wandered back to the diner Sumo had just come from. And he realized he hadn’t eaten since yesterday.

He couldn’t think straight on an empty stomach, and he couldn’t think straight with these ugly mothers crowding him in.

He went over to Zoey’s car and opened the door to the backseat, reaching in for his bag. Taking it out, he turned to find her watching him.

“Thanks for the ride,” Matt said to her, waving as he went. “I’ll be seeing you.”

He could see the disappointment on her face as she waved a hand in limp farewell, but he meant what he said.

He had no intention of leaving her unprotected, not when she was the only person in this town untouched by a contagion that seemed not only unhealthy, but pure evil.


CHAPTER SIX

Matt entered a diner that had stepped right out of a fifties time warp, the kind of place they try to emulate in burger joints like Johnny Rockets but only wind up giving you a pale piece of plastic. This was the real thing, and it looked like it had gotten its last good cleaning when James Dean was still in the acting business.

Not that the generally run-down feel of the place hurt business—it was booming, filled with locals (rot-faces one and all, natch), who turned to regard Matt idly as he entered, then dismissed him and went back to the two main topics: the coming storm and the coming fracking showdown.

Slinging his bag over his shoulder, Matt angled around a rather rotund waitress, who swiveled a hag-like visage that looked like it should be hosting an old EC comic to regard him. Bone burst through right below an exquisitely maintained beehive hairdo, and he glanced away from the corpse-like appearance that threatened to kill the appetite he’d just noticed he had.

“Here for breakfast, hon?” she asked, drool sliding down the yellow bone of her chin.

Matt noticed her name tag read “Rose” and nodded yes, fixating on the tag.

“Shy one, huh?” she answered. “Shy and cute—just the way I like ’em.” She cackled, bending to look up into his face. Matt wanted to look away but knew it would only attract attention, so he forced a smile back, attempting charm.

Apparently, it worked, because the death’s-head grin stayed fixed on Rose’s face. “Corner booth just opened.” She pointed past him. “I reserve that for my favorites, so it’s all yours, stud. Just lemme take this order”—here she indicated another booth, bursting with clients Matt declined to examine—“and I’ll be right over.”

Rose came and chatted, decomposing the whole while, and when she finally left with his order, Matt eavesdropped on the people around him. They were, by and large, virulently against all those who wanted to shut down the hydrofracking that promised to save the local economy, and they were angry enough to go out there today, storm or no storm, and do something about the bastards who were here to try to shut it down.

The door opened, and Zoey walked in with some of her friends. A hush fell on the room, and heads turned to stare, openly hostile. Zoey took in the response to her arrival with a nervous gulp, then headed for an empty stool at the counter, as did her companions.

As she approached the counter, she saw Matt in the corner and nearly halted for a second. He gave her a half smile and a small salute. She gave him a somewhat forced grin and a half wave back, then turned her full attention to the counter and sat down.

He pondered his next move and decided that if he could sit here and keep an eye on her, that was good enough for now.

Rose suddenly blocked his view of Zoey, slapping a steaming plate of cheese-covered fries with gravy down in front of him. “Chow down, sexy!” she cackled, and he forced a grin on her. He didn’t care if this was made by a decaying corpse newly dragged from its moldering grave: he was fucking starving.

Twenty minutes later, Matt leaned back, sated and idly dragging a cheese-covered French fry through thick, lumpy, pale-brown gravy, noting how much that gravy looked like the flesh oozing off Rose’s arm as she refilled a coffee cup two booths down. Matt let the French fry fall back to the plate.

“Whatsamatter? Our food not good enough for you, Mister Fancy-Pants?”

Startled, Matt looked up and across the diner: leaning on the serving counter, garbed in a filthy white apron, a soiled chef’s hat tilted rakishly on his head, was Mr. Dark. Matt stared at him a moment, then took in the rest of the room—everyone else was oblivious to what was going on in the kitchen.

Dark flipped an egg onto a plate and pressed the bell to alert Rose. As she ran over to pick up her order, Matt noted the worm wriggling across the runny yolk as it oozed off mold-covered bread. Rose didn’t.

“You know, I was wrong to tell you to stay away, Matt. I love it here! Good-looking people here, tempers rising, a bunch of spoiled, overprivileged do-gooders about to be shut up right by decent folk who need work. This is gonna be fun!”

Matt let his gaze fall from Dark back to his plate, considering what Dark was saying. Again, for once, the bastard was right. The lines of good and evil weren’t clear-cut here: just desperate people trying to do the right thing.

Was that why they looked like they did? Was desperation enough to turn someone into this?

One or two maybe, but an entire town? And everyone visiting it? It didn’t make sense.

What was more, Matt had no clue what to do about it. He had no interest in taking sides on some social issue, had no interest in judging either side here.

Matt had come to Sundown to find this “Darkhunter”—to find a way to fight the evil haunting his life at its source, and take down that grinning shit behind the counter. But he’d found a bigger problem when he got here. And yes, he wanted to stop what was going on before anyone got hurt, but what was he supposed to do?

Kill an entire town?

As always, Mr. Dark prevented him from thinking straight, interrupting again with the static that had clouded his life since his death. “But I can share your concerns about the cuisine, Matt,” he was buzzing on. “The fries are not, I fear, free of trans fats. Me, I’m in the mood for red meat.”

Matt followed Dark’s leering stare out the window of the diner—to the red hair of Zoey, who stood across the street by her car, speaking to friends, a bag of takeout in one hand.

And in the other hand, she held a lollipop.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Throwing some cash on the table, Matt grabbed his duffel bag and ran out the door of the diner, causing a sea of rotting faces to turn and stare as he went. Dark was already gone as Matt passed the serving counter, leaving a faint echo of his laughter on the greasy air.

Outside, Zoey was already done speaking with the other protesters and was climbing into the dented Subaru. Matt roared her name as he crossed the street. A pickup screeched to a halt as he ran in front, and a blackened skull in a denim jacket and green John Deere cap hurled profane insults at Matt as he ran past. Matt didn’t notice.

His attention was on the maggot-covered lollipop Zoey held in her hand as she rummaged in her bag, looking for her keys.

It dangled near her open mouth as she looked up in surprise at Matt, who leaned on her hood, his eyes going from hers to the maggots as they fell from the lollipop, landing in her open bag.

Zoey’s surprised look was quickly replaced by a warm smile: “Matt! What’s up?”

He pointed at the lollipop, demanding, “Where did you get that?”

Perplexed, she looked at the lollipop, then back at him. “They were at the cash register. I took one when I paid.”

Matt stared at her a moment, seeing fresh maggots bursting from the hard candy shell even as she held it. “Can I have it?” he finally asked.

Zoey stared at him a moment, then regarded the lollipop—which, despite its maggot infestation, seemed to hold no horrors for her. Finally, she shrugged and handed it to him. “Sure. You could get your own back inside.”

“No. I want this one,” he answered, snatching it from her. He examined it a moment, then peered closely at her. “Did you lick it?” he asked.

Zoey burst into baffled laughter. “No, I didn’t. Not yet. So it’s perfectly clean, and all yours,” she replied.

Matt hurled it into a clump of bushes nearby, on the green. Zoey’s head swiveled to watch it go. “Hey!” she cried, in amused outrage.

“They’re bad for you,” Matt countered. “Too much sugar. Listen,” he went on before she could respond, “I’ve been thinking about what you said. And I think you’re right. Hydrofracking is wrong, and it shouldn’t happen here. I want to come with you and help stop it.”

Zoey looked at him a moment, her expression blank. “You’re a weird man, Matt Cahill,” she finally replied. “But for some reason, I also trust you. And judging by what these locals have been saying to me, I’d really trust those big muscles of yours hanging around me if they decide to get mean. Hop in.”

Smiling, Matt threw his bag in the backseat and got in on the passenger side. He didn’t know why Zoey hadn’t been corrupted yet—but if he could do nothing else in this godforsaken town, he was going to make sure Dark never touched her.


CHAPTER EIGHT

“So welcome aboard. Have you ever involved yourself in any environmental causes before, Matt?” Zoey asked as she drove.

They were heading out of the town and farther up the mountain—the fracking site was at its very crest, deep in the woods that crowned the peak.

Matt shook his head, glancing at her to see if there were yet any traces of rot. No, she was still as gorgeous as ever.

“No, not that I’ve got any problem with it. Still, it always seemed a kind of conflict of interest with the whole lumberjack thing.”

“Well, you really should,” she said. “Hydrofracking is…” blah blah blah.

Matt tuned out the white noise coming from her mouth, concentrating instead on the long, thin, tanned, muscled legs stretching out of the very short denim cutoffs she was wearing.

He was sure she was right: hydrofracking was probably awful, probably raping the planet and mutating cattle and short-sheeting somebody’s bed. But Matt had other things to worry about right now. Like how to handle an entire town corrupted by evil, rotting and on the verge of doing…something…just as a major hurricane was about to blow through and destroy everything.

Somehow, that seemed a more pressing concern than some mining operation that might get America off its junkie-like dependency on Middle Eastern oil. But he didn’t want to be a jerk, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to leave Zoey unprotected in this place, so he tried to focus.

“The natural gas is under the shale, and they need to drill down and extract it,” she was continuing, her voice taking on the fervor of a preacher’s.

This kid is really into this, Matt thought. That’d always been his problem with activists—they tended to become fanatics. Ah, she’s young, he thought, dismissing his own aged cynicism. It was good to believe in something…something other than Mr. Dark. To try to see something better, rather than always seeing the rot under the surface of things. Matt realized he could stand to hang around someone like Zoey once in a while, to see things from a perspective like hers. Spend enough time alone on the road, chasing a bogeyman, maybe you wind up a bogeyman yourself.

“And that’s bad?” Matt asked, trying to invest himself in the conversation.

She nodded vigorously. “They need water and sand in the pipes to drill through the shale. After the water is used, it’s run off into ponds and streams. The animals that drink that water die.”

“That’s not good,” Matt replied, not sure what else to say.

Zoey glanced over at him, looking like she wondered whether he was making fun of her, but then seemed satisfied with what she saw there. She smiled, clearly sure she was enlisting a new convert to her cause. “Once you see what they’re doing to the beautiful landscape at the quarry, you’ll know how bad it is.”

They’d come to a red light at a T-shaped intersection in the road and slowed to a stop. As always in this region, steep mountain slopes reared up around the car.

As they idled, Matt glanced up the slope outside his car window, starting to speak: “Well, at the sawmill, we…”

He faltered, then did a double take.

Perched cross-legged on a boulder high above the road, a nearly naked man gazed down at him.

On closer inspection, he saw that the Native American’s features were chiseled on the man’s face, below a long mane of silver hair, and at least the guy was wearing a loincloth.

Matt stared at him. The old guy stared back.

“You what?” Zoey asked, eyes on the light.

It turned green and Zoey stepped on the gas, causing Matt to look over at her.

“Check out…”

He looked back up at the rock—the old guy was gone.

Zoey glanced at him.

“…this foliage,” he finished lamely, turning back to her.

He was used to getting visitations from a rather effeminate, all-psychotic mime named Dark—but unless Dark was experimenting with a new look, it seemed Matt might be adding a new imaginary friend to his roster.

Glancing back at the rock as it vanished in the rearview mirror, Matt sighed, leaning his head back against the headrest. Something was going on here in Sundown, but damned if he could figure it out.

Zoey seemed to assume that his comment meant he was done talking about fracking, and they drove the rest of the way to the drilling site in awkward silence.


CHAPTER NINE

Although the rain hadn’t started again, the wind was picking up as they reached the top of the mountain and slowed before an open gate, a metal barrier connected on both sides to chain-link fences wandering off into the trees.

A tin sign dangling over the gate was being tossed around by the rising hurricane winds, but not so fast that Matt couldn’t read it: “Northstar Hydrofracking.”

Cars were parked all up and down the road along the fence, and Zoey eased in behind an ancient VW bus sporting Day-Glo colors and several decades’ worth of political slogans.

“That’s Murray’s car,” Zoey said, indicating the antique in front of them. “Thank God he’s here.”

“Murray’s got predictable taste in cars, for a peacenik.” Matt looked longingly at the duffel bag in the backseat as he got out—he was fairly certain the ax would raise eyebrows at the peaceful protest, and didn’t want to attract attention with a big (potentially gun-shaped) bag. He wavered a moment, then left it behind.

Zoey smirked at Matt as she waited for him to join her. “Yeah, that’s a bit of a cliché, but he says if something works, he sticks with it.”

“So who is he?” Matt asked as they approached the gate. He looked up and down the road—no sign of anyone. Whoever drove these cars up here, they weren’t around now.

“He’s sort of our guru. He lives in Albany these days—that’s how he knew about what these Northstar bastards were up to up here. But he was at Stanford in the sixties, Nicaragua in the eighties, he was at the Berlin Wall when it came down…”

“And now Albany. What else could top all that?”

Zoey shrugged, about to reply, when the roar of a crowd came from inside the gated compound. They entered the gate, passing a white trailer with an “Office” sign hanging out front. The door was closed and the lights off, so they assumed all Northstar employees must be over where the crowd noises were coming from.

The site wasn’t much to look at—truck activity had turned the ground to mud, and a conglomeration of objects had been set up in semicircular fashion, creating a sense of entering a labyrinth as they moved deeper into the hydrofracking operation. Matt and Zoey had to navigate a maze consisting of white plastic cubes containing the fracking chemicals, as well as truck-sized steel bins filled with sand—all vital, Zoey explained, to the fracking process. But although shouts and cheers could be heard over the wind, there was no sound of machinery operating. The protest had succeeded for the moment, and the fracking was apparently on hold.

They finally rounded a corner of one of the steel sand containers and stopped short. Two ugly mobs were facing off at the edge of a water-filled quarry—and from the artful garb of the ones clutching placards and posters, versus those facing them in hard hats and work denims, it wasn’t terribly tough to pick out who was who in this showdown.

The quarry was ringed on three sides by high edges leading clifflike into the water, but at the end they had arrived at, the land sloped down into the water, creating a beach of sorts. And on this beach, the war was being staged.

Between the two opposing sides, a huge black pipe had been lowered to the beach by a pulley attached to an enormous crane, which was parked at the edge of the large black lake—but the pipe had been halted in its progress, halfway into the earth.

“Why do they need to do it here?” Matt asked Zoey.

She pointed to the ebony water beyond the pipe and crane. “That quarry over there used to be a dry shale pit, before they struck a spring about fifty years ago. The whole thing filled with water over a weekend, Murray said. But the pipe”—and here she indicated the pipe halted in its progress down into the earth’s crust—“needs the water, along with the sand, to drill into the shale underneath us, to get to the natural gas, so they figure they have an easy source to get water and a convenient place to dump it. Nice and convenient, isn’t it?”

Matt nodded, looking at the still, dark water of the quarry. Its surface was covered with a repulsive brine.

He pointed to the quarry: “What’s wrong with it?”

Zoey grimaced. “They’ve already started fracking here. That, my friend, is the byproduct of our friends’ hunt for natural gas.”

“Horseshit,” a voice boomed from behind them.

Both Matt and Zoey jumped, turning to see a beefy gent in a black suit and hard hat standing behind them, glaring and fuming. Matt was no longer shocked to notice the telltale signs of rot all over his face. As he lectured them, flesh slid off the end of his nose, dripping into the muddy ground below their feet. And again, Zoey seemed oblivious.

“That water’s stagnant. It was covered with that shit when we started this operation. We have to clean it up as we use it.” He pointed to a large pump by the water’s edge, its hose leading to the pipe awaiting placement in the ground.

“When we pump it back into the quarry, it’s going to be cleaner than it’s ever been.”

Zoey and Matt stared at the imposing figure, who now stretched out one pustule-covered mitt to Matt.

“Name’s Stan Rutger. And you are?”

After staring at the oozing sores a moment, Matt reluctantly put his hand in the larger one to shake, where it was engulfed by the huge, wet paw.

“Matt Cahill.”

Stan nodded a greeting. “Northstar’s my company, which explains why I’m here. What’s your story?”

His eyes narrowed as his gaze swiveled back and forth between Matt and Zoey. Zoey bristled, offended by his refusal to even directly address her. “He’s with me.”

“And you are, little lady?”

“Just a concerned citizen.”

Stan nodded, his suspicions confirmed. “Didn’t think you two were here to help get us back on schedule. You’re with those assholes, aren’t you?” He nodded in the direction of the angry mob down at the heart of the drilling operation, and they all turned to take it in.

The protesters, led by one ancient Jerry Garcia look-alike (Matt was going to take a wild stab in the dark and guess this was Guru Murray), had thrown themselves in the path of the fracking equipment, bringing the drilling operation to a halt. Murray was holding a length of chain, and Matt idly wondered if he was going to chain himself to the pipe like some early-twentieth-century suffragette. That might be worth seeing.

The workers from the hydrofracking operation were not taking this gracefully, pointing out that the protesters were on private property and that the police had been notified. These observations were accompanied by such terms of endearment as “you hippie dipshit” and “fuckface,” which the protesters (who, to be fair, mostly looked like Patagonia or L.L. Bean clothing models, rather than Haight-Ashbury refugees) received with aplomb, countering with their own witty rejoinders, such as “fascist fuckwad” and “planet-raping Nazi dickhead.”

It was all in the name of good clean summertime fun, Matt was sure. But the shouting was starting to escalate, as the protesters with signs clearly had no intention of going anywhere yet. Nobody had come to blows so far, but faces were getting closer, accusations getting uglier and more personal.

Stan turned back to Zoey and Matt.

“As I’m about to remind them,” he went on, “you’re on private property. I suggest you get lost before the cops get here, which they will any second.”

Moving past them, Stan advanced on the crowd.

Zoey shrugged. “Well, this is what I came for.” Without looking at Matt, she followed Stan, into the heat of battle.

Matt paused for a moment, watching her go, lost in thought and momentarily distracted by the way her shorts clung to her adorable ass, then shook himself out of his brief trance. That’s not why I’m here, he told himself, his gaze moving to Stan and his less adorable ass as it plunged into the center of the angry mob, advising the protesters that they were less than welcome on his site.

That’s not why I’m here either. Matt had no interest in an environmental debate right now: fracking might be the answer to all the country’s fuel problems, and it might also poison the country so badly that fuel would be the least of the nation’s worries. Matt didn’t know which side was right, and he couldn’t let that be his concern right now.

He’d come up to this particular corner of paradise for a reason that had nothing to do with social issues, and he’d already found way more than he’d bargained for. Whatever fracking might do to water, Matt had a hunch it wasn’t pollution that was turning every single person in this town into a rotting, sore-infested avatar of evil.

No, that sort of thing was the special skill set of a certain cat named Dark. Dark was involved here—Matt was sure of it. He saw the creepy bastard’s calling card wherever he looked in Sundown, so why did Dark want him away from here? He usually thrived on Matt’s confrontations with his handiwork—it always upped the chaos quota, and that seemed to be Dark’s bottom line.

Even more important: how was he accomplishing all this?

Whoever had sent that instant message back in Manhattan, whoever had lured him all the way to this deep, dark corner of the Adirondack Mountains, wasn’t asking Matt to heal the planet.

Just to stop Mr. Dark once and for all.

So it was time to get to work. If only he could figure out how.


CHAPTER TEN

The voices were escalating over by the water’s edge. Stan and Zoey hadn’t exactly brought a Zen calm to the proceedings when they joined, though Matt could single out their dulcet tones from the assorted babble—new timbres in a chorus of hate.

Matt was concerned about Zoey, of course. She was still the only one in that whole throng not displaying any trace of Dark’s touch, and he wanted to stay close, to keep her safe. And yet, still, people seemed to be going about their normal business, as if unaware of the cancer spreading within them. It seemed that although Zoey wasn’t infected yet, he also couldn’t necessarily help her by simply sticking to her side.

The angry locals weren’t showing up yet as planned, thank God—but this lack of a clear problem left Matt feeling helpless, indecisive.

He couldn’t spend all day playing bodyguard for Zoey. He needed to find Croatoan.

No, his best bet now was to find Dark, the source of this corruption spreading over the town. Stop him and maybe save them all, not just Zoey, before it all got out of control.

Police sirens were sounding in the distance, approaching. So maybe things were about to get under control, or finally go completely off the rails once and for all.

Matt took in the rumble on his right, then looked to his left—and saw a young girl, about nine years old, staring at him.

She stood about a hundred yards away, at the corner of a large steel sand container, one hand resting on the steel wall next to her, the other tucked behind her back. Her long blond hair was blowing in the warm, rising wind, and her expression was unreadable…but Matt thought he detected a look of fear in her large, dark eyes.

But he detected more than that: unlike the kids he’d seen in town—unlike everyone he’d seen in Sundown, except for Zoey—this kid didn’t show a trace of rot on her. She was absolutely fine.

She was a cute kid, beautiful even, but closer inspection revealed the dark lines under her eyes, the painful thinness of the arms and legs sticking out of her plain, dirty-gray dress.

Rotting she wasn’t, but this kid still wasn’t being looked after properly.

“Hey there,” Matt called out, trying to sound friendly instead of surprised.

The girl stared back, saying nothing.

Matt indicated the opposing forces down by the water. “You here with your parents?”

The girl stared at him a moment longer—and then briefly, swiftly, shook her head.

Matt frowned at that. If this kid wasn’t here with her parents, then what the hell was she doing here? This ugly tangle of drilling equipment, hazardous chemicals, and sludgy noxious water wasn’t exactly an ideal playground.

And there was the even bigger question: why hadn’t the rot set in with her either?

“You should be careful, kid.” Matt glanced back at the crowd and over toward the main gate. From the sound of the sirens, the cops were just about to pull into the site. “Things could be…”

As he spoke, he turned back to the girl—and his blood froze. The girl had taken her other hand out from behind her back and was raising it to her side.

In it she clutched a lollipop—the same maggoty flavor he’d taken from Zoey.

For a moment, one part of Matt’s brain idly noted that his life had gotten to a pretty fucked-up point when a horde of rot-faced zombies elicited a casual shrug but a little girl with a lollipop made him want to shriek and dive under the bed.

Then he shut that part of his brain off and focused on what he was seeing. “What’s your name, kid?” Matt asked, now really straining to sound more casual than he felt, his eyes on the lollipop, studying it. Yep—it was the same. And only one other person he knew preferred that certain brand.

Person. Thing. Demon from hell. Whatever.

The girl looked away, seemingly too shy to speak. But after a moment’s hesitation, she did. “Virginia,” she answered. She held the lollipop and gazed at it rather than Matt but didn’t lick it. As her hand wavered, a maggot dropped to the mud below, twitching on the ground.

Matt started to casually (or so it looked, he hoped) stroll toward her, even as three police cars rolled into the open space behind him, heading for the showdown at the pipe.

“That’s a pretty name, Virginia.” Matt glanced back at the cars, one of which read “Sheriff” on its side. Unsurprisingly, the cops leaping out of the cars and heading for the showdown by the quarry all exhibited pronounced shades of rot. Looked like the contamination was all but universal—except for Zoey and this kid…

Matt turned back to continue speaking with her.

The girl was gone.

Matt walked quickly around the side of the steel container. This kid, like Zoey, was still untouched and had also been offered some free treats by Dark.

He had serious doubts that Dark was spreading his corruption through tainted candy, but if he could somehow prevent this little girl from being corrupted as well, he wasn’t about to let that chance slip away.

He came around the corner of the container and skidded to a stop. Looming over him was a rickety, ancient wooden structure that reminded him of nothing so much as the old sawmill where he’d worked for most of his life. Before the arrival of the fracking equipment and materials, this structure would have looked directly into the quarry, overseeing the operation. Now, it was lost in the tangle of equipment, shut away and forgotten like the business it had run.

A large, faded, nearly indecipherable sign on the side of the building announced that this had been the main office and center of operations for “Pfefferling and Sons Quarry.” The paint was nearly completely peeled off, though—Pfefferling and Sons had taken off a long time ago, beaten and done the moment someone digging for shale had randomly struck a spring of cold black water.

Another sign across the front door read “Keep Out—Condemned.” But the door behind the sign was open—and swinging in the breeze, either from the wind or from someone just passing through. Matt bet on the latter and approached the door.

He placed a hand on the ancient wood and tried to peer into the gloom beyond. No luck.

“Virginia?” he called. No answer.

He turned back toward the direction of the protest, where voices were getting louder, as was the sound of wind rushing through the trees that surrounded the quarry. He should go back and make sure Zoey was all right, but she seemed capable of taking care of herself, and Matt was pretty sure this wasn’t Zoey’s first protest, nor her first run-in with authority types. Right now, Virginia might need him more than Zoey did.

As he turned back to the door, his attention was caught by something lying in the grass, nearly at his feet. This old structure stood at a point scarcely twenty feet from an inlet of black quarry water, and at the edge tall willows shot out of the brackish liquid in straggly profusion.

Lying in the willows was a dead deer, a large buck. From the state of decomposition, it had been there a little while, at least a week, but there was still enough to see the tumors and growths that had been erupting under and out of its matted fur, as well as the severe deformation of its snout, turning its face into a downturned, hideous parody of a bulldog.

On top of all that, its head was twisted completely backward, its throat ripped open.

So maybe there was something to this whole “fracking pollutes water” thing. Matt guessed the buck had been drinking from the quarry, and that seemed to not agree with its overall health. But something else had stepped in to seal the deal and put that buck down once and for all.

This whole place, from the ugly fighting of the people to the deep black oily waters that brooded in the quarry beyond, felt wrong. More than bad. Evil.

With a shiver, Matt pushed open the door and entered the building.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Matt entered the ancient, barnlike structure…and memories of B. Barer and his sons flooded back. There were times when it seemed to Matt like he’d always been on the road, one step behind Mr. Dark, fighting the plague that skeevy bastard was spreading across Matt’s world, trying to figure out why he’d been brought back and what was expected of him.

And then he walked into a place like this, and it was as if he’d never left the sawmill. He’d spent so much of his life there—enough that this place, as spooky as it was, felt right, unlike the quarry outside. Felt safe.

There were shouts outside—nothing violent, just angry discussion. And there was the wind of the storm. It wasn’t supposed to hit until tonight, but you wouldn’t know it from the power of what was blowing out there. And from what little of the sky could be glimpsed through the dust-coated windowpanes, it was getting darker by the minute.

The people were fighting. The hurricane was coming.

Better to stay in here. Stay in the past.

Matt moved through the cobweb-covered machinery—he reached out toward an old saw and ran his hand down it, brushing webs off the ancient rust-eaten metal. No idea why Pfefferling and his boys needed a saw in a rock quarry, but he guessed they had their reasons. Matt was just happy to see it here. Like the ax in his bag (he wished he had that with him now), it was a tie to the past, to a time when life made sense.

Maybe it was time to stop wandering. Dark was always one step ahead, taunting him, always prancing around with that damn shit-eating grin of his, no matter how hard Matt tried to do right. Evil was getting stronger in this world by the day—just take a look at Sundown. How could he fight what was happening here?

And what the hell was he doing here, anyway? Lured hundreds of miles north into the mountains of the Northeast, entirely on the basis of one anonymous instant message, not even sure what he was looking for, totally unsure how he would find it?

Maybe it was time to get off the road, to stop this endless wild-goose chase he was calling a life (afterlife, he corrected himself—his real life had ended in that avalanche awhile back) and get back to doing what he…

Matt jerked his hand off the old buzz saw so fast that he nicked his finger on one rusty old serrated tooth, but he didn’t notice. He was too busy staring at the wall in front of him. And the word scrawled high up the wall, in letters that looked like old dried blood.

“Croatoan.”

So maybe this wasn’t such a wild-goose chase after all.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Back in New York City, Matt’s new pal Darkhunter had told him to “ask for Croatoan,” so Matt had decided, before leaving New York, to do a little more research. Further Googling at the first Internet café was not an option, as he’d been told, in no uncertain terms, that his patronage was no longer desired at that particular establishment—“Get the fuck out of here, you limp-dicked homeless piece of shit, and if you ever come back I’m gonna fuckin’ kill you” were the proprietor’s precise words, if Matt wanted to be exact.

So as he headed uptown toward Port Authority and the buses north, he stopped at another Internet place, praying that the world’s last surviving Internet café owners weren’t keeping in close contact and that his reputation hadn’t preceded him.

It hadn’t, but what he’d found didn’t seem as if it could help him with Darkhunter, from any angle he could figure: the only online information Matt could get about the word Croatoan related to something that happened hundreds of years ago—specifically, the colony of Roanoke, the first English colony in America.

It seems a small settlement was started on the island of Roanoke, down south off the coast of North Carolina, back in 1587. The visually off-putting but informative website, started by some grad student teaching assistant and his undergrad students (their smiling faces leered up at him right below a painting of Roanoke), went on to tell Matt that Roanoke was first made up of ninety-nine English settlers—and then came a baby, the first European child born in North America. When the total stood at one hundred, the ship that had delivered the ninety-nine returned to England for supplies. For one reason and another, its return to Roanoke was delayed by three years. And when it finally did arrive back at the Roanoke colony in 1590, it found the settlement deserted. The buildings still stood. There was no sign of violence. A few fires still smoked in the hearths of seemingly occupied homes. But no one was there. Crops were plentiful, game abundant, the local natives friendly. But the colony had been utterly abandoned. All one hundred inhabitants of Roanoke were gone without a trace, leaving only one thing behind.

Matt noticed that his time was almost up and fed a few more quarters into the slot by the modem. He scrolled up and kept reading: “A single word, burned or carved in the bark of a tree, too high for any person to reach: Croatoan.”

That got Matt’s curiosity going, but nothing he found out later told him any more. To this day, nobody knows what the word Croatoan means—just another of history’s little mysteries, something that can’t possibly be solved at this late date. So he shrugged, got up, and headed for the bus.

And now he was here in Sundown, and here it was again: Croatoan.

He’d been told to ask for it—but instead, it had been handed to him on a stick. And he still didn’t know what the hell to do with it.

A thump from above startled Matt out of his reverie. He turned to his right and looked up. Spanning the length of the building on that side was an open-air office that comprised the building’s only second story, cutting into its high cathedral roof at that end.

An ancient, dust-covered rolltop desk and wooden swivel chair (now lying on its side and shrouded by cobwebs) were the only remnants of the organization that once ran the quarry from that lofty perch. But the office wasn’t empty: the old Native American guy Matt had spotted on the rock up above the road was sitting on the desk, staring down at him, his expression unreadable.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Matt came at the office from below, moving across the open floor of the building, staring up at the old guy.

The old guy simply stared back.

“Is that you?” Matt asked, pointing at the word scrawled high on the wall. “Are you Croatoan?”

The old guy kept on staring at Matt, saying nothing, his gaze never flickering up to the wall.

Matt started to climb the stairs. “Are you the one who wrote to me?”

The old guy still wasn’t giving with the information.

Matt put his foot on the second step. “What do you know about Mr. Dark?”

A shape ran out from the darkness under the stairs—a pale blur pushing past Matt. He whirled and grabbed it, realizing even as he did so that it was the girl he’d followed in here.

“Hey!” Matt shouted in surprise. As he realized who it was, his tone softened: “Hey.”

“Please,” Virginia whimpered. “I’m hungry.”

Matt strained to see her face in the gathering darkness. It was turned away from him, and his heart broke at the painful thinness of the arm he was holding. He softened his grip but didn’t let go.

He turned back to the old guy in the office. He was gone. Matt’s eyes strained to peer into the gloom of the open space above. There didn’t seem to be any way out except down these stairs, but it looked empty up there.

He turned back to Virginia, who was standing still, no longer straining to get away, but shaking with fear.

“I’m not gonna hurt you, Virginia,” Matt promised. He pointed back up at the office. “Are you with that guy?”

The girl didn’t lift her eyes, keeping them trained on the ground in front of her. Matt regarded her for a moment, then turned and shouted to the darkness above: “Hey! Is this girl with you?”

No answer, save the howling wind outside. It sounded less like a hurricane than a tornado out there now—leaves were being ripped from the trees, hurled against the dirty windows with a wet smack. The rain must have started again.

“Do you have any food?” Virginia asked, causing Matt to turn his full attention on her again.

As he turned back to her, he noticed the lollipop lying in the dirt under the stairs. It was now covered with maggots, which oozed over it in a squirming heap.

Indicating the fallen sweet treat, Matt asked her, “What about your lollipop?”

Virginia looked at it with revulsion and emphatically shook her head: “It’s icky.”

Matt looked at her, judging this reaction. So far he’d found only two people in town who hadn’t turned rot-face: Zoey and this kid. And both had been found clutching Mr. Dark brand lollies. But Zoey hadn’t noticed anything odd about hers, while Virginia seemed to see only too clearly what was really being offered by Dark.

Interesting. But as with the word Croatoan, he still had no clue what to do with this information.

And before he could process it any further, his train of thought was interrupted by an ear-piercing scream from outside, rising above the wind, crying, “God, help me!”

And Matt wasn’t sure, but he had a strong hunch that the voice belonged to Zoey.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Matt ran to one dirt-covered window and looked out through the streaks of filth: from here, he could see nothing but the steel containers and white boxes that housed the hydrofracking tools of the trade, immobile in the now-driving rain, while wind sent leaves flying, covering them. But between the containers on each side, as Matt watched, figures were running: human figures, but crouched and animal-like in their stance—some running toward the water, others away from it. And over the now-ceaseless roar of the driving wind, he could hear rising and falling screams.

He wasn’t sure what was going on, but from the sound of it, things had gotten decidedly ugly out there.

Damn it! He’d only meant to check out the lay of the land, and now he’d left Zoey alone in the middle of what could easily be turning into a bloodbath.

He turned back to Virginia and crouched in front of her, a hand on each shoulder.

“Listen, Virginia,” he said, in what he hoped were soothing, reassuring tones. He didn’t have too much experience with kids, and the daddy role wasn’t coming naturally. “I want you to stay right here. I have to go find a friend of mine, and then I’d like to bring her back so you can meet her. She’s really nice.”

Virginia stared blankly at him. A scream from outside made her eyes flick toward the window, opening a bit wider, then come back to Matt.

“Don’t you worry about that,” he said, referring to the cry. “You’ll be fine if you just stay back there”—and here he indicated the space under the stairs where she’d hid before—“and wait for me to come back. Can you do that?”

For a seemingly interminable moment, as Matt ached to get outside and run to Zoey’s side, yet refused to leave until he was sure the child would be relatively safe, she simply stared at him. Finally, she nodded.

It was enough for Matt, who nodded to her and got up, running for the door.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Matt came out the door of the old quarry office fast—and was nearly blown right back in. The hurricane had gained in strength in the minutes since Matt had gone inside and was blowing with a frightening intensity now, the rain picking up and beginning to bite at his face, so fast was it driven by the wind.

Screeching figures raced through the fracking site, their cries barely audible before the wind tore them away. Matt sensed an electricity in the air that had less to do with the storm than with an emotional, human tension that had become physically palpable. He knew he had to get back to Zoey, and fast.

He ran past the containers and boxes, rounding a corner that took him back to the quarry and the scene of the demonstration, and stopped short in shock, seeing that while he’d been distracted by Virginia and ol’ Sitting Bull back in the office, hell had come to the quarry.

As he got closer, the sounds became more audible. The howling noise that filled the air was equal parts man and nature: the hurricane seemed to be here ahead of schedule, as the wind had increased to gale levels, bending over the trees that ringed the lake, framing a portrait of social disintegration in miniature. The protesters and frackers had fallen on each other with all pretense of law and order thrown out the window—hissing, spitting, punching, tearing, gouging. It was clearly “anything goes” at the fracking site now.

It seemed like a sizable chunk of the town had decided to come up here after all—the cars must have been parked out in the road, but Matt never heard them over the wind and rain that had been whipping around the old quarry office.

And the townsfolk had clearly not come up here to sit down and discuss their feelings. They were beating the crap out of Murray’s followers, and that was predictable. What was more surprising was that those who hadn’t found political opponents to tear into had simply turned on fellow residents.

Madness had come to Sundown, just as the hurricane fully touched down. Whatever had crawled inside these people and festered, a corruption that only Matt could see, had finally taken over, erupting into a full-blown fever.

And it wasn’t just the villagers who were now fully in the grip of the contagion—Gus and a Patagonia-clad compatriot had managed to knock a cop to the ground and were applying his Taser to his midsection, zapping him again and again.

Frantically, Matt scanned the crowd for Zoey—and then her scream came again, borne on the wind. He turned and saw her: she was spread-eagled on the ground beside the lake, twisting her head from side to side, maniacally fighting the forces that restrained her. One arm was held down by Stan, who cackled a high-pitched giggle of glee Matt could hear even from here, unnerving in its monotonous sameness. The other arm was held down by Murray, who simply stared at her, his eyes burning with intense hatred. Straddling Zoey, his massive girth managing to keep her kicking legs trapped uselessly beneath him as he undid the buckle on his belt, was Sumo.

Matt took off running, aiming for Sumo’s back, his hand unconsciously clutching at the handle of his grandfather’s ax…and then Matt consciously halted a moment, realizing that the ax wasn’t there, that it was still in his bag back in Zoey’s car.

He looked left and right and spotted a two-by-four somebody had tossed aside earlier. He hoped it had been used for work, but the remnants of a dark, wet stain, rapidly being washed away by the rain, told him the truth was probably otherwise. He leaned over and grabbed it, and as he began to straighten, a potbellied gent in his midfifties, sporting a cop’s uniform and a sheriff’s star on his chest, came running at him, arms spread wide, froth foaming from his snarling mouth.

Without thinking twice, Matt swung the two-by-four up under the sheriff’s chin, sending him sprawling on his back. “Sorry, sir,” Matt muttered, knowing that whatever was going wrong with these people, it wasn’t their fault.

He continued his run at Sumo’s broad-target back. The man-mountain already had his pants down around his knees and was commencing a dry hump of Zoey’s leg to get something going with the family jewels—one quick, instantly regretted glance by Matt told him that even demonic possession wasn’t enough to get that equipment up and running yet, and he wasn’t going to give this guy time.

He slammed the board into the back of Sumo’s head, swinging with both hands and sending the enormous carcass sprawling on top of Zoey. Not Matt’s intended goal, but at least it got Stan and Murray to let her go and come for him, displeased that he had interrupted their sport.

A swift swing of the board and Stan was down, but Murray proved more formidable a foe (of fracking), coming at Matt like a tie-dyed human battering ram.

Before Matt could get the board back into a swinging position, Murray was on him in a cloud of patchouli, and the two went down in a heap, Matt inhaling a mouthful of filthy dreadlock as Murray came down on top, his knee landing on Matt’s wrist, causing Matt to drop the two-by-four.

Murray was snarling and biting, his hummus-scented breath filling Matt’s nostrils as Murray’s mouth came down for his nose. Matt managed to put his forearm under Murray’s jaw, keeping him at bay but not yet getting him off. Slowly but surely, the gnashing teeth lowered toward Matt’s nose.

Just as the wet tongue emerged to prepare Murray’s snack by sliding down Matt’s nose, Murray suddenly went limp, his eyes opening wide briefly, then shutting as he rolled off Matt.

Zoey stood over them both, the two-by-four clutched in both hands. A quick glance behind her as Matt got up revealed Sumo rolling on the ground, his massive hairy ass exposed to the storming heavens as he screamed and clutched both hands over his groin.

Deciding he didn’t need to know any more, Matt nodded thanks to her and simply motioned, “Let’s go.”

She didn’t give more than a two-fingered hand signal of “Okay,” holding on to the two-by-four as she followed his lead through the maze of fighting madmen and -women, then halting as he headed for the quarry office.

“Where are you going?” she screamed over the din. Matt glanced back at her and hesitated, distracted by a face in the crowd. In the middle of the melee behind them stood Mr. Dark, strolling through the crowd, taking in the carnage and loving every second of it.

“I was a fool to tell you not to come here,” he said to Matt. Despite the roar of the storm, Matt could hear that voice in his head, clear as a bell. “I love this place!”

Matt decided to ignore him, focusing on Zoey. “There’s someone we have to pick up before we go. Come on!”

He turned and ran around the corner that led to the office. After a moment, with a glance back at the chaos taking place in the other direction, she followed him.

A moment later, the fighting behind them ceased.

As one, every single person on the beach turned to stare in the direction that Matt and Zoey had gone.

And moving as one, the crowd began to follow them.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Zoey and Matt rushed into the office, leaving the door open behind them.

“Who’s in here?” Zoey shouted, but Matt ignored her, heading for the dark space under the stairs. He couldn’t see anything in the gloom.

“Virginia?” he asked. Slowly, she emerged from the darkness, staring up at him, her expression unreadable.

“Oh my God,” said Zoey, coming forward. “The poor kid!”

She knelt down in front of Virginia. “Is your name Virginia?” she asked kindly.

The child looked at her and then nodded.

“Aww, isn’t that sweet?” a voice crowed behind them. Matt and Zoey whirled around to see Stan standing in the doorway, his face smeared with blood.

Several more faces crowded into the doorway behind him—the sheriff, Rose, and two protesters, including Tom.

“You took the bitch and we weren’t done yet,” snarled the sheriff, eyeing Zoey.

“Give her to us.” Stan smiled, exposing blood-streaked teeth and several spaces where teeth were gone.

“And then we’ll cook her up all tasty-like,” Rose cooed, chomping her jaws together.

Matt wasn’t sure why they’d decided to table their differences and all come after Zoey, and he wasn’t ready to ask them, either. He stared at them, at the sheer madness and raw bloodlust in their eyes, and then glanced at the windows—all of the dirty panes were crowded with the silhouettes of heads straining to look in.

“Matt,” Zoey whispered, pulling Virginia close to her, “what the fuck is wrong with these people?”

Before Matt could answer, a hand shot through the glass of a window not two feet away, the badly cut fingers grasping for them.

Virginia screamed, and the sound galvanized Matt into action. He pushed the woman and the girl ahead of him up the stairs to the office above, and behind them, the rot-faces poured in, coming after them.

There was an old skylight in the ceiling above the desk. Matt leapt onto the desk and threw the swivel chair through the glass, then lifted Virginia to the opening, which now allowed the wind and rain to surge into the dusty space it had been denied all these years.

He put his hands around Zoey’s waist and helped her up next, and as he gripped the sides of the skylight and started to lift himself, Stan reached the office and wrapped himself around Matt’s legs.

Zoey pulled and Matt pushed, and he came up through the skylight to the roof beyond, bringing the snarling Stan along for the ride—but as Stan’s head and throat emerged, Matt noticed a lethal-looking shard of jagged glass on the rim of the window frame and kicked Stan’s throat against it.

Gurgling and grasping at the gaping hole in his throat, Stan fell back into the office below.

As the horde of pursuers poured into the old office building beneath them, Matt scooped up Virginia, and followed by Zoey, he ran down the steeply sloping roof, slipping as a shingle came out beneath his feet, then leaping from the edge, unable to stop his momentum.

He landed on the nearby roof of a sand container, and Zoey touched down next to him. Running along the length of the long metal container, away from the office, they came to one of the boxes that held the fracking chemicals.

Still holding Virginia close to him, Matt jumped down to the box, and from there it was simple to get to the ground. Most of his attention was focused on getting out of the fracking site alive, but a part took time to admire how well Zoey kept up with him, never hesitating in their jumps down toward earth again.

“You’re pretty good at this,” he shouted to Zoey, while checking to make sure that Virginia was still okay. The child looked startled but otherwise unhurt.

“I did mountain climbing in Nepal,” she panted. “I can handle it.”

“Zooooey!” a voice screamed behind them. They turned to see Murray coming after them, the cop’s Taser in one hand, followed by Gus and his cop-beating compatriot. “I’m not finished with you yet, you dumb bitch!” Murray continued.

“Run,” said Matt.

“What the hell is wrong with him?” Zoey asked, sprinting ahead and fishing in her pocket for her keys.

“I have no clue,” Matt replied as they cleared the gates, heading for Zoey’s car. Taking Dark into account, he wasn’t quite sure that was true, but it wasn’t all lies either.

They got to the car just as Murray and his pals cleared the gate, whooping and hollering behind them.

Matt ran for the driver’s side but Zoey beat him, keys in her hand. “My car,” she said, sliding in.

Matt shrugged and ran for the passenger side as Virginia climbed in the backseat, scaling the mountain of Zoey’s crap, and the car pealed out just as Murray slammed his fat palm against the rear window, hard enough to make it crack and Virginia scream.

But the tires kicked up mud in his face and the car lurched free, taking off down the mountain.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The Subaru wasn’t so much driving down the road as it was coasting a raging rapid, fishtailing through the lethal curves and dodging enormous branches that the trees hurled down at them, as if trying to help the maddened mob and halt their progress immediately.

“Do we go back to town?” Zoey asked Matt.

“I don’t know,” Matt replied through clenched teeth, hands gripping the dashboard. He would really have preferred to be doing the driving.

“I can’t go far in this,” she went on, indicating the treacherous weather. “We need to stop there. Who is she?” she went on, indicating Virginia, who huddled in the backseat.

“I don’t know,” Matt answered, teeth still clenched.

“What the hell is going on?” Zoey continued.

“I don’t know,” Matt responded, eyes glued to the road, and hissing as she barely missed a tree falling in their path.

“Well, what the hell do you—”

Whatever Zoey was curious about, she was interrupted from relating it as Murray’s VW bus rear-ended her with a savage jolt, sending the car weaving, then righting itself by going up on a bank.

As the car came down onto the road again, the VW slammed it from the side, and this time it left the road on the steep edge, the edge that dropped straight off the mountain.

One rear wheel briefly left terra firma, spinning over the abyss, before the car righted itself and sailed back onto the pavement.

Behind it, the VW came in for the kill, ready to smash it again as an open curve approached.

There was no way to avoid it. If the VW made contact this time, it was sending them off the cliff.

Zoey gunned the engine and Matt braced himself for the impact—and suddenly, with a roar like a wounded elephant, a massive branch broke free of an ancient oak to their right, swinging over the roof of the Subaru and blocking the VW from their sight as it crashed to the road.

There was no way the VW could have avoided it, but the impact was hidden by a profusion of leaves filling the road as the branch came to rest.

Zoey kept her foot on the gas as they rounded the curve and swept past the red light they’d halted at only a short time ago.

As they passed, Matt saw the old man from the office sitting in its glow, watching them pass, untroubled by the hurricane ripping up the landscape all around him.

They came out of the forest and into the village unexpectedly, disoriented by the blinding rain, and found themselves at the green before they knew they’d arrived back in Sundown, still going over eighty.

Zoey braked hard, but the wet pavement gave no traction, and the car flew up onto the green, only stopping as it smashed into the base of a statue, sending a large metal figure in Revolutionary War garb crashing onto the hood, demolishing the front of the car.

For a moment, they couldn’t move, staring at the rain falling on the windshield. Then, as one, the three of them got out of the car, staggering onto the green. Still, Matt wasn’t so disoriented that he forgot to open his bag in the backseat and take out his ax.

“What the hell is that?” Zoey asked, eyes wide as she took in the ax.

“Protection,” Matt said.

Zoey let the matter drop.

The wind roared, the rain slammed into them, and the daylight was nearly gone, but no lights were on in the windows, no people looked at the carnage caused in the center of their town.

The town is deserted, Matt thought.

“Like Roanoke,” he said aloud, more to himself than to the others.

Zoey looked at him and opened her mouth, as if about to ask what the hell that meant, when the VW came flying out of the squalling rain, nearly on top of them before they heard its screeching gears.

And Virginia had staggered into the road, moving toward the shops and shelter in front of them, and was now directly in its path.

Matt dove at the girl, scooping her into his arms and sending them both crashing to the sidewalk beyond as the VW barely missed them and plowed into a metal mailbox standing outside the pharmacy situated next to Rose’s diner.

The VW impacted with such force that the mailbox folded like an accordion, squeezed between the bus and the pharmacy’s brick wall, forcing the old relic to come to perhaps its final halt.

Murray, who had been hunched over the wheel, was thrown through the windshield and over the hood of his car, and smashed face-first into the brick wall.

His lifeless body, face a wet smear, slid down to the ground and was still. However, the back door of the VW slid open, and out leapt Gus and his pal.

Matt took one step toward them, ax rising to battle position, but Zoey screamed, “No!”

Matt turned to look at her.

“He’s my friend!” she pleaded.

Matt was about to respond when he noticed one light still burning—in the white church across the green. He picked up Virginia, not even bothering to check if she was all right, and took off across the green.

Zoey followed, and so did their two pursuers, cackling and shouting obscenities at them over the sound of the storm, a runaway engine blotting out all else. As they ran against the wind and rain, the light from the church seemed impossibly far away, though in daylight the green had seemed so small.

More headlights cut across the open space, pinpointing the fleeing trio in their beams. Apparently, Murray and friends weren’t the only folks who’d decided to follow Matt back into town. One car started circling the green on the left, the other on the right—no doubt with the aim of cutting off their prey before they reached the church steps.

A third came at them right across the green, driving diagonally across the grass. As it bore down on them, the heightened position of the lights revealed, even through the rain and gloom, that this was one hell of a monster pickup truck, its cab floating high above the earth on absurdly oversized wheels. Said wheels didn’t bother veering for Gus and the one Matt had begun to think of as “Patagonia Pete”—it simply rolled right over them, flattening their still-cackling skull faces into the churned-up grass below, and kept on coming, bearing down on Matt and Virginia, who lagged behind Zoey, already at the steps leading up to the church’s open front door.

With a last surge of energy, Matt sprinted for the stairs and made it, clutching Virginia to his chest as he lunged up the steps. Behind him, the pickup smashed into the stairs at the exact moment that the other two cars also arrived, plowing into it from both sides and crushing in the truck’s flanks like a trash compactor.

Zoey and Matt raced up the stairs, Matt holding Virginia, and through the front door of the church before anyone had a chance to climb out of the wreckage below, if anyone was capable of doing so.

As Matt turned, intending to slam the church door shut, he saw more lights entering the open space at the center of Sundown…the hunt wasn’t over. He noticed an arm stretching out from one smashed window in the pickup. The arm looked torn, even broken, and managed only to wave weakly at him. The man in the car probably meant it as a threat, but he didn’t succeed. Matt slammed the door shut.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Matt turned around to take in the situation inside the church and realized that the light emanating from the building hadn’t been caused by electricity. The open space was filled with hundreds of lighted candles, up and down the middle and side aisles that flanked the plain wooden pews lining the interior. Half listening to the storm and rising screams outside (wind or townies—he couldn’t say which for sure), Matt moved past Zoey, who crouched next to Virginia, holding the shaking child close and murmuring reassurances as she stroked the child’s back.

As Matt walked down the center aisle, he also listened to the sounds within the church, trying to figure out if they were alone in here. All he could hear was an odd creaking sound, filling the room and coming from no discernible point. He looked around, his eyes trying to pierce every shaded corner beyond the candles’ light…and saw something that made him stop short, eyes widening.

This was a Protestant church of some denomination—Matt wasn’t exactly an expert on the various schools of Christianity, but he at least knew that Protestants were a lot simpler when it came to interior decor than Catholics, who really liked to let it rip with the decorations and set dressings. This room was pretty much bare white everywhere you looked, with large glass windows (not stained) along the sidewalls. There were only two bits of decor to catch the eye: a plain white cross near the altar. And one word painted in red, high on the wall up front: “Croatoan.”

Matt saw a can of red paint lying on its side below the altar, most of its contents leaving a red trail down the aisle. But he didn’t see the brush.

Squatting down, he saw red drops heading up the aisle toward him, then back the way he’d come. He turned around to follow the trail and saw a red-coated paintbrush lying on the floor, directly below the choir loft.

Then he looked up and saw who’d dropped it.

He also saw, in that same moment, what that creaking sound was, and where it was coming from: up there in the gloom above their heads, a body was hung by the neck, gently swaying back and forth at the end of a long rope attached to a roof beam running the length of the church.

It was a man, wearing the black clothes and white collar of a minister. Seemed he’d painted the word, then gone up to the choir loft and taken the plunge.

Matt looked back at Virginia and Zoey—Zoey was staring up at the hanging man, eyes wide, but Virginia’s head was still buried in Zoey’s chest. She hadn’t seen it, and Matt wanted to make sure she didn’t.

There was a door marked “Basement” under the choir loft, and Matt motioned with his head toward it. Zoey understood, leading Virginia under the overhanging loft, away from the open space where the man’s body gently creaked back and forth at the end of its rope.

She went into the basement and Matt followed, passing by the front door. Outside, he heard screams he knew to be human, or at least semi human, and the unmistakable sound of feet padding up the stairs, slapping on the wet pavement.

He hurried into the basement and closed the door. Zoey had found a light switch, and he was relieved to see, in the lighted space, that the space was fully furnished, set up for church socials.

It would have been a fine place to wait out the hurricane, except that right now it was also a corner they were boxed into, should anyone enter the church and notice the door. But they were also out of alternatives.

And then Matt came down the stairs and silently said a prayer of thanks, because this large underground space led at one end to a hallway marked “Library.” He took this in just as he heard the church door smashing in upstairs.

“Come on,” he said to Zoey and Virginia, and they ran down the hall to the door at the other end. A door on the side led outside, and Matt threw that open, seeing cement steps and feeling the driving rain pour in. Let the bastards think we went out there.

The other door wasn’t locked. Nothing was locked, Matt realized, as if everyone in town had been suddenly interrupted in the middle of their workday, nobody bothering to close anything up, lock anything down, or turn on any lights…except those candles back in the church, he thought, and then he stopped thinking about that.

The door led into the basement of an old house that had been converted into the town’s library. Even this underground area was filled with books, and a playroom for children. No doubt it had been the rectory for the minister at one time, and a connecting tunnel had been provided through the basements long ago, probably to protect any old minister from winter colds caused by trudging through the snow. Now it was saving their lives.

Virginia’s eyes lighted with pleasure at the sight of the playroom, but Matt urged her up the stairs. “Come on, kid, we gotta keep moving,” he hoarsely whispered, pushing her toward the stairs.

“We can play upstairs,” Zoey promised the girl, who started climbing, with one last wistful glance at the toys scattered in the dark room.

They moved through the small rooms of the old stone house, each room packed to the low rafters with shelf after shelf of books. They stumbled over old furniture, not daring to put on a light, moving back into the maze of small rooms and winding shelves, far from the closed entrance to the basement, once Matt had moved a desk in front of it.

Finally, they found a room on the far side of the old rectory, at a point farthest from the church next door, and barred the door with the heaviest shelf Matt and Zoey could slide in front of it.

Then they stood still and waited for the cries of their hunters, the sound of breaking, the inevitable pounding at their door. They heard nothing. Nothing but the storm. And after a time, they even began to relax, ever so slightly.

Zoey found some candles in the reference librarian’s desk and wanted to light one or two. Matt was reluctant, but Virginia was so quiet and still he feared the girl was going into shock, so he dragged a bookcase in front of the one window in the room, blocking it, and lighted some.

They sat down on the floor and Matt leaned back against the wall. Without saying a word, Virginia crawled close to him, laying her head in his lap.

Zoey sat next to him and stared at the wall.

“That word in the church,” she finally said. “The one that poor minister wrote.”

“Croatoan,” Matt said. “The same word they found in Roanoke.”

“What does it mean?” Zoey asked. “What does it have to do with that place?”

Matt shrugged. “Nobody knows, but maybe we’re finding out.”

“You mean they all just went nuts, too?” Zoey asked.

Matt hesitated. “Something like that.”

Zoey sighed and laid her head on his shoulder and didn’t say anything else. She only trembled, and he held her tighter, hoping that might make it somehow better, doubting it would.

Virginia was already breathing deeply, slipped into sleep.

A sound came from somewhere outside the library—it might have been the scream of a person, or maybe only the scream of the wind.

Matt didn’t know, and he no longer cared.

Zoey and Virginia were safe in here, and that was all that mattered.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

A bit later, Zoey still rested her head on his shoulder, and Virginia her head on his lap. Matt leaned against the wall and looked at both of them in the warm glow of the candles.

Zoey’s shaking had slowly subsided. She must have been reassured by Matt’s arm around her, pulling her tight. Looking at the side of Virginia’s face, he was momentarily surprised to notice that the dark circles under the girl’s eyes had vanished—she looked healthier, far less thin and sickly than when Matt had found her a few hours earlier. Even her arms looked fuller—apparently, running for her life from crazed killers agreed with the kid.

Whatever. He’d protected her, and he wasn’t going to argue with the positive results. Now both the child and the woman were asleep, leaving Matt alone.

Everything had been taken from him over the past few years: his wife, his job, his best friend, his life. And so he’d gone out on the road—walking, walking, alone.

His wife was denied him, and with her, the child they might have had. The family he might have had.

There was something special about these two, untouched by Mr. Dark’s madness.

Matt knew there was a higher power for evil in this universe. Didn’t that mean there could also be a higher power for good? Maybe these two, uncontaminated, were connected to it. If so, he was more determined than ever to keep them safe.

Matt felt contented and at peace—strange, considering he was trying to hide from the ravages of a monster hurricane even as an entire town of possessed maniacal killers was out in the storm thirsting for his blood.

Still, he’d take the good moments when he could snatch them. He’d protect these two for as long as he could, even if it meant taking on an entire town himself.

Hell, even if it meant killing the rest of the people in the town. If that’s what it took to stop this infection and save just these two, then Matt had decided he would kill them all.

He laid his head back against the wall, gazing down at the two heads leaning on him, needing him, and thought about how things could have been.

A cruel voice shattered the stillness: “Aw, Matty found friends to play with!”

Mr. Dark suddenly lurched out of the darkness, his face thrust forward into the candlelight, white skin gleaming as his black lips drew back in a skeletal grin, revealing yellowed canines.

“I wanna play, too!”

Virginia screamed, suddenly awake, but Dark’s long arm shot out, white fingers digging into her shoulder, drawing her to him.

Matt leapt forward, but Dark suddenly held one index finger to the girl’s neck—a finger whose hand ended in a lethal-looking, razor-sharp nail. In Matt’s effort to rise, he’d thrown Zoey to the side. She now struggled to consciousness, dazed and disoriented. As she saw Dark standing there, she instinctively crawled away from him, gasping in fright.

“Ah-ah-ah,” said Dark, in warning to Matt.

“Let her go, you bastard,” Matt said.

Zoey, still groggy, looked at the hideous being that held Virginia, then at Matt.

“You know him?” she asked Matt. He was surprised for a moment, even out of his concern for Virginia, to realize that Zoey could see Dark, Virginia could feel him.

“Silence,” Dark hissed at Zoey.

This was new. Dark had never taken such an active hand, never interacted so much with others, let alone been seen by them. What did he want? What was going on here?

“Such a sweet child,” Dark cooed, with a glance at Virginia.

“Let her go,” Matt said. “Your fight is with me, not her.”

“Well, Matt,” Dark went on, ignoring his demand, “you’ve been a good hunting dog, and now we’ve successfully narrowed it down to two. But I think I figured it out once and for all.”

Matt stared at him a moment, trying to process this. “What are you talking about?”

“Boy, are you dumb.” Dark cackled. “You really don’t get it yet, do you?”

Virginia shuddered, trying to break free of Dark. He looked down at her, gripping her even more tightly.

“Could it be, child? You truly don’t remember?” Dark reached into one pocket of his long black coat and pulled something out.

“Then here,” he said, pushing it toward her. “Have a lick.”

He shoved a maggot-covered lollipop at Virginia’s mouth, filth oozing off it. Disgusted, she turned her face away.

Matt took a step forward. “Whatever you’re doing, just take me instead.”

Dark ignored him and grabbed Virginia’s head, shoving the lollipop into her mouth and hissing, “Eat it, bitch!”

Wide-eyed, Virginia gagged on the lollipop. She spit it out and turned away, then stopped.

Shuddering, she fell over. Matt approached her as Mr. Dark stared down at her still form.

“Clever shaman, I’ll give him that. Confused even me with his mumbo-jumbo spell.”

“I said take me!”

Matt ran at Dark, who waved a hand and sent him flying against the wall—where he was pinned, immobile, two feet off the floor. As his head smacked into the wall, Matt’s mind went blank for a moment, then filled with grainy black-and-white images of Jesse Weston in the grimy cell of a mental facility, pinned to a wall, sliding to the ceiling, trapped like an animal the night Rotting Jack came for him.

Was this it, then? Had his moment come at last, too, then? Had Mr. Dark beaten him down to the point where he could open him up and climb on in, taking control of the whole show?

Dark walked over and stood below Matt, regarding him with head cocked to one side. “Shut up, meat.”

“What did you do to her?”

“Only what she’ll appreciate. Tell me, Matt—how much have you learned about Croatoan?”

Matt glared at him, not answering.

“Oh, come on, Matty, I know you did your research. A baby born in Roanoke, the whole place up and vanishes, the word left behind. Some thought it was a warning. But it was just an artist, signing his work.”

“What have you done to her?” Matt seethed through clenched teeth.

Dark feigned astonishment. “You think I’m doing all this? Why wouldn’t I have tried this before, if I could?”

Dark strolled up and down the dark, candlelit room. Virginia was still on the floor, Zoey cowering in fear, Matt unable to help either of them.

“No, Matty boy. I’m big enough to admit when credit is due. I just wasn’t sure until now who to thank!” He leaned over Zoey, a hand on each knee. She whimpered and stared up at him, immobilized by fear. Dark waved at her, a mocking twirl of his fingers, then turned back to face Matt again.

“I should have known the medicine man would be fucking with my mojo—that’s why it took me so long to figure it out. And you made the same mistake. Your problem was your fixation on the word Croatoan. If only you’d looked closer at the people of Roanoke, the way I should have looked closer at the people of Sundown.”

Behind Dark, Zoey rose and advanced toward Virginia. Matt eyed her, then focused on Dark, hoping he could keep his attention.

“What about them?” Matt sighed. He was barely listening to Dark, intent on breaking free of this spell, on letting Zoey get to Virginia and get her away.

Zoey had reached Virginia and was crouching next to her. The child’s face was turned away from her. Zoey reached out and touched Virginia’s shoulder.

“The baby, Matt—the first European child ever born in America,” Dark continued. “Her name was Dare. Virginia Dare.”

Zoey glanced at Dark, then back at Virginia—as the little girl’s back split down the middle.

A huge black appendage, like the limb of some enormous spider, shot out of a gaping wound in Virginia’s back and impaled Zoey through the heart, pinning her to the wall.

Zoey stared at Virginia in wide-eyed shock, gurgling as blood sprayed out around the black, spindly-haired limb that had impaled her.

Quickly, the light died in her eyes.

“No!” Matt screamed. He struggled as hard as he could but still couldn’t move a muscle.

Virginia, still huddled on the floor, let out a heart-wrenching cry of pain and fear—and Matt came free of the wall, falling to the floor. Dark whirled away from Matt, spinning to face Virginia.

When he saw what she’d done to Zoey, his demented smile widened even further.

“Whoops! Somebody’s waking up!” He crept up to Virginia, hovering by her shoulder, her face turned away from all of them, her form lost in the darkness beyond the candlelight. Dark leaned closer to her, staring intently.

“And as a bitter ex-Beatle once sang,” he cooed in her ear, “the dream is over.”

Virginia shuddered, still not rolling over, but the appendage slid from Zoey’s chest, retracting into Virginia’s back. Zoey’s body slumped to the floor, where it sat, wide-eyed and splay legged.

Behind Virginia and Dark, Matt groaned, rising to his knees on the floor where he’d fallen.

Dark turned to Matt again. “Where do you think this is all coming from? All the rot, all the power?” He pointed one long, bony finger at Virginia. “From this little lady here. She’s the cause of it all…just like she was in Roanoke. She’s been spreading her darkness, but unconsciously so far, not knowing who she is, what she’s doing…what she can do. But now that’s all gonna change. Yep”—he swooned, laying both hands on Virginia—“it’s time to kick this up a notch.”

As Dark’s hands made contact with Virginia, the girl screamed—but the scream was lost in a howling wind that suddenly whipped through the library as if all the windows and doors had been opened to let the hurricane in.

Books flew from shelves and danced in the air. One massive facsimile of the Gutenberg Bible slammed Matt in the face, sending him sprawling backward.

Shelves crashed to the ground, doors flew open and slammed shut, screaming on their rusted hinges.

And as quickly as the maelstrom started, it stopped.

Virginia still sat on the floor, staring at the wall, her expression blank.

And then a look of knowing, of realization, that made her tiny face seem disquietingly adult, rolled in, and her eyes slid shut.

When they opened, the orbs were completely black.

She looked up at Mr. Dark as he regarded her expectantly, and when she spoke, the voice of Virginia sang out one last time in its old high tone, as she said, dully, “I remember.”

Dark turned to Matt where he lay on the ground, blood oozing from the cut in his forehead. Matt’s eyes searched the room for his ax—wherever it was, it was buried beneath a sea of books.

Mockingly, Dark sang out across the room, “Allow me to introduce a long-lost hero of mine: ladies and gents, give it up for…Croatoan!”

Virginia turned her gaze from Mr. Dark to Matt and smiled at him.

“Virginia,” Matt whispered. “Honey, don’t listen to him…”

Even as he spoke and she looked at him, her smiling face split open. What erupted through the torn flesh was a hideous parody of the child, her angelic features withered into the gray parchment of a hag stretched over a skull. The black orbs erupted into flame, glowing with red intensity, as the shell of the body that had housed the beast Croatoan was shed.

Legs shot out in profusion from a spindly, segmented body that defied all laws of anatomy in its twists and multijointed turns, yet resembled nothing so much as the tumor-ridden love child of a spider and an octopus. It was wrong in every way, and it hurt Matt’s mind just to look at it, but he forced himself to take it in, searching for a trace of Virginia, finding none.

Several of the spider-thing’s limbs shot out, some punching holes in the wall, one knocking down a door, two shattering a window, allowing the wind and rain to rush in and soak the books that carpeted the floor.

Mr. Dark sighed, gazing up at the beast in rapture: “I think I’m in love.”

It turned its gray face, inhuman and yet horribly human, toward the window, ignoring Dark.

It moved forward, towering over Matt where he lay, dazed and defeated, prostrate across a leather-bound set of Dickens that drove its sharp edges into his back and head.

“I remember,” the thing above him hissed. “And now I know what I have to do.”

Matt struggled to rise. Swallowing his disgust, he grabbed hold of one thick black appendage coated with coarse, bristling hair.

Another leg shot through Matt’s stomach, impaling him on a copy of Bleak House. Matt stared at the Virginia-thing a moment in wide-eyed shock, then at his stomach split open and speared through. Then the light went out of his eyes, they closed, and he fell back on the books.

“Tasty,” said Mr. Dark, perched on one still-standing bookshelf across the room, enjoying the show.

Withdrawing its pincerlike limb, the beast stepped over Matt’s still body and went out into the storm, an entranced Mr. Dark floating in its wake.


CHAPTER TWENTY

When Matt opened his eyes, the first thing he noticed was that the storm had stopped.

There was no wind, no rain…come to think of it, there was absolutely no sound at all. An utter absence, like he was in a vacuum.

He lifted his head and discovered he was actually on a beach.

Even better, that damn Indian was there with him. This time, the old guy was standing, staring down at Matt’s prone form. So that answered one question in Matt’s mind: the old guy wasn’t stuck in that cross-legged pose. Good to know.

Then Matt remembered Zoey. And Virginia. And then he wasn’t feeling so flip anymore.

He groaned and struggled to his knees, taking in his surroundings.

He was on a beach, and it was night. There was no moon, but everything was lit by an odd blue light, like some permanent half twilight, or more like that goofy day-for-night effect they used in old movies, when they couldn’t film at night so they just filmed during the day, then tinted the film to try to make it look like night.

Whatever it was, he could see everything clearly. It was the sound that was a problem. He could see waves crashing on the beach, could see tree branches blowing in a light breeze (nice to have a light breeze for once—he was starting to feel like hurricane conditions were all he’d ever known), but he couldn’t hear a damn thing.

Until the old guy spoke.

“Get up,” he graciously invited Matt. He didn’t sound mad, but he also didn’t sound too cuddly either.

Matt struggled to his feet, checking out his stomach as he stood. Not a scratch, and it didn’t hurt. He knew that ever since the avalanche he’d been much better at the whole healing thing, but it usually took awhile, and a gaping hole in his midsection? He thought that one might even leave a scar, if it didn’t finally kill him once and for all. But there was nothing.

Matt decided he could tackle that one later, and turned his focus back on the old guy. “The last time we talked, I asked if you were Croatoan.”

The old guy stared at him a moment, then answered, “I think you know the answer to that now.”

“I don’t know the answer to anything,” Matt roared at him. The old guy didn’t flinch. “I don’t know who you are, or why I’m here, or where here even is.”

“Here is the land of shadows,” the old guy answered before Matt could continue with his rant. “The land of the past. Of the dead. That is something you should know something about, Matthew Cahill.”

“Great. You know me. Who are you?”

The old guy turned to go, walking down the beach. “I am the shaman of my tribe,” he said over his shoulder. “That is all you need to know about me. Now, come.”

Enraged, Matt stormed after him. “I don’t know where you’ve taken me, but there are people who need me back in that town,” he shouted, reaching out to grab the old guy by the shoulder. “So I’m not going anywhere but back to that—”

As his hand came down on the old guy’s shoulder, the old guy grabbed it at the wrist. He whirled to speak to Matt, his eyes burning with an inner fire.

“I am Wyandotte, shaman of the Croatoa,” he intoned—not shouting, but with a voice that commanded the listener to hear, hypnotic in its effect. Matt listened.

“I am here to show you what has been, that you may stop what will be.”

Like the Ghost of Christmas Past, Matt thought, only he wasn’t feeling much like Scrooge.

The shaman’s other hand lay alongside Matt’s face, then pushed it to the left. “See,” he said.

And Matt saw.

Except that Matt knew what he was seeing was real. It had happened a long time ago, judging by what these dudes were wearing. But he knew it had happened.

He saw a ship coming to the beach, even as Wyandotte and his people (the Croatoa, Matt knew, for though there were no words, he knew, in this place beyond language, he understood what he was seeing without asking) watched from behind the trees.

He saw them start to build a town ringed by wooden walls—but Wyandotte and his people came and spoke, and there were smiles, and no fear, and the people from the eastern sea had found Eden again.

He saw one from the village, a tall man in black, the shaman of their tribe, and knew his name was Parson Chillingworth. Matt knew there was a blackness in his soul that matched his robe, and he knew that as yet, Wyandotte did not know, and so they spoke, and shared.

He saw a child born to the people in the village—a girl. He felt joy at the child’s birth, sharing the smiles of the people, and felt as if he were one of them.

The ship left, and the people of the village were alone, in these great black woods in this vast unknown land, so far from the world they’d left behind. The land Parson Chillingworth had fled, accused under another name of blasphemy. Of alchemy, like his nemesis John Dee.

Of witchcraft.

And still he sat at the feet of Wyandotte, and still he learned. Learned how the shaman’s people had received their name: that in another time, ages past, a great evil had roamed these woods, a demon that called itself Croatoan.

And that it was Wyandotte’s people, their shaman’s magic, that had contained and controlled the beast, through the power of a sacred stone that had banished it forever.

And these people were the guardians of the stone, the people of the Croatoa, their eternal vow to keep the beast at bay.

And Matt knew that the preacher lusted for the shaman’s stone as any alchemist lusts for the philosopher’s stone. For he knew that within that stone lay power.

And in the night he gained it, and brought back that which had been banished. And the preacher knew, for the shaman had told him, that the beast must have its vessel to walk among us.

And the preacher chose the child.

Virginia. And Matt tried to protect her, reached out to save the child, but these were phantoms he saw, and they passed by, and the preacher did what Matt knew he would do.

And on that blackest of nights, Croatoan returned to our world.

And Matt then saw, for the shaman showed him, that Croatoan feasts on fear, on anger, on chaos and all the forces of the dark.

And Matt saw that it feeds by first corrupting, driving those around it to slowly simmering madness.

And Matt saw the ninety-eight come as one, silent and together, to the beach—and fall on each other, and kill.

And the preacher, clutching the stone, watched. And Matt tried to turn away and could not.

And Croatoan fed.

And when it was done, the sea claimed the bodies.

And the preacher claimed its servant, for he who controls the stone controls Croatoan, providing its focus and anchor in this world.

And the preacher and the girl, now older than she had been just days before, walked hand in hand into the darkness of the forest, and Roanoke was no more.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Matt fell to his knees on the beach, watching them leave. The waves continued to silently crash on the beach so recently washed clean of the blood and the bodies.

“Why didn’t you do anything?” he asked the shaman, who stood behind him, his back to the sea, staring at the spot where the two figures had vanished into the trees.

“You speak as if I knew what he was doing. We of the Croatoa lived far from these people. We visited when we could, but we left them to themselves. Suns had risen and set, several times, before I knew the stone was gone.”

“And?” Matt asked.

“And I knew who had taken it.”

The shaman started walking up the beach, away from Matt, heading north. The Big Dipper was filling the sky over his head, Matt idly noted, its bottom nearly crashing into the old guy’s head. Matt wished it was really a pan—he’d smack it over the old bastard’s head for letting this happen.

But it wasn’t, so Matt got to his feet and stumbled after the retreating form of Wyandotte.

“Where are you going?” he called after the figure, who seemed to be moving up the beach much faster than Matt.

“Where the black magician and his slave went.” And he was gone into the gloom up ahead.

And Matt followed and saw. The preacher and the child moved through the forest, leaving a trail of madness and death in their wake. And the child grew in years as it fed, and the preacher grew in power and knowledge, learning of Croatoan’s world, taking what he wanted when he wanted as they moved through this world.

The preacher wanted to return east eventually—this Matt knew as he watched. He would return to the land that expelled him and have his revenge. But first he took his pleasure here, with the child, and the people of this new world screamed at their coming.

And Matt shared in their screaming, felt their terror, as he had felt the joy of the people of Roanoke.

And the shaman followed. It was his responsibility, for he had trusted the preacher, had told him the truth, had allowed the stone to be taken.

And finally, following the path of their destruction, moving in the wake of their evil, he found a way to stop them, before they left this world and brought their madness to another.

In the lands to the north, where he had never dared go, he braved the heart of the nation feared by all others: the Iroquois. And he faced them at the seat of their power: the killing floor. The place of sacrifice to the Great Spirit.

Here, in a cathedral of rock, their blood sacrifices brought power. These people were feared by all others, but they feared the shaman—for they knew he was of the Croatoa, the people who guarded the stone.

Here the shaman convinced them that the preacher and the two beasts that had already plagued their own people, warlock and familiar, could now be caught.

And they were caught: one dark magic entrapping another, as the fierce Iroquois warriors stole the stone, slew the preacher, and cowed the beast. Without the stone, they were naught but graying priest and frightened child.

The warriors caged the two forms in a tomb of bark surrounded by stone, burying them beneath the rock and mud, trapped deep beneath the killing floor.

Matt watched as the tomb was lowered to the earth beneath cliffs rising on three sides, and rocks slid into place to cover the hole dug deep in the ground. He shared, too, in the grim exultation of the shaman, knowing at last that the hunt was done.

One final massive boulder was rolled into place by six warriors, sealing the last wound in the earth. The shaman and his Iroquois counterpart chanted their chants and danced their spells. Stars fell from the skies, thunder rolled across the heavens, the very ground heaved…but the cage held.

Croatoan was trapped forever.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Matt stood alone in the darkness, in the middle of the killing floor, gazing at the high rock walls surrounding him on three sides, the sloping earth leading out in front, and knew this place.

It was now filled with black water, the result of man’s tampering—of the Europeans who came and pushed the original inhabitants from their place of power…to the west, or to death, that ultimate western land.

He saw the white men come with their machines, saw the dark waters flowing like oil. He tried to warn them, to tell them to leave, that it was madness to be here, to wake that thing that slept beneath, but they didn’t hear. They didn’t see.

And beneath the rocks, in their magic-shrouded tomb, the preacher rotted, and the beast slept on.

Until the black pipe came and pierced the earth, digging deep into the rock, breaking the killing floor. Matt saw the fracking pipe drive into the earth’s crust like a spear, driving deep into the dark. He tried to turn away, but he saw.

And down there, deep in the earth, it found the resting place and caused the smallest fracture in the tomb. And something was nestled in bony arms. It stirred and slithered out.

It crawled through the rock and the filth until it reached the surface, its pale thin arms grasping for freedom.

The earth broke open and the beast crawled free, an emaciated parody of a human form that scuttled into the woods, not remembering, not knowing what it was or where it had come from. It knew fear. It fed on fear.

It lived in those woods for weeks, feasting first on the creatures that lived in those woods, then on those who came to the quarry to work, or to stop those who worked. Matt saw it feed and was nauseated and outraged, for he knew what was coming and still could only watch.

And as the beast fed it grew stronger, and its influence spread, though still it could not remember and could not break free.

And one day a man came and found it in the woods. A man who, like the beast, had been dead and now was not.

Matt tried to intervene, tried to scream at himself, tried to change what had been. He failed.

He put out his hand and the demon reached out to grab it…


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

With a start, Matt woke up.

He wasn’t on any beach anymore, and he wasn’t out at the quarry. He was still in the library, right where Dark and Croatoan had left him for dead.

Dead…

He looked down at his midsection—there was still a scar visible, but the wound had sealed up, the blood washed away.

Shit—he knew he was a good healer these days, but this was fucking ridiculous. How the hell long had he been asleep?

“Not long,” said a flat, deep voice behind him, and Matt jumped, looking over his shoulder.

The shaman stood across the room, barely illuminated by the one candle still burning in the room.

“Did you do this?” Matt asked him, indicating his healing stomach.

The shaman didn’t even bother looking at the wound or responding directly. “I have need of you, Matthew.”

Matt noted that although the old guy was answering him (kind of), his lips weren’t moving. What the hell—he’d seen stranger things tonight, so he wasn’t going to get too hung up on that one. He also spoke pretty good English for an Inj—for somebody who didn’t speak English, but he guessed they were communicating in a way that was going beyond all that, too.

“Is that why you brought me here?” Matt asked instead.

“I?” the shaman responded. “I never brought you here. I am the guardian of the stone. That is my focus and my reason. But I use the materials that come my way.”

And suddenly Matt understood all about Darkhunter, about who would have a reason to bring him here.

“It wasn’t you who called me,” he said the shaman.

The old guy shook his head. “It was the…creature…you call Mr. Dark. He needed you to lead him to Croatoan. He sensed the beast’s awakening, its growing power, and knew it was hiding itself.”

“So he needed me to find it?” Matt didn’t quite get that.

“To figure out what shell it wore and wake it to its true nature. Without you, he can only observe. He needed you.”

Matt grimaced. “His pawn. And Mr. Hero thought he was coming to town and helping the helpless. Instead, I did exactly what Dark wanted.”

Matt slammed his fist into a bookshelf, one of the few still standing in the library, and sent it toppling.

It wasn’t much, but it made him feel better for a second.

“Too late to feel sorry for yourself, stupid white man,” the shaman compassionately continued. “Now you’re here. Now you can stop it.”

At that, Matt turned to him. “I can?”

The shaman shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. Only one way to find out.”

“Yeah?” Matt replied after a beat. “How’s that?”

“Go after Croatoan and kill the beast before Dark starts using it the same way that preacher did. Only worse. The preacher wanted power. Dark wants chaos. If he gets the stone, he can control the demon. He can infect the world, as the unconscious Croatoan infected this town.”

Dark’s chaos on a global scale, armed with a weapon of concentrated hate. Matt pondered that for a second, feeling hopeless and helpless. Dark had already been using enough of Virginia’s latent power earlier to beat Matt like a red-headed stepchild. Now that they were working together, what the hell kind of chance did he have?

And then he saw the handle of his ax, uncovered from its hiding place by the bookshelf Matt had just capsized.

And then beyond that, he suddenly saw the still, lifeless form of Zoey, lying hunched in the corner, her back to him, small and incredibly fragile.

And he turned back to Wyandotte. He had no reason to trust this…apparition, ghost, angel, demon, whatever. He’d trusted the child, and that hadn’t turned out so well.

But the shaman—if that was what he really was—was Matt’s best bet for getting another shot at Dark and his new buddy.

“Just point me in the right direction,” he said.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The old shaman faded into the gloom, saying nothing.

That guy didn’t need to point him anywhere. Matt knew exactly where he had to go: back to the fracking site, to the quarry, to the killing floor.

They’d be there now, digging at the hole Croatoan had crawled out of, looking for the shaman’s stone—Croatoan knowing this was the only limit on his power, Dark knowing the same. Not that they both wanted it for the same reason, so the race was on to get there first.

And Matt was way behind. He knew he had to get his ass in gear, had to go back out into the eye of the storm, had to face his own personal bogeyman and that thing that nearly killed him, that easily would have killed him if he wasn’t dead already, or whatever he was.

He had to get out there and save the world.

Instead, he sat down and took Zoey into his arms.

He held her lifeless, torn body and allowed himself a moment’s regret, an instant’s pain. He’d allowed himself the luxury of trusting, and this was the price he paid: the little angel turned out to be a demon from hell that ripped a hole in a beautiful, kind woman.

Typical. Just another day in the death of Matt Cahill.

He indulged himself in grieving for a few more seconds, listening to the rain slamming against the windows, the old beams of the house groaning under the onslaught of the hurricane, and then felt like somebody was watching him.

He lifted his head from where it rested against Zoey’s, his eyes trying to peer beyond the flickering candlelight into the gloom beyond.

From the darkness, a face emerged, glowing orange in the candle’s flame.

It was the old guy, back again.

“You’re starting to get on my nerves,” said Matt.

The old guy grunted. “Stupid white man. You better get going.”

Matt turned away from the face peering into his, looking down at Zoey’s hair. “Just give me one more minute.”

The intensity of his loss shocked him, in that detached part of the mind that observed his grief. He was struck by that in the same way Zoey had been oddly curious about why she’d trusted a hitchhiking stranger enough to pull over in the middle of nowhere and give him a lift.

“Because she was like you,” Wyandotte answered in response to Matt’s unspoken question.

Matt raised his head from Zoey’s hair and regarded the wizened face peering back at him. “She had a destiny to help others, to fight evil. She would have been called, as you were. This is why she was immune to Croatoan’s infection. This is why Dark could not decide whether she or the child was not what she seemed to be.”

“But she was,” Matt whispered.

The old guy nodded. “And she must be avenged.”

Gently, Matt laid Zoey down on the floor, then brushed her red hair back from her still, peaceful face.

He stood up, gazed down at her a moment longer, and then walked across the room, threw aside a pile of fallen books with one powerful sweep of his arm, and grasped his ax by the handle.

He lifted it into the candlelight, and the light cast a red glow on the metal.

He turned to face the shaman, but the old guy was gone.

Matt strode through the library, threw open the door, and walked out into the howling wind.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Last time he’d been out here, the Sundown village green had looked eerie in its desolation but essentially unchanged.

Now it looked like a bomb had gone off.

Matt supposed two had, actually: a bomb named Hurricane Jonas, followed up by a nuclear device called Croatoan.

The gazebo in the center of town was smashed by a tree that had fallen straight across it, one of the many that had been uprooted and sent flying. Most had gone into store windows—the storm was limiting vision to nearly nil, but Matt had yet to see one unbroken windowpane fronting the green as he ran across it, crouching in the face of the gale. He dodged from bush to bush, leaping the mangled remains of Gus and Patagonia Pete where the pickup had left them behind, his eyes scanning the darkness for signs of attack, or just a usable car.

One enormous old oak had crashed into a telephone pole, and the two had joined forces to rip a massive hole in the side of the old one-screen movie theater. Somehow, the devastation had kicked the film projector into action. Ghostly blue light flooded out of the theater into the air over the empty village green, as wraithlike images of Hollywood actors silently danced over the leafy branches of the fallen tree that filled the space, tossed by the hurricane winds and rain.

Matt glanced at the film being played out on the fallen tree’s limbs and idly, crazily wondered for an instant what movie it was, if he’d seen it yet. He didn’t catch many movies these days, and this one looked pretty lame—two people sitting in a restaurant talking. Who wants to pay to see that? Then the rain smacked his face with a stinging intensity as the wind picked up even more, incredibly gaining strength when it already seemed to be at cyclone speed, and Matt forgot about shitty movies and started thinking about how to get back to what he’d already started thinking of as the killing floor.

The other cars that had followed them from the quarry were parked haphazardly all over the area—some on the green, some on the sidewalk, some in the middle of the road. All of them still smoked, and some still burned, from fires that had been set inside them. Matt wondered how intense the fires must have been when they were set, that they could still be smoking after hours in the open during a hurricane that was starting to make Katrina look like a sun shower.

They were smoking, useless husks now—that was for sure. Someone didn’t want Matt coming back to the fracking site. And whoever had driven them here was lying low…but chances were good that no matter how deserted this town looked, somebody was still around, waiting for him.

He turned and ran into the shelter of the pharmacy doorway, needing protection from the storm while he assessed his options.

When he saw his only one, his heart simultaneously leapt in hope and sank in despair. He hadn’t known hearts could do that.

In the alley next to the pharmacy stood Murray the Guru’s VW bus, right where it had swiveled and stopped after smashing into the mailbox and sending Murray airborne. None of his hippie pals had managed to remember to come back and set this one ablaze—perhaps all that weed all those years meant that hippies weren’t even useful as mindless rot-faced slaves of a demon from hell. He’d always known drugs couldn’t be all bad.

Matt ran from the doorway and into the wide-open back of the VW. Inside, he was unsurprised to find an astonishing collection of bongs, several rain-soaked Day-Glo posters, and best of all, the keys, still sitting in the ignition where Murray had left them when he took flight.

Matt gunned the motor, and it leapt to cantankerous life. He put the car in reverse and stepped on the gas—and the VW wouldn’t budge. It had plowed into the public mailbox with such force that the two were fused together. Matt put the car in drive and tried to push the box forward.

The mailbox rocked on its side, refusing to come loose from its attacker or allow it to move forward.

Matt put the car in neutral, staring at the windshield wipers as they plowed through the ceaseless rain.

A large shape came shrieking over the mailbox into the glare of the headlights, lurching across the hood, and smashed through the windshield.

Gibbering and cackling wildly, the sack of rot that used to be Murray’s face came within a centimeter of Matt’s, yellow stumped teeth biting at the air where his nose had been a moment before, as Matt’s head went back against the headrest and his arms came up, grabbing at the thing attacking him. The filthy dreadlocks that framed the horror gnashing in Matt’s grip slapped at his head, dousing him with the rainwater they were soaked in.

Matt suspected that the accident had so disfigured Murray’s face, when it slammed into the brick wall of the pharmacy, that even without Croatoan’s infection, the poor old hippie wouldn’t have looked too good right now.

In fact, from the strange flopping motion of Murray’s body, Matt suspected that the guy’s spine was broken. This lifeless vessel was running on mindless, evil energy—which freed up Matt to deal with him a little more forcefully than he otherwise might have.

As the Slinky-like creature that used to be Murray gibbered and wriggled its way through the windshield, Matt pushed back at its shoulder with one hand while frantically reaching behind his seat to find a weapon with the other. The ax was somewhere back there, but as his hand gripped something else that had rolled across the floor moments earlier, he knew it was only right and just and exactly the way Murray would have wanted to go, had he been given a choice here.

Matt brought the enormous glass bong up and shoved it into the gaping maw of the thing trying to tear out his throat, and with a push on the bottom, he rammed it in deep.

The thing shrieked as the glass crunched through its teeth and tongue, straight back through its mouth and out the other side of its throat.

It rolled backward out of the windshield, tearing at the glass weapon piercing its head with such force that it was nearly tearing it off, and hurled itself off the hood.

The bulky, wriggling thing hit the mailbox with such force that the already loosened container now broke free of the van—and with a final gurgle, the Murray-thing fell across it and went still, eyes on the heavens, bong protruding from its mouth.

Matt pondered the tableau a moment, then flashed a peace sign with his fingers to the sky, hoping Murray—the real Murray—was answering from a better place.

Matt put the floridly painted love machine into drive and headed out of town.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Matt didn’t know if it was Croatoan, Mr. Dark, Almighty God, or Mother Nature, but somebody sure didn’t want him out driving in this weather.

It seemed that every tree not completely knocked over and lying in the road was bent over double—one way or the other, the entire forest was hell-bent on making an impossible obstacle course for Matt to navigate.

The gusting winds drove the leaves from the branches, adding further confusion and a welter of flying debris, coupled with twigs and small branches smacking into the car and hurling through the window to bite at Matt’s face. The windshield wipers were useless on the shattered windshield, and as fast as he could wipe the water and the flora from his face, more was thrown at him.

On top of that, the creeks and streams that coursed down the mountainside had been filled to capacity by the hurricane and had long since burst their banks, sending raging rapids cascading down the pitted mountain road.

It was a miracle that one headlight still worked on the battered vehicle, but the other was shattered, and on top of it all, Matt was driving directly in the face of the wind, which fought with all its might to drive him back, back down the steep mountain trail he was trying to climb.

The gears groaned in elderly protest as Matt gunned the gas, forcing the VW up into the face of the storm—which, if anything, was angrier and stronger than it had been even minutes ago. He vaguely recalled that peaceful drive with Zoey, several hours and a lifetime ago, as they’d gone to the fracking site to protest. He’d managed to get this far, and it should only be a few minutes more.

Before he even expected it, his one headlight picked out the opened gate to the quarry, swinging wild and free in the storm, one section of fence near it crushed by a vast fallen elm.

Matt sighed with relief and stepped on the gas.

With a roar that was audible even above the hurricane, a gigantic tree directly ahead, not far below the gate, was suddenly broken loose from its ancient mooring by the flooding waters of an overrun creek: Matt had only a split second to register the oncoming wall of water and wood before it smashed into the already badly bent-in front of the car, and then he was sliding sideways and knew in his gut that something was forcing him back down the mountain and over the cliff.

He’d taken the precaution of putting the ax in the passenger seat and silently thanked the patron saint of axes as he grabbed it and leapt out the driver’s door.

He rolled into the mud and started sliding downward on his back, then hurled himself onto his stomach and put both hands on the ax trailing behind his head.

He slid several more feet, and then the ax caught between two small pines holding tight in the storm.

A shriek of metal caused him to look over his shoulder in time to see the vast tree that had come loose push his ride over the sharp edge of a cliff, not fifty feet below where Matt lay.

Both tree and van vanished into the dark, the sound of any impact far below lost in the roar of the river following in their wake.

Matt pulled himself up to the pine holding one end of the ax and held on tight to the trunk. After a moment, he climbed to his feet and tottered for a moment. Then he pushed himself forward, up the remaining stretch of road to the quarry gate.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Matt crouched behind a sand container, trying to see through the driving rain—no good. He’d need to get closer. He’d dodged his way through the circular arrangement of fracking materials that led to the water, expecting at every turn to encounter Dark, Croatoan, or their pals from town. But so far, no one.

Until he reached the water, and saw that everyone from town, and everyone who’d come to hassle everyone in town, was now standing side by side near the water, oblivious to the raging elements, calm and collected and indeed seemingly brain-dead, their focus on the enormous crane and pipe that formed the latest drilling operation for the hydrofracking company. And the machinery was in full operational mode tonight, hurricane or no hurricane. It seemed the opposing sides had settled their differences and gotten down to some serious fracking in the wee hours of the night.

From a distance, Matt looked at this insane setup for a moment, shielded by a small chemical bin, and then studied the sloping hills around the quarry, hoping to get closer. He hadn’t noticed yesterday, in all the noise and action, how the banks around the quarry formed a natural amphitheater. Long before the Europeans drew rocks here, or gas, the Iroquois drew blood, hoping to appease whatever dark forces they feared in these woods. This was the killing floor.

Not long ago, Matt would have dismissed customs like that as childish, primitive, something we’d all grown beyond.

Now he knew better. There were bad things in the woods. If you were scared of them, you were only smart.

Scuttling from sand container to chemical box, searching for any possible barrier that might keep him hidden, Matt made his way toward the sloping side of the quarry and the trees that grew there.

He had no intention of rushing blind into an angry mob of Croatoan’s mindlessly rampaging zombie hordes—but as he got closer, he realized they might not be such a problem, after all.

Unlike the last time he’d seen them, the citizens of Sundown and their antifracking buddies now seemed to be incredibly well behaved.

A group of about twenty, comprised of both fracking workers and antifracking protesters, were now diligently manning the drilling equipment, though in complete darkness.

Their expressions were blank as they operated the equipment—some weren’t even looking at what they were doing, only staring blankly ahead into some indeterminate distance.

But they were working well—the pipe was now deep in the earth, working away to dredge up whatever was down there. Matt had a good hunch it wasn’t gas they were aiming for this time.

He reached the base of the embankment that circled the quarry and froze: a gust of hurricane rain suddenly abated for a moment, allowing Matt to see clearly for several yards in front of him—and standing in front of him were Virginia and Mr. Dark. The beast had assumed its earlier form, though the hold seemed less permanent, the features shifting and rolling, stretching the skin taut, then letting it go slack.

Luckily, their eyes were trained on the pipe drilling deep into the earth, staring into the hole with a fixed intensity as chains were lowered through the pipe. Matt knew those chains were meant for one thing: to drag Croatoan’s tomb out of the earth and put the shaman’s stone in the hands of either that demon or another. He was just in time.

Matt scrambled up the embankment and crouched behind a tree, clutching the ax tightly so his grip wouldn’t slip on the wet wood. He watched, waiting for the moment.

With a tear, the chain and pipe erupted from the earth, and a massive piece of the floor came with them. Allowed to get its grip deep in the earth through the pipe penetrating the stone, an enormous hook attached to the end of the chain had torn a great rock free.

The rot-faced mob gathered as one to lift the boulder when it stuck, while Virginia’s black eyes seemed to glow with a feverish anticipation. Behind her, Dark beamed, his gaze still on the hole in the earth.

The wind whipped through the woods with a fierce howl, knocking trees down left and right, as it seemed to be coming for the crowd of monstrosities gathered by the water.

The pulley groaned as the earth lifted, heaving the enormous rock free. It was the same boulder that Matt had seen in the shaman’s vision: the seal on Chillingworth’s tomb.

Matt gripped the ax handle more tightly, restraining himself from rushing forward immediately. He had no chance against that mob for long—he had to know for sure that they’d found it, had to see the prize he was aiming for.

Virginia smiled at the boulder as it hovered above the crowd, held there by the crane. She jerked her head to the side, and with another groan of grinding steel, audible above the screeching hurricane winds, the rock was moved away from the opening it had left in the earth.

From his vantage point behind the bending, protesting tree, Matt could see Mr. Dark nearly dancing with anticipation behind Virginia.

“You found it!” he crowed. “Your hour of liberation is here!”

Virginia glanced up at him, then returned her focus to the gaping hole in the ground. She slowly stepped forward, followed by Mr. Dark. The army of rot-faces stood immobile, waiting for further direction, staring vacantly into the heart of the storm that pummeled them.

Matt leaned forward, straining to see what lay beneath the earth, though in his gut he already knew.

Virginia pointed into the darkness beneath and screeched at her rot-faced followers: “Bring it up!”

Four of them shambled forward, even as the pelting rain removed more chunks of their flesh, rainwater mingling with the bubbling ooze that slid off their skulls.

They leapt into the crater and fumbled in the mud, rainwater spilling over the sides and starting to fill the hole.

As Matt leaned forward more, the rain-soaked ground beneath his feet gave way, sending him sprawling to the shoreline below. Clawing at the earth, he let go of the ax as he slid down the embankment and crashed to the earth below, half buried in mud and leaves.

He lay there a moment, waiting for the inevitable attack—until he realized that in the howling chaos of the hurricane and the focused attention on the uncovered tomb of Parson Chillingworth, nobody had noticed the new arrival at Croatoan’s beach party.

Virginia was crouched by the side of the pit, animal-like, her lip pulled back in a feral snarl of anticipation. Dark’s focus, too, was fixed on the fumbling ghouls below—and he audibly yelped with greedy anticipation, clapping his thin white hands together as they wrenched an object coming up out of the muck below.

“Bring it to me,” Mr. Dark said. Virginia shot him a look. “To us, of course. My mistake.”

Matt was scrambling through the morass of earth he’d brought down with him, looking for the ax while constantly checking over his shoulder that no one had noticed him yet, only yards from the excavation. He knew he didn’t need to worry about the good people of Sundown, who, without any explicit commands from Virginia, were now as interactive as plywood.

Matt’s hands pulled at the mud and roots and leaves, but every time he wiped the mess aside, the wind and rain obscured everything again, shrouded as it already was in darkness.

Behind him, a large wooden box made of thick wood burst free of the mud with a loathsome squelching sound, and for the first time in centuries, the tomb of Croatoan was seen by human eyes.

Matt watched this unfolding and returned to his search for the ax with new, nearly hysterical intensity—time was nearly up. The moment either of those things got their hands on the shaman’s stone, it was over. He turned his eyes back to the ground—and saw two feet standing in front of him.

The warlock’s tomb was lowered to the earth, where it thumped down with a smack. Virginia motioned with her head alone, and two rot-faced would-be fracking protesters shambled over to the lid. They clawed at the wood so fast that its splintered surface instantly shredded the skin on their fingers, but they ignored the wounds and tore at the lid.

Preserved in the mud so long, it easily tore free, intact.

Inside, the black-robed skeleton of Parson Chillingworth lay on its side. The skin was gone, but long gray hair flowed from the skull in clotted clumps. There was a space in the tomb next to him, big enough for a child, where Croatoan had slept for centuries.

And grasped in the arms crossed over its skeletal chest, it held an object: a small brown stone not much bigger than an eggplant, its sides still adorned with the faded paint of hieroglyphs whose meaning was lost to the people who now walked these hills.

Virginia stepped forward, arm outstretched.

Matt came up with a roar, ready to tackle whatever rot-faced bastard was trying to slow him down—and came face-to-face with Wyandotte. As always, the guy seemed totally unfazed. What was more, he wasn’t even wet, and his long white hair was untouched by the wind.

He said nothing as Matt halted his fist on the way to the shaman’s face. He just pointed behind Matt, back on the embankment.

Matt turned and lunged at the forest floor there, and his hands slid around the wooden handle of the ax, buried beneath sliding mud.

As Virginia leaned down to grasp the shaman’s stone, Dark played his hand. Reaching out to one of the rot-faces that had pulled the box from the ground, he touched its cheek. A gray fungus blossomed on the glistening skull, and as it opened its mouth, the lower jaw came loose, dropping to the mud below.

“Take it,” Dark purred.

The creature lurched forward and shoved Virginia aside, sending the small form sprawling on the ground, caking her filthy dress in even more mud.

Virginia screeched as she fell forward in the mud, sounding not unlike the petulant child she appeared to be.

Dark’s servant shot a skeletal, tattered arm into Chillingworth’s coffin and seized the shaman’s stone—just as a spiderlike appendage pierced its torso and ripped upward, splitting the shambler’s body in half. The stone flew through the air, hit the mud, and rolled.

Behind it, Virginia’s form again burst apart, revealing the spider-god Croatoan in all its perverse glory. It reared on several of the legs at the rear of its body, towering over Mr. Dark, glaring down at him with its monstrous (though in some way disconcertingly still childlike) face.

“It’s mine, Dark!” it roared above the hurricane winds. “You promised!”

Dark smiled, reaching out for the sheriff, who wavered beside him. “You’re no good to me running off on your own,” Dark purred. Somehow, his voice was perfectly audible to Matt even from where he crouched, though Dark made no effort to speak more loudly in the pounding gale. “You need a tutor. A master.”

The creature hissed. “So that’s what this has been about. I trade one foul slaver for another.”

Dark shrugged. “You say tomato, I say tom-ahhhh-tooooo.” And then he touched the sheriff.

The fungus blossomed, and the inert figure roared to life, lunging for the shaman’s stone where it lay.

The sheriff was on all fours, reaching for the stone, as Croatoan leapt over Dark and the assembled townspeople, landing on the sheriff and gripping him by the shoulders. The monster had raised him up and was beginning to rip him apart at the seams when Dark finally lost his fabled cool.

“No!” he shrieked, furious that he was losing his pawn.

Matt had waited long enough. He wasn’t going to get another chance like this. And he still wasn’t sure he could trust the shaman not to double-cross him, too, since everybody else seemed to enjoy doing it so much.

He leapt up and ran toward the mob. He raced forward, ax held high, moving fast across the beach. He pushed inanimate, somnambulant bystanders out of his way as he progressed, and they fell to the beach unprotesting.

Dark’s pawn was clamping its fungoid fingers on the snapping, twisting face of the beast, digging them into the red orbs glaring back. There was a chance the sheriff might even wound the demon, and Dark was imparting every ounce of power he had into his vessel, while Rose was now moving toward the stone, her graying fingers about to grab it while Croatoan was distracted.

Suddenly, Dark’s attention was diverted from the struggle between his latest puppet and Croatoan. He saw Matt racing for the shaman’s stone, pushing Rose out of the way. She fell to the beach with a wet smack, and Matt neared his goal.

Mr. Dark turned to Croatoan just as the spider-thing tore the sheriff’s head clear of the poor guy’s shoulders. “Croatoan! Let’s table our differences for the nonce, shall we?”

He gestured to Matt.

The beast turned its hideous gray parody of Virginia’s face on Matt, and its red eyes glowed more fiercely, squinting in rage.

“Get him!” Croatoan howled, and the people of Sundown once more came to life. As one, they turned and snarled at Matt, running for him with rotted, disintegrating arms outstretched, ready to grab and tear.

They surrounded Matt, but he was already standing above the shaman’s stone, raising his ax.

Behind the army coming in for the kill, he saw Wyandotte standing on the embankment above, watching calmly, his stony expression still imperturbable. When he spoke, his low tones carried as clear as a bell above the chaos.

“Break the stone, stupid white man,” he advised.

Matt didn’t need to be told, but it was nice to know, ultimately, that he and the old guy were on the same page.

Croatoan was bounding above the heads of its soldiers, razor-sharp claws aiming for Matt’s face and heart.

“Die!” the monstrosity screeched, hurtling forward, pushing uncomplaining rot-faces into the mud as it trampled them in its hasty progress.

Matt paused, his ax held high above the stone, and looked at Croatoan coming at him. “Been there, done that.”

And he brought the ax down.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The dark night was suddenly, briefly filled with light.

The hurricane forces came together in a paroxysm of energy so fierce that the storm blew itself out in an instant, blowing everyone else down, too.

A supernova of light erupted for an instant as the ax broke the stone in half, unleashing a torrent of energy that sent the minions of Croatoan sprawling in the mud.

And like that, the storm was over. The rain petered to a few drops that dripped from the trees, and the driving wind blew off into the distance, leaving the mountain behind.

The mob who so lately were trying to kill Matt now lay sprawled in the mud, unconscious, all around his feet.

Only two were left standing: Matt. And Croatoan.

Matt gulped, suddenly taking in that the destruction of the stone had not spelled instant exit for the beast. It weaved on its many legs. (How many? The number seemed to fluctuate, and it hurt Matt’s head to look at the thing too long, too directly.) It seemed to be assessing Matt.

It weaved some more, and a wheezing rasp emerged from somewhere in its bloated, hairy belly. Matt wasn’t sure, but it seemed as if the red fire in its eyes was dimming to a darker shade. So maybe the old shaman was right. Maybe he had hurt it.

“Die,” it seethed—and with a speed and viciousness that negated all hope it was weakening, it charged at him.

Matt’s eyes opened in momentary shock that the thing was still up for a fight. Then he did what he did best and went at it, too. He went down on one knee as it surged over him, and the ax tore into its belly, ripping it open and exposing a clear viscous jelly that poured over the ax and the hand that clenched it.

But the ax stuck where it had buried itself in the creature’s hide, and as the beast ran howling along the edge of the quarry, it dragged Matt with it, his clothes shredding as the sharp rocks that dotted the ground below tore through cloth and skin.

With a high-pitched shriek that made Matt recall the deceptive female form it had adopted for its vessel, the raw materials of the child it had murdered to gain a foothold in this world, Croatoan reared on its spindly, many-jointed legs and shook Matt free.

He flew to the earth and his ax came with him, gouging a larger rift in the beast.

Matt fell to his back, the wind knocked out of him, and suddenly the creature swiveled and filled the sky above him.

As it came down, Matt threw the ax, and it buried itself deep between the red eyes that blazed now more brightly than ever.

As it fell on him, Croatoan screamed one last time and erupted into a thousand thousand flakes of ash, ash that now fell like black snow on Matt and the figures that lay prone around him, unseeing in their sleep.

Matt lay there for a moment, watching the pieces of Croatoan—of Virginia Dare, the first European child ever born in America—as they drifted and sifted down to the killing floor.

And as he watched them fall, he noticed that they landed on faces that were, one and all, completely clean, devoid of any trace of rot or fungus.

Matt got up, grabbing his ax where it lay down by the water’s edge, and looked at all the townspeople he had resolved to kill the night before. Very few were gone, and now all were healed—the plague was over.

He turned to the box that contained the dry, desiccated bones of Parson Chillingworth and saw Wyandotte there, staring down at the prey that had eluded him so long and had nearly gotten away from him again.

“Good job, stupid white man,” the shaman said.

“Why didn’t you just smash that rock a long time ago?”

The old guy shook his head. “That would have released it. It was trapped. Now it is free, though banished from our world. It will be waiting for a chance to get back in, Matthew Cahill. To come for you. You watch yourself.”

Matt nodded, not too bothered. “I’ll do that.”

“Find yourself a fellow traveler, like Dark found Croatoan. Not all of them are evil.”

Matt pondered the shaman’s words, still nodding absently. He knew he was right. He’d met some possible fellow travelers, like the carnival psychic and the “freaks” in New York, but he was reluctant to doom anyone else to the hell he was living. Still, it was nice to know they were there if he ever needed them.

He looked at the discarded fracking pipe, thrown down by the crane, and out over the black water, still and undisturbed.

He looked back to the old guy, but the box had crumbled in the open air, the skeleton of the preacher man disintegrated, and Wyandotte was gone.

Guess the fellow traveler the old guy was talking about wasn’t him.

Matt gave one last look at the sleeping, clean-faced forms that dotted the beach and construction site, thinking these folks were probably going to be plenty confused when they woke up from their little slumber party and that he had no desire to help them find answers to their questions.

Then he turned and headed for the gate, his eyes on the ground, his ax over his shoulder.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Matt looked up only as he neared the gate, and slowed (but didn’t stop—nothing was going to make him stop now) as he saw someone leaning on a telephone pole by the open entrance, going at his lollipop like it was a lover’s breast.

Matt watched Mr. Dark from the corner of his eye as he moved through the gate but didn’t say a word.

And Mr. Dark just kept on sucking, eyeing Matt as he passed.

Finally, when Matt was about ten feet down the road, Dark called after him. “You’re going to pay for this.”

Matt stopped walking and took the ax off his shoulder, turning around to face Dark.

“If you’re so mad at me, then why don’t you kill me?” Matt asked.

For the first time, Matt saw a flare of anger in Dark’s eye. And he knew, somehow—the little fucker can’t. He might want to. But he can’t.

“You’re stuck with me, aren’t you?” Matt said. “I don’t know why. You thought you’d found a partner in that creature, but I took it away from you.”

“You don’t understand a thing about what we’re doing here,” Dark said. “And let’s not get too cocky. You lost, too. Don’t forget the redhead slut back in town.”

Matt hurled his ax with all his might at Mr. Dark’s face. The ax buried itself deep in the wood of the telephone pole, cleaving a wire in a shower of sparks.

But Mr. Dark was long gone. Matt wasn’t surprised he hadn’t cleaved Mr. Dark’s head in half—but it never hurt to try. At least the attempt had shooed the smug bastard away again.

He trudged over to the pole and yanked the ax free.

Then he turned and staggered away from the killing floor, too tired and disgusted to answer any questions any waking folks inside the site might have, only desperate to get the hell away from there.

He’d gone about five miles before he came out of his daze enough to realize he’d left his duffel bag in Zoey’s totaled car, back on Sundown’s village green.

He had the ax. That was all that mattered.

He kept on walking.

The plan was Mr. Dark’s, every step of the way. As usual, he’d called the tune and Matt had danced, though at least he’d spoiled things for the bastard in the end. The master manipulator, Matt’s fellow traveler.

The clouds broke apart and the morning light started seeping through as Matt walked down the steeply sloping road out of Sundown.

Alone again and on the move.

He kept on walking.
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