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CHAPTER ONE




The hotel sat at the top of a hill an hour west of Philadelphia on a patch of ground not part of any place, looking out on the interstate. It was one of a chain that catered to the just-passing-through crowd, promising free breakfasts. The street leading away from the hotel ended in a T intersection at the bottom of the hill, the cross street leading back to the highway.

The trucker who’d given Matthew Cahill a ride had dropped him at the exit ramp, telling him he could get a good cup of coffee at the hotel. The trucker was right.

The desk clerk, a young woman with anxious eyes, quizzed Matt about wanting a room.

“Just coffee,” he said.

“Over there,” she told him, pointing to a coffee station. “It’s supposed to be for guests only. You can have some, but you’ll have to move on. There’s no loitering here.”

He was a big man and had an edge about him that made some people nervous even when he was clean and pressed. Dressed rough in an old barn coat, sweatshirt, and jeans and looking worse after not showering or shaving for a few days, Matt didn’t blame the clerk for being uneasy. He filled his thermos, thanked her, and left.

He walked down the hill, past the frost-tipped grass and low-cut shrubs lining the sidewalk, across the street, and halfway up the slope that backed up to the highway. It was six o’clock on a cold Sunday morning in November. He didn’t mind the subfreezing temperature. He’d been colder. He sat on his duffel bag and sipped his coffee, waiting for dawn, when he’d head back to the interstate to catch his next ride.

Matt saw the fat man first. He came out of the hotel’s revolving front door, turned onto the sidewalk, and started down the hill toward the intersection. He was wearing a suit, no topcoat, and pulling a wheeled sample case, swiveling his head from side to side as if he was on the lookout.

Matt wondered who or what the fat man was looking for, since the streets were deserted except for a stray dog trotting through the shrubs, nose down. Maybe he was just being careful because whatever was in the sample case was worth a lot of money. But that didn’t explain where the fat man was going, because there wasn’t any place to go. Not on foot, wearing a suit, and pulling a sample case at six o’clock on Sunday morning.

It wasn’t any of Matt’s business, but that didn’t stop him from being curious. He didn’t have anything else on his mind except where his next ride might take him.

The fat man didn’t bother looking in Matt’s direction. Even if he had, he wouldn’t have seen Matt. The darkness made him invisible.

The fat man hurried along, glancing over his shoulder, losing his footing for an instant on a patch of ice and flapping one arm like a drunken penguin. The stray dog raised its head, ears pricked, as if enjoying the show, losing interest when the fat man regained his balance. He was halfway down the hill when another man got out of the passenger side of a car parked near the hotel.

Number Two Man was tall and lean, wearing jeans and an open leather jacket. He blew on his hands, stuffed them in his jacket pockets, and fell in behind the fat man, measuring his pace, gradually closing the distance between them.

When the car edged away from the curb, trailing both men, Matt stood. He was pretty certain how the next few minutes would play out. Number Two Man would catch up to the fat man. The car would pull alongside them. Number Two Man would grab the sample case and jump in the car, and off they would go.

Number Two Man might leave the fat man unharmed or he might stick a knife in him. There was no way to tell. The fat man didn’t look like the kind to put up a fight, but if he was, he’d end up either in the backseat of the car or facedown in the street.

Matt figured the grab would happen just as the two men on foot and the car reached the intersection. After the grab, the driver would floor it onto the entrance ramp to the interstate.

The hotel was the perfect spot for Number Two Man and his partner to jump the fat man. It was isolated, nothing around it, not even a gas station. If the fat man lived to call the cops, they’d be miles away before the first siren sounded. And if he didn’t, odds were they’d never be caught.

As plans went, it was a good one. They’d picked a location and time of day that minimized the chances anything would go wrong. They’d thought of everything except the one thing they never could have thought of—Matt Cahill.











CHAPTER TWO




Matt wanted to sit on his duffel, watch the fat man go for a walk, and spin stories until the sun came up about where he was headed and why. But Number Two Man and the guy behind the wheel of the car had changed that.

Watching them rob and maybe kill the fat man wasn’t a story he wanted to tell himself or anyone else. He was the only witness to whatever was about to happen, and that made him the only one who could do something about it.

Matt had an ax in his duffel. It had belonged to his father and his grandfather. It was the one tangible link he had to his former life, and it was the one weapon he relied on to see him through his strange new world.

He took the ax out, hoisting the duffel onto his left shoulder. He held the ax by the belly of the handle, tight against his right leg, with the head down and the butt, the back end of the ax’s head, facing out. Swung from the hip, the butt delivered a seven-pound knockout punch.

Matt hoped that when he appeared out of the darkness Number Two Man and his partner would cut and run rather than take their chances with another witness. In case he was wrong, he hung the duffel from his shoulder in front of his body, hoping they wouldn’t notice the ax until it was too late.

The fat man was ten feet from the intersection. Number Two Man was a couple of paces behind, the car flanking them, the driver’s window rolled down. When Matt stepped off the slope into the street, the car stopped. The fat man and Number Two Man froze, their wide-eyed surprise the first signs of a plan gone wrong.

Matt kept coming, getting his first good look at them. The fat man’s jowls were quivering and he was sweating in spite of the cold. Number Two Man had Matt’s height and rugged build. His face was a teardrop, his eyes and lips narrow, his face bloodless. One hand was tucked inside his jacket under his arm as if he was hiding a gun. The driver was stocky and bearded and wore dark glasses. His left hand was on the wheel, his right hidden in his lap.

Matt stopped in front of the fat man, his duffel screening the driver of the car.

“Morning,” Matt said to the fat man.

The fat man nodded and swallowed hard. “Morning.”

“Cold to be out here without a coat. How about you and me go back inside and have a cup of coffee.”

The fat man jerked his head over his shoulder as if he didn’t want to look at the driver and Number Two Man but couldn’t help it.

“No, thanks. You go ahead,” he stuttered, his voice breaking.

“Just as well. The desk clerk already told me to get lost.”

Number Two Man stepped toward Matt, shoving the fat man aside and drawing a gun from inside his jacket.

“Dude, you should have taken her advice.”

Matt pivoted toward Number Two Man and whipped the butt of the ax into his balls. Number Two Man screamed, crumpling to his knees.

The driver raised a gun from his lap. Matt slammed his duffel against the open window as the driver emptied his clip, Matt’s worldly possessions absorbing the fire. When the gunfire ended, he dropped the duffel and shattered the windshield with the butt of the ax. The driver covered his face against the flying glass as Matt spun around and rammed the end of the ax handle through the driver’s open window, hitting him in the head and knocking him over onto the seat.

Number Two Man was holding his balls and taking wobbly aim at Matt, who swung the ax like a bat, smacking the gun out of Number Two Man’s hand, over the sidewalk, and into the grass. Number Two Man fell to his hands and knees. Matt kicked him in the face, flattening him as the driver gunned the engine, flew around the corner, and fled toward the highway.

Matt rolled Number Two Man over, keeping one boot on his throat while he pulled his belt off, flipped him back onto his stomach, and used the belt to cinch his wrists tight behind his back.

The fat man was sitting on the ground clutching his chest and gasping. His sample case lay next to him, “Jacob Trantham Fine Jewels, New York City” engraved in gold across the top. Matt rushed to his side, crouching next to him.

“Can’t breathe,” the fat man croaked. “My chest is killing me…feels like my heart is about to explode.”

“Do you have a cell phone?”

The fat man nodded. “Pocket.”

Matt found the phone and called 911. The signal was weak, but he was able to get through and tell the dispatcher to send a couple of ambulances and the police before the call was dropped.

“Hang on, Jacob. Help is on the way.”

The fat man lay on the ground, his breathing rapid and shallow. He tugged on Matt’s jacket, pulling him close.

“How’d you know my name?”

“It’s on your sample case.”

Jacob Trantham nodded and whispered, “Why’d you do it?”

“Those guys were going to rob you, maybe kill you too.”

Trantham shook his head. “You asshole. You ruined everything.”

“What do you mean?”

“My boy…what’s going to happen to my boy?”

“Your boy? Does someone have your son?”

Jacob Trantham’s eyes rolled back in his head as the color drained from his face. Matt started compressions on his chest, pushing hard and fast. He didn’t stop until the paramedics arrived and gently eased him away from Trantham’s body.











CHAPTER THREE




A Chester County Sheriff’s Department squad car pulled up as the paramedics confirmed that Jacob Trantham was dead. The driver was young, a head shorter than Matt, and itchy, his hand resting on the butt of his holstered gun. His partner wasn’t wearing a uniform and had ten years and twenty pounds on him. He took his time surveying the scene, looking at Trantham, Number Two Man, and then at Matt.

“I’m Detective Kenny Johnson, Chester County Sheriff’s Department,” he said. “Keep your hands where I can see them.”

“I’m unarmed,” Matt said.

“What do you call that thing in your hand? A flyswatter?”

Matt grinned and laid the ax on the ground. “I call it an ax. Sorry about that.”

“Apology accepted. Now step away from your ax. Five feet or so should do it.”

Matt did as he was told and pointed at the grass next to the sidewalk. “There’s a gun over there somewhere. It belongs to the guy on the ground.”

“One thing at a time. Deputy Snider is going to frisk you just in case you’ve got any other flyswatters on you.”

Matt raised his hands over his head as the deputy felt up and down his sides, around his middle, and along the inseam of his jeans.

“He’s clean,” the deputy said. “What do you want me to do with the other guy?”

“Make sure he’s clean too.”

“His wrists are all tied up with a belt. You want me to untie him?”

The detective gave the deputy a sour look. “Just keep an eye on him until I know how this party got started.” It took only a moment for Detective Johnson to find Number Two Man’s gun. He slipped his pen through the trigger guard and held it up. “This the gun?”

Matt nodded. The detective put the gun in an evidence bag, locked it in the trunk of his car, and walked over to Matt.

“What’s your name?”

“Matt Cahill.”

“You the one who called 911?”

“Yeah.”

“Mind telling me what happened here?”

Matt pointed to Number Two Man. “He and his partner were about to rob the dead guy when I showed up.”

“Any idea who the dead guy is?”

“Jacob Trantham. His name is on his sample case. The guy on the ground pulled a gun on me. I hit him in the balls with the butt of my ax. That’s when his partner started shooting.”

Detective Johnson looked around. “Where’s his partner?”

“Long gone by now. He was in a car following the other two as they were walking down the sidewalk from the hotel,” Matt said, filling in the rest of the details, including Trantham’s last words about his son.

“Any idea what he meant about his son?”

Matt shook his head. “Nope, but I believed him.”

The detective chewed his lip, surveying the scene again. “Don’t guess there’s much reason to lie about something like that.” He examined the outside of Matt’s duffel, fingering the bullet holes. “Mind if I look inside?”

“Help yourself.”

The detective opened the bag, sifting through Matt’s dirty clothes, extracting bullets and dropping them in an evidence bag. When he was finished, he looked at Matt.

“There’s more holes in your duffel than there’s bullets. If you were standing next to this bag when it got shot up, you should be dead.”

Matt shrugged. “You’re not the first person to tell me that.”

Detective Johnson turned to the deputy. “Cuff that man, get him off the ground and in the back of the car. Then get the coroner and the crime scene crew out here while I find out some more about Mr. Cahill.” He focused on Matt again. “If you’ve got any ID, I’d appreciate having a look at it.”

Matt turned over his driver’s license.

“Sit tight,” Johnson told him and returned to his car.

Matt worried that his past was about to catch up to him, but there was nothing he could do about it. Detective Johnson put that fear to rest, at least for the time being, when he came back.

“You look like the kind of guy who should have a record, especially the way you handle that ax, but you don’t. I guess you’ve just been lucky.”

“Some would say.”

Detective Johnson scratched his cheek. “I’m going to need you to stick around for a little while until I can get this whole thing sorted out.”

“How long’s a little while?”

Johnson grinned. “Shouldn’t be too long. Besides,” he said, clapping Matt on the shoulder, “what’s your hurry? You got someplace to go?”











CHAPTER FOUR




Another deputy arrived, and Detective Johnson put Matt in the back of his car, telling the deputy to make certain he didn’t get out. Before long, crime scene techs were blanketing the scene. The coroner arrived, examined the body, and left. A paramedic tended to Number Two Man. All Matt could do was sit, watch, and wait.

Buried in an avalanche for three months, dug out, defrosted, and feted as a miracle man, he’d been tabloid fodder for a couple of days and then forgotten by most. Since then he’d drifted across the country, staying off the grid as much as possible, a changed man trying to find his place in a changed world.

No matter how low he tried to keep his head, he kept stumbling into other people’s troubles and doing what he could to make them right. But this time was different. The possibility that Jacob Trantham had been telling the truth, that Matt really had ruined everything and endangered Trantham’s child, gnawed at him.

Four hours passed before Detective Johnson opened the car door and motioned for Matt to get out.

“You’re free to go,” Detective Johnson said.

Matt raised his eyebrows. “That’s it?”

“That’s it. Al Whitehead, the guy whose balls you busted, isn’t going to press charges against you. Like I said, you’re a lucky man.”

“Yeah, right. Maybe I should go buy a lottery ticket.”

“You do that. Let me lay it out for you. Whitehead says he was just going for a walk and you attacked him.”

“Sure. Makes sense. Big guy like that, he was asking for it. And his partner was just squirrel hunting.”

Detective Johnson ignored Matt’s sarcasm. “Whitehead says he didn’t have a partner. And he says he doesn’t know Trantham or anything about someone shooting up your duffel bag.”

“And you believed him?”

“We checked his gun. It hadn’t been fired and he has a permit for it. It’s his word against yours, and the only other witness is dead, probably from a heart attack, according to the coroner. So unless you’d like to hang around while we look for the car you say you beat up and the driver you say shot up your duffel bag, or unless you’d like to press charges against Whitehead for allegedly pulling a gun on you, which would mean you’d also have to show up for his preliminary hearing and then again for his trial, that’s it.”

Detective Johnson started toward his car.

“Wait a second,” Matt said. “The engraving on Trantham’s sample case said he was in the jewelry business. What was inside the case?”

“Diamonds. Loose stones. I’m no judge, but I’m guessing hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth, maybe a million, for all I know.”

“What’s going to happen to them?”

Johnson shrugged. “Soon as someone shows up with the authority to claim them, we’ll turn them over.”

“What about Trantham’s kid?”

Detective Johnson let out an impatient sigh. “I talked to his wife. Her name is Ellen, and she said they don’t have any children. Now, you’ve got a chance to walk away from all of this. I suggest you take it before that man changes his mind.”

Detective Johnson pointed at Whitehead, who was leaning against the hood of the detective’s car, holding an ice pack to his crotch and another to his nose. Matt stared at him. Whitehead nodded at Matt. Matt wondered if his gesture was a way of letting Matt know that this wasn’t over. Matt nodded back, his way of saying So what else is new.

He shouldered his duffel and took a final look around. Detective Johnson was giving Whitehead his gun and an apologetic pat on the back. The crime scene techs were packing up and the deputies were pulling out.

Detective Johnson was right. The conflict between Whitehead’s version and his made the case a push. With no way to pick a winner, it was easier for Johnson to walk away and send condolences to Trantham’s widow. But Matt didn’t have that luxury.

The way Jacob Trantham was looking around as he came down the sidewalk, he must have known that he was headed into trouble. When Matt appeared out of nowhere and gave Trantham a way out, he hadn’t taken it. And when Matt heard Trantham’s voice in his head saying he had ruined everything, Matt understood why.

Trantham not only knew he was going to be robbed—he was part of the robbery, and the soon-to-be-stolen diamonds had to be the ransom for Trantham’s child. But if his boy had been kidnapped, why not just give the kidnappers the stones? Why risk the robbery?

Matt couldn’t answer that question, but he knew one thing. He had made certain there was no robbery. Which meant that the diamonds would be returned to Trantham’s company instead of being used to buy the child’s life. It was unlikely that Trantham’s wife would try the same stunt again. The insurance company might have believed one robbery, but two? Not likely.

By now the kidnappers would have heard what happened and may have already killed the boy. Trantham’s wife could have lied to Detective Johnson about having a child at their insistence or on her own out of fear for her child’s safety. Odds were that the baby was dead or, without the diamonds, soon would be, and that was on Matt.

He couldn’t write the child’s fate off to bad luck, try to forget it, and go anywhere the next ride took him. Not after he’d bungled the one chance that might have saved the boy, picking up a burden that wasn’t his, dropping it in a shit pile. And he knew too well what it was like to be given up for dead. Letting it be wasn’t an option.

The stray dog trotted to his side, wagging its tail and sniffing him. The mixed breed showed hints of Doberman and bullmastiff, but there was more in the mix that Matt didn’t recognize, including its red eyes. An easy seventy pounds, the dog was all sleek muscle with a short black coat. Matt scratched the dog behind its ears and made for the interstate entrance ramp. The dog watched him go, its ears pinned back, its lips peeled, a growl rumbling deep in its throat.

A trucker rumbled off the interstate and turned toward the hotel. A half hour later, the driver was back. He stopped long enough to offer Matt a ride.

“Where you wanna go, mister?”

What happened to Jacob Trantham and his child confirmed something Matt had learned in the months since he died—that trouble had a way of finding him. So when the trucker asked him where he wanted to go, in the back of his mind he heard Ray Charles singing one of his favorite songs—“Here We Go Again.”

“New York City,” Matt said.











CHAPTER FIVE




Matt grew up in a small town where the tallest thing was a hundred-year-old oak and a traffic jam meant someone’s truck had run out of gas on Main Street. Since he’d begun wandering, he’d avoided big cities, preferring remote and rural places where he felt at home and it was easier to see trouble coming. Now he was headed to the biggest city, a destination as foreign to him as the most distant planet.

As different as New York might prove to be, Matt wondered if it might also offer him something else. His resurrection had generated so much hoopla he’d assumed he was one of a kind, only to discover there was another, a woman who used her second sight to become a consummate serial killer, trying to add Matt to a list of victims dating back decades.

If there were two of them, it stood to reason, if reason had anything to do with it, that there had to be more. Maybe they would be like him, wielding his ax against evil, or maybe they would be like her, joyriding through eternity on a river of blood. Either way, he wouldn’t feel quite so alone.

Whatever happened with the Trantham boy, Matt hoped he might find a kindred spirit in New York. With the millions of people who lived there, the odds had to be better there than anywhere else he’d been. It was all about the math, though the numbers cut both ways. In a small town, someone like him would stand out. In New York, they could vanish.

Matt’s ride got him as far as Broad Street Station in Newark, where the driver told him he could take the train or a bus into New York City. He stood outside the station, staring up at the clock tower, weighing his options before going inside and studying the route maps for the trains. Deciphering the spiderweb layout made his hair hurt, and after being buried in snow and ice, he didn’t like the prospect of being trapped in a tunnel under a river, no matter how unlikely that was.

He took the bus to the Port Authority Bus Terminal, emerging on Forty-Third Street into a sea of people, sights, and sounds unlike anything he’d ever experienced. Neon lights and honking horns made for a deafening circus that left him dizzy. Skyscrapers loomed overhead, turning the streets into a maze of canyons. Strangers bumped into him, pinballing him down the street without excuse or apology. If this was New York on a Sunday, he couldn’t imagine what it was like when people really cut loose on Saturday night.

It was too late in the day to start searching for the Trantham boy. His only lead was the jewelry store, and it wouldn’t open until morning. He was hungry and tired. He needed food, shelter, and a plan—in that order.

A few blocks from the bus station, he came across a soup kitchen. He was down to his last twenty dollars, money he didn’t want to spend unless he had no choice.

He went through the line, piling his tray high and finding a seat. When he’d eaten most everything, a skinny, skittish man took the chair across from him and pointed at the remaining scraps.

“You gonna eat that?” the man asked.

“Food’s free,” Matt said. “Why not get something that hasn’t been picked over?”

The man leaned in close, whispering. “It’s for my dog. They don’t like me taking from the line for my dog.”

Matt pushed his tray toward the man. “Help yourself.”

The man picked up Matt’s fork and polished off the leftovers, wiping his mouth on his sleeve.

“I thought that was for your dog.”

The man grinned. “Shit, I can’t afford my own food. How the hell am I gonna feed a damn dog? More likely I’d eat it or it’d eat me. Name’s Wilson.”

Wilson was wearing a ball cap pushed back on his head and at least four layers of clothes that ranged from ratty to worse. His narrow face was home to a salt-and-pepper scruff and eyes that glistened with amusement. That he preferred to clean Matt’s plate when he could get all the food he could eat for free struck Matt as the least bizarre thing about him.

“I’m Matt.”

Wilson leaned back in his chair. “Well, Matt. How about you gettin’ us some of that cherry pie. My dog loves cherry pie.”

Matt went back through the line, picking up two pieces of pie and an extra spoon, giving one to Wilson, who didn’t touch it.

“I thought you wanted pie,” Matt said.

“My dog’s the one what wants the pie, and he only eats leftovers.”

Matt took a bite of Wilson’s slice and shoved the plate back to him. Wilson finished the pie in three bites, burping his satisfaction.

“That’s some good pie.”

Matt missed having friends, but he’d learned by hard experience that the closer someone stayed to him, the more likely they were to wake up dead. So when he finished his pie, he got up from the table.

“Well, I’ll be seeing you, Wilson.”

“What’s your hurry, friend? You’re not from around here, are you? I mean, I ain’t never seen you in the food kitchen. I’d’ve remembered you if I had.”

Wilson’s face quivered, his lips in a pout, his eyes filled with hurt. He had too much of the street on him for Matt to tell how old he was, probably past forty. But there was no mistaking the loneliness on his face, another thing they had in common besides their dinner.

“No, I’m not from here. I’m from a little town in Washington. And I don’t mean to be rude, but I’ve got to get going.”

“What for? Men like you and me got no place to go and nothin’ to do when we get there, so what’s the big hurry? Hell, since you’re new here, I’ll bet my dog’s breakfast you ain’t got a place to stay the night. Tell me I’m wrong and I’ll leave you alone.”

Matt smiled and shook his head, beginning to like Wilson in spite of himself.

“I don’t suppose you can recommend somewhere I could spend the night.”

Wilson returned Matt’s smile with an ear-splitting grin of his own, snapping his fingers. “I got just the place.”

Wilson led him to the Mission, a homeless shelter for men in the Bowery. It was a four-story brick building that looked like it had been a lot of things before it became a haven for the Wilsons of the world.

The staff greeted Wilson like an old friend, thanking him for bringing Matt and showing them to the dormitory, a large rectangular room with eighty beds laid out in four rows of twenty, most of the beds already claimed.

“Temperature’s dropping,” Wilson said. “Be a full house tonight.”

Bone tired, Matt stretched out on his cot and looked at Wilson. “Thanks.”

Wilson touched his finger to one eye, a mini-salute. “All in a day, my brother.”











CHAPTER SIX




The next morning, Matt examined his damaged clothes. He fingered the bullet holes, happy to find a clean pair of jeans and a heavy corduroy shirt that had escaped unscathed.

Wilson sat on his cot and watched.

“What happened to your clothes?”

“Moths,” Matt said as he dressed.

Wilson snickered. “Look like they was forty-five-caliber moths, you ask me.”

“You a moth expert?”

“Enough to know that a moth don’t leave scorch marks. Looks like them moths ate right through your duffel too.”

Wilson dragged the duffel toward him and stuck a finger through one of the holes, scraping the tip of his finger along the blade of Matt’s ax.

“Damn, boy! What you got in there?”

“Nothing,” Matt said.

“That’s the sharpest damn nothin’ I ever felt.”

Matt picked up his duffel, slinging the strap over his shoulder. “Nothing can be like that sometimes.”

Wilson grinned. “Well, I guess it ain’t none of my business, then. Not that I’d mind if you wanted to make it my business. I’m a real good listener, and you look like a man could use someone to talk to.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Way you carry yourself. You’re upright enough, but you’re shoulderin’ somethin’ that weighs more than that duffel of yours.”

Matt studied him for a moment, wondering if he was that easy to read. “Road weary, that’s all.”

Wilson shrugged. “You say so.”

They ate breakfast together. Wilson repeated his ritual of eating Matt’s leftovers.

“That’s it for me,” Matt said. “I’ll see you around.”

“Whatcha gonna do?”

Matt stood. “First time in New York. Think I’ll have a look around.”

“You gonna carry that bag around with you all day? All that nothin’ gonna get heavy after a while.”

Matt had wondered the same thing. The duffel was unwieldy and would slow him down. He’d thought about asking if he could store it at the Mission, but he didn’t want to leave his ax, and he couldn’t leave the duffel and take the ax with him. Back home, it wasn’t unusual to see someone walking down the street carrying an ax, since timber was the town’s lifeblood, but he was pretty sure that wasn’t the way to make new friends in New York.

“I don’t mind. I’m used to it.”

“Suit yourself. How about I come along? You won’t find a better tour guide than me. I been sniffin’ around these streets all my life.”

Wilson gave Matt his lost-puppy-eyes look. It made Matt feel bad for leaving him behind but not enough to change his mind.

“Thanks, but I’ll find my way.”

“How you gonna do that if someone don’t point you in the right direction?”

“I’ll manage,” Matt said and left him in the cafeteria.

He could have used Wilson’s help, but the last thing he wanted to do was involve someone else. He didn’t need another dead man on his conscience.

As Matt walked toward the front of the Mission, he stopped at a room with a sign that read “Job Resources.” No one was in the room. A desktop computer and printer sat on a folding card table next to a display rack filled with pamphlets about the Mission, how to get a GED, how to apply for veteran benefits, and how to prepare for a job interview.

Before the avalanche, Matt’s computer skills were limited to searching on Google and using e-mail. That was enough to find his way to Google and search for Jacob Trantham Fine Jewels.

The store didn’t have a website, but he found the address on Houston Street and a link to a year-old article in the New York Post profiling businesses in that area. The first Jacob Trantham founded the business in 1942. The current Jacob Trantham was his grandson and namesake. He was quoted attributing the store’s longevity to offering the finest-quality gems at affordable prices.

There was an accompanying photograph of Trantham standing behind a display case filled with diamond rings, arms spread wide, hands planted on the glass, a satisfied grin on his face, no hint of the trouble to come. A woman was passing behind him. The caption didn’t identify her.

When he searched for more information about Jacob Trantham, he didn’t find any reports of his death, not even an obituary. All he found were websites offering to reveal Trantham’s address, phone number, property ownership, criminal history, family members, and neighbors. Easy enough if he had a credit card and money in the bank, but he had neither.

He found the address of the Mission on one of the pamphlets and entered it and the jewelry store’s address on Google Maps, considering himself lucky when Google told him that the jewelry store was a little more than a mile away, near the intersection of Houston Street and First Avenue. He printed the directions, stuffed them in his coat pocket, and hurried out of the room, bumping into Wilson.

“Thought you was gone,” Wilson said. “Whatcha doin’ in there? Looking for a job, like there was any to be had? What kind of work you lookin’ for anyway? About the only thing you can get nowadays is day labor, and that don’t pay shit.”

“Thanks for the tip. Gotta go.”

“Hey,” Wilson called to him. “Be back by dinner. My dog’s gonna be hungry.”

Matt waved his hand in the air but didn’t look back. He could still feel Wilson’s eyes on him when he pushed past the front door of the Mission.











CHAPTER SEVEN




Even at this early hour, the streets were busy, filled with the hum of cars and buses. Matt stood for a moment on a grate in the sidewalk. Vibrations from the trains passing beneath rippled through him. He watched wide-eyed as a stream of people emerged from the depths of a subway station like cicadas coming out of the ground.

Overhead, what little he could see of the sky was filled with billowing green-gray clouds heavy with the promise of rain and scarred with a few scattered streaks of sunlight. He gathered his coat collar around his neck as a burst of cold wind whipped down the street.

He stared at buildings so numerous and so tall and crammed so close together that no matter which way he looked, he couldn’t see more than a few blocks, let alone find the horizon. Though he knew Manhattan was an island, he imagined that if he started walking in any direction, he’d never come to the end of it.

The city was overwhelming and fascinating. He wished he had the time to take it all in, but that wasn’t possible so long as the Trantham boy was in danger. He didn’t know whether he was too late to save the child and, if he wasn’t, how much time he had left before the kidnappers decided that the child was more trouble alive than dead.

He had only a vague notion of a plan. Go to Trantham’s jewelry store. Find his wife. Tell her what happened to her husband, say how sorry he was for screwing up the robbery, and offer to help get her child back.

It was a simple plan that was too simple to succeed. No matter how well he cleaned up, there was something about him that made people want to cross the street to avoid him. He didn’t see it when he looked in the mirror, but he understood it. He was a dead man, and a good night’s sleep and fresh clothes couldn’t hide that.

It was unlikely that anyone at the jewelry store would tell him where to find Trantham’s wife. It was even less likely that she would listen to him, especially if her son was still in danger. And if she let him make his case, she would probably tell him what she’d told Detective Johnson. She didn’t have a child.

None of that mattered. He’d stirred up this shit pot and he’d have to carry the weight as best he could.

Matt hadn’t thought of a better plan by the time he got to the jewelry store. It was on the first floor of a five-story redbrick apartment building in the middle of a block of similar buildings. Like many other businesses on the block, this one had a steel curtain covering the storefront. A handwritten sign taped to the curtain said it was closed due to Jacob Trantham’s death but didn’t say when it might reopen.

He found an alley that ran down the back side of the block and knocked on the store’s rear door. When no one answered, he returned to the front side, rounding the corner just as someone wearing jeans and a hooded sweatshirt raised the curtain and opened the door to the jewelry store, disappearing inside.

Matt ran to the store and peered in the window but didn’t see anyone. He knocked on the door. When no one came, he pounded the window with a flat hand, shaking the glass until the person he’d seen appeared from the back of the store.

It was a woman. She had pulled her hood off and he recognized her as the woman walking behind Trantham in the photograph the Post had used. She was pale with short black hair and dark eyes that gave her an icy cast. She looked to be around thirty, but given her ghostly appearance she could have been a hundred and thirty. She pointed to the sign that said the store was closed.

“I know,” Matt said loud enough that he hoped she could hear him through the thick glass. “I’m looking for Mrs. Trantham.”

She shook her head.

“Please,” Matt said. “It’s very important. It’s about her husband and her son.”

Her eyes widened and she began to tremble, wrapping her arms around her middle. She shook her head again and retreated to the back of the store and out of his sight. He hammered the glass again, but she didn’t come back.

He thought about what she might do. She could stay inside the store doing whatever had brought her there in the first place and hope he was gone when she was ready to leave. Or she could slip out the back. As badly as he’d frightened her, he put his money on the rear door.

Matt raced to the entrance to the alley and stopped, peeking around the corner. She was running toward him, hood up and head down. He waited for her, stepping into her path before she had a chance to react.

She collided with him, grunting and falling to the ground. Scrambling to her feet, she tried to run away. He grabbed her wrist and pulled her toward him.

“Please,” Matt said. “I just want to talk to you. I’m not going to hurt you.”

Her paleness gave way to a rosy glow. At first Matt thought she was just overheated from running. Then she pushed back the sleeve of her sweatshirt. Her hand and arm were glowing too. She stared at him, her mouth gaping.

“Who are you?” she asked.











CHAPTER EIGHT




“I’m Matt Cahill.”

He let go of her wrist. Her skin regained a normal hue, neither pale nor flushed. She studied him, dissecting him, curious and no longer afraid.

“Not that that answers my question. What did you just do to me?”

Matt shrugged. “Scared you, I guess.”

She eyed him for a moment, cocking her head to one side and hesitating for a moment before easing her hand toward his like they were on their first date.

“I’m Carrie.” He took her hand, and she lit up again. She grinned and let go. “You’re a freak! Same as me!”

Matt didn’t doubt that, but not for the reasons she seemed to think. “I’m not the one turning on and off like a porch light.”

“Doesn’t mean you aren’t a freak. I may be the lightbulb in this picture, but you’re the power source, and I don’t care if you’re AC or DC.”

“I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about,” Matt said.

She folded her arms across her chest and nodded. “OK. Have it your way. What do you want with the Tranthams?”

“I was with Jacob Trantham when he died yesterday. I need to talk to his wife about what happened.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “You were with Jacob?”

“Yes, we were…”

“Save it,” Carrie said, looking over his shoulder and turning pale again. “Shit! I knew this was a stupid idea! I should have known better!”

Matt turned around. Al Whitehead was watching them from across the street. He pulled a gun from his coat pocket and bolted toward them. Carrie squeezed both of Matt’s hands for an instant. Her body shimmered and her eyes brightened.

“That’s what I’m talking about!” she said and ran back down the alley.

Matt chased after her, unzipping the duffel and yanking out his ax. A car turned into the other end of the alley and sped toward them. Even at a distance, Matt could make out the fractured windshield.

He glanced over his shoulder at Whitehead, who was gaining on them almost as fast as the car, taking aim with his gun. Matt dropped the duffel, holding the ax at his side and running in a crouched zigzag as Whitehead opened fire, bullets bouncing at his feet.

“Get down!” he shouted at Carrie.

She hid on the far side of a Dumpster along the wall opposite the back door to the jewelry store, popping up when Whitehead ran out of ammunition and fumbled with another clip. Matt rushed him, hammering his belly with the end of the ax handle. When Whitehead folded over and crumpled to the ground, Matt slammed the back of his head with the handle, putting him out as the car screeched to a stop next to the Dumpster.

The driver leapt out, aiming his gun at Matt, who wheeled around and threw the ax at him. It spun end over end, the butt landing squarely on the driver’s sternum, dropping him to his knees, bent over and clutching his chest. Matt grabbed his hair, pulling his head back.

“Where’s the Tranthams’ boy?” Matt demanded.

The ax had done more than knock the wind out of the driver. He was unconscious. Matt laid him on the ground, pressing his fingers to the driver’s neck, relieved when he found a pulse. He’d killed enough men to know he’d rather not add to the list if he could avoid it.

Matt fished through the driver’s pockets until he found a wallet and a driver’s license. The driver’s name was Harry Donovan and he lived in Brooklyn. He put the wallet back and searched Al Whitehead for his license, discovering that Whitehead also lived in Brooklyn.

He picked up their guns, removed the ammunition clips, and pounded them into useless pieces of junk metal with the butt of his ax.

“Oh my God!” Carrie said, rushing to Matt’s side. “Who the hell are you?”

“I told you. My name is Matt Cahill.”

“And that doesn’t tell me a damn thing!”

A lone figure was running hard toward them from the same direction Whitehead had come, waving a raised hand. A moment later, Matt recognized him. It was Wilson, and in spite of his sprint down the alley, he wasn’t breathing hard and hadn’t broken a sweat.

“You seen my dog?” Wilson asked.

“No, and I’m not sure you’ve ever seen your dog,” Matt said. “What are you doing here?”

“Couldn’t let you go wanderin’ all over the damn city by yourself. Knew you’d get in trouble, and I see that I was right.”

“You followed me?”

“My dog followed you. I followed him.”

Sirens began to wail. A door opened at the end of the alley where the driver had turned in. A man wearing an apron and lighting a cigarette stepped outside, saw them and the bodies on the ground, dropped his smoke, and ran back inside.

“What are we going to do now?” Carrie asked.

“We’ve got to get out of here before the cops show up,” Matt said. “Otherwise, we’ll have to tell the police about the Tranthams. If they had wanted the police involved, they would have called them when their son was kidnapped. We’ve already been seen by at least one witness. Our best bet is to go out the way we came and hope no one else sees us.”

“Go out the way we came? That’s what you call a plan?” Wilson asked. “Can’t you hear them sirens, or do you got your elbows stuck in your ears? Shit, we do that, and the cops gonna scoop you up before you get to the corner. Might as well sit tight and wait for ’em.”

“You have a better suggestion?” Matt asked.

Wilson grinned. “That I do,” he said, pointing to the door to a trash chute cut into the alley wall above the Dumpster. “Don’t forget your duffel.”

They climbed on top of the Dumpster, sinking to their knees in garbage. Wilson lifted the lid and stuck his head inside the chute.

“I’m for damn sure a lucky son of a bitch,” he said. “This here chute runs all the way down from the top floor and it’s empty. Somebody must have cleaned it out. That’s why the Dumpster’s so full. But this being the ground floor, it also opens straight across so whoever’s got that space can get rid of their trash. All we gotta do is climb through to the other side and walk out the front door like we own the joint.”

“Wait!” Carrie said. “What if there’s someone on the other side?”

“Makes it kinda interesting, don’t it?” Wilson said. He clapped his hands and whistled. “Come on, dog!”











CHAPTER NINE




The other side of the trash chute opened into a pitch-black room. Matt felt along the walls until he found a light switch that turned on a single bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. The room was an oversized utility closet that smelled of damp mold.

Two of the concrete walls were lined with metal shelves stocked with cleaning supplies, tools, lightbulbs, rags, and trash bags. There was a bucket and a mop in one corner, the bucket stuffed with a tangle of bungee cords. A canvas tarp was piled in another corner.

“Where are we?” Carrie asked.

“Apartment building,” Wilson said. “This whole block is apartments. Some stores on the first floor. Whole neighborhood is like that.”

“I know that,” Carrie said. “I work at Trantham’s jewelry store. I mean, are we in someone’s store or the apartment building?”

“Only one way to find out,” Matt said, reaching for the door.

Wilson said, “Hold on, my brother. If somebody already saw you and talks to the cops, he’s gonna tell them you was carrying a duffel bag. Not too many people walking around Manhattan doin’ that. You’d best ditch it.”

“No way. It’s got all my clothes in it, everything I own, and I carry my ax in it.”

“The cops catch you, you ain’t gonna need any of that. Hide it under that tarp. Things cool down and you can come back for it.”

Matt knew he was right. “OK, but I’m not leaving my ax.”

He used the ax blade to tear off a section of the canvas tarp, bundling the ax with it so that its shape was obscured and securing the wrap with two small bungee cords. Then he tucked it under his arm.

“How’s that?” he asked.

Carrie studied him for a moment. “Something’s missing.”

She sorted through the bungee cords until she found a longer one. She laced it through the smaller cords, put the bundle on Matt’s back, and hooked the long cord together in a diagonal across his chest.

“There,” she said. “That’s better. Kind of a cross between a desperado and a poor man’s superhero.”

Matt adjusted the strap, getting comfortable with it, and grinned at Carrie. “Nice work.”

“Thanks,” she said, returning his smile, their eyes locked on each other.

“Oh, for pity’s sake!” Wilson said. “You want me to leave the two of you alone or do you want to get the hell out of here?”

Matt blushed. “He’s right.”

Carrie nodded and opened the door, relieved that their closet was at the end of a narrow hallway in the apartment building.

“C’mon, Wilson,” she said. “And don’t forget your dog.”

“That must be some dog,” Matt said.

Wilson chuckled. “Ain’t never gonna find another one like him.”

The hall intersected with a wider corridor that ran the length of the building. There was an exit in the center and at each end.

“Which way?” Wilson asked.

“All three,” Matt said. “If the cops are looking for us, they’ll be looking for three people, one of whom is carrying an ax and a duffel bag. Carrie and I will meet up later.”

“You tryin’ to get rid of me?” Wilson asked.

“I’m trying to keep you out of trouble.”

Wilson straightened. “I been in trouble all my life, and I don’t see that changin’ anytime soon. Kinda nice pickin’ my own battle for a change.”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. This isn’t your battle.”

“And what I’m tryin’ to get through that pea brain of yours is that I’m the one what decides what is and what ain’t my battle.”

Matt sighed. “Have it your way.” He turned to Carrie. “Are you going to be OK out there?”

“No worries, white knight. I managed to get this far in life without you at my side. I think I can make it a little while longer. Let’s meet at Tompkins Square Park.”

“Avenue A and East Seventh Street,” Wilson said. “Best dog park in the city that ain’t Central Park.”

“All you have to do,” Carrie said to Matt, “is go north on Avenue A or Avenue B and you’ll run right into it. I’ll be at the off-leash area near the dog runs. See you there in fifteen minutes.” She clasped his face with both hands and lit up. “We need to talk. Really.”

“Ain’t that somethin’!” Wilson said as she left through the center exit.

“Tell me about it,” Matt said.

“I ain’t talkin’ about the girl. I’m talkin’ about her turnin’ into a lighthouse when she grabbed your face.”

“Like I said, tell me about it.”











CHAPTER TEN




Matt entered the park from Avenue A, passing jungle gyms replete with rock-climbing walls and shiny slides. Despite the threatening sky and bracing cold, half a dozen mitten-and ski-cap-clad kids were clambering all over the playground while their parents sat on nearby benches, chatting and joking.

He slowed for a moment, watching them, an ache sneaking into his heart. He didn’t know whether it was for a childhood he scarcely remembered or the life he knew he’d never have. He’d had a wife and lost her before they had a chance for children. Any chance of a second chance was buried in the avalanche. There was no room for love or Cub Scouts or father-daughter dances in his brave new world.

That’s why he didn’t confuse his lust-filled moment with Carrie in the utility closet with romance or even with hope. There was beauty in her pale, haunted face and excitement in her eyes when she glowed, but he knew better than to try to turn the allure of sex into something more, something that couldn’t last.

He knew what she meant when she kept asking him who he was. He wished he had an answer that would make sense to someone who lived in a normal world.

And he had questions of his own. What did she know about the kidnapping of the Trantham boy? How was it that she’d recognized Al Whitehead? And what did she mean when she said they were both freaks?

He walked past the playground, unnoticed, and picked up his pace. Towering elm trees filled the park, reminding him of home. The wind blew, scattering fallen leaves across the grass.

A woman jogged past him, pulled along by a golden retriever straining against its leash. He followed her, figuring that she would lead him to the dog runs.

Carrie and Wilson were waiting for him in the middle of the off-leash area. She was pacing with her hands tucked under her arms, her hood up, hiding her face. Wilson was surrounded by a swarm of tail-wagging dogs either jumping up on him or rolling at his feet onto their backs and offering up their bellies.

Wilson saw Matt and clapped his hands, getting the dogs’ attention. He knelt down and whispered to them. They barked and retreated to their owners, looking back at Wilson over their shoulders, tongues wagging.

Carrie held Matt’s hand for an instant, her glow turning the inside of her hood jack-o’-lantern orange. Wilson raised an eyebrow at Matt but didn’t say a word.

“Oh my,” Carrie whispered, letting go of Matt’s hand. “How do you do that?”

“I don’t know. But as much as I’d like to figure it out, we’ve got more important things to talk about first.”

Carrie stepped back, cautious again. “The Tranthams.”

Matt nodded. “Jacob Trantham’s son was kidnapped. Yesterday I stumbled into the ransom exchange and screwed it up. I thought Jacob was being robbed and I tried to stop it. Now he’s dead and the boy is still kidnapped and maybe dead too, and all that’s on me. I need to find the mother and help get her child back if she’ll let me.”

Carrie looked away, then at the ground, then back at him. “His name is Andy and it’s not that simple.”

The name hit Matt like a gut punch. His best friend had been named Andy. He’d been infected with evil by Mr. Dark, a nightmare demon who’d tormented Matt since he was dug out of the ice, throwing him into a never-ending fight he hadn’t picked.

Andy had gone on a rampage that ended when Matt was forced to kill him. His hate for Mr. Dark was fueled by his grief and guilt over Andy’s death. That Jacob Trantham’s son shared his best friend’s name was either a coincidence or one of those rare second chances he thought he’d never get.

“Saving Andy may not be simple, but how hard can it be to tell me where to find his mother? Let her decide if she wants my help. You let yourself into the store this morning. You said you worked there. You must know how I can reach her.”

Carrie turned her head from side to side, scanning the park. “It’s too dangerous.”

“More dangerous than what happened in that alley? Both of those guys were at the ransom exchange yesterday. The one on foot was Al Whitehead. You must have recognized him, because you ran as soon as you saw him. How did you know who he was? What do you know about the kidnapping?”

Carrie folded her arms across her chest, shaking her head and dodging Matt’s questions. “You can’t help. No one can. Yesterday was our last chance.”

“Why do you say that?” Matt asked.

“It’s what we were told.”

“Who told you that?”

Carrie looked around again, as if she was afraid they were being watched. “Al Whitehead. He was our contact with the kidnapper.”

“Our contact?”

“I mean the family’s contact.”

“And you? Are you family?”

She shook her head. “Not really.”

“Then what are you?”

“I told you. I’m a freak.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

She hesitated for a moment before pulling her hood back far enough to expose her face.

“Look at me,” she said.

The glow he’d just given her had faded. She was as pale as the first time he’d seen her. Then the little bit of color she had evaporated until her skin became transparent, revealing muscle, tissue, and veins. Her eyes flickered and floated, suspended inside bony orbits. She raised her hand and he could see her ligaments and tendons.

“I’m not just different. I’m buy-a-ticket-for-the-freak-show different.”

Since he was dug out of the ice, Matt had seen more unnatural and supernatural people and things than he’d ever imagined possible, most of them images of unspeakable pain and suffering. Carrie was different, but in more ways than she thought. When he looked at her now, he saw life, not death. He cupped her chin in his hand, marveling as her skin resurfaced, pink and fresh. Maybe there were all kinds of second chances, he thought as he let go of her.

“So where do you fit into all of this?”

Carrie looked at him and took a deep breath. “I was Whitehead’s contact with the family.”

“Why you?”

She hugged herself, twisting her torso, looking anywhere but at Matt. “What difference does it make?”

Matt took both of her arms, forcing her to face him. She didn’t light up. He took her hand and the glow raced through her. Whatever he was doing to her, he had to touch her skin to do it.

“It could make all the difference. You don’t have to be afraid of me. Tell me what I need to know and I’ll leave you out of it.”

She shook off his grasp. “You don’t understand! He’ll kill you!”

“Who’s going to kill me? Not Whitehead. He’s going to be out of action for a long time.”

Carrie clutched her hoodie at her throat. “The kidnappers. They’ll kill you.”

“They won’t be the first,” Matt said. “Now tell me what I need to know.”

Carrie took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, and dropped her arms to her sides. “You need to know about Andy.”

“All you have to do is tell me.”

She took another breath and looked around the park to make certain no one else was watching or listening. Satisfied, she turned to Matt.

“Andy is a freak.”











CHAPTER ELEVEN




“I don’t mean to interrupt,” Wilson said, “but that don’t look good.”

“What doesn’t look good?” Matt asked.

“That.”

Wilson pointed at the far side of the off-leash area. A man in an apron and two uniformed cops were staring at them. The cops unsnapped the straps on their holsters and walked toward them, leaving the civilian behind.

“No, it doesn’t,” Matt said. “The guy in the apron must be the one who saw us in the alley.”

“What are we going to do?” Carrie asked.

“Wait for ’em, but not too long,” Wilson said.

Carrie shook her head. “I don’t think so. I can’t take that chance.”

She threw her arms around Matt’s neck, kissing him hard on his mouth, holding on to him until her face looked like it was about to burst into flames. She broke their embrace and stared at him wide-eyed for a moment.

“I don’t know what you’ve got, but I want more of it,” she said and ran.

“Carrie!” Matt yelled.

He started to go after her, but Wilson grabbed his arm, holding him back.

“Don’t worry,” Wilson said. “My dog will find her.”

Matt raised his eyebrows at Wilson, surprised at the strength of his grip, believing him without knowing why.

“And you’ll find your dog?”

“Always do.”

The cops had cut the distance between them in half. Wilson clapped his hands and puckered his cheeks to whistle, blowing without making a sound. The dogs that had been romping in the off-leash area stopped cold, ears cocked. In the next instant, they surrounded the cops, an angry pack of golden retrievers and Dobermans, Rottweilers and standard schnauzers, terriers and German shepherds, barking, snapping, and snarling, holding them hostage.

“Now let’s go find my dog,” Wilson said.

He took off at an easy lope, accelerating to a brisk run punctuated with bursts of speed as they dodged traffic. Matt, surprised at his speed and agility, worked hard to keep pace, wondering if Wilson was just a very good dog whisperer or something more.

Wilson led them on a northwest vector, not stopping until they reached the Astor Place subway station and the stairs leading down to the northbound trains. A steady flow of people were coming and going on the stairs, a crowd big enough to get lost in. Matt bent at the waist, hands on his knees, to catch his breath.

“Where is she?” he asked Wilson.

Wilson, oblivious to the people swarming around him, tilted his head upward as if he was sniffing the air.

“Down there,” Wilson answered, pointing at the stairs.

“Then what are we doing up here? Let’s go!”

Wilson shook his head. “My dog don’t like goin’ underground.”

At first Matt thought he was kidding, but Wilson’s flat face and stern eyes told Matt he was wrong.

“OK, then. There have to be hundreds of people down there, and I’ve never been on a subway in my life. She could be anywhere by now. How am I supposed to find her?”

“You got all you need. Now get goin’. Them trains don’t wait for nobody.”

Matt started down the stairs, stopped, and turned around. “Thanks.”

Wilson gave him a mini-salute. “All in a day, my brother. All in a day.”











CHAPTER TWELVE




New York City had been overwhelming at first, but Matt had begun to get his bearings—aboveground. Threading his way down the stairs, jostled and pushed along, he had a chilling premonition that he was about to lose his way and that he’d end up trapped hundreds of feet underground in an avalanche of concrete.

He hadn’t forgotten what it was like to be buried alive. The last desperate seconds he’d spent trying to claw his way to the surface beneath the cold, crushing, suffocating weight of the snow, his lungs searing and burning, were not just raw memories. They were pieces of his death that he relived over and over in his nightmares. Descending to the subway, he worried that he was about to buy another ticket to that movie.

When he reached the bottom of the stairs, the crowd carried him to the middle of a large, congested expanse filled with people lined up at a bank of turnstiles. They, unlike him, knew where they were going and how to get there. He watched as men and women dressed in power suits, kids carrying backpacks, an old man using a cane, and an older woman lugging two stuffed shopping bags made it to the other side.

Taking comfort in their easy passage, he examined the ticket vending machines lining one wall. There were options ranging from single rides for $2.50 to unlimited-ride MetroCards costing up to and more than $100 to pay-per-ride MetroCards costing from $4 to $80. In too big of a hurry to sort through the choices and too short of cash to invest more than a couple of bucks, he settled on a single-ride ticket.

Once through the turnstile, he weaved his way to the edge of the platform, where people stood six deep waiting for the train. He turned and faced them, hoping for a better view, one that might include Carrie. A number of people were wearing hooded sweatshirts, some the same color as hers, all of them too far away for him to tell if she was among them.

He heard the train in the near distance, a rising rumble that echoed the length of the tunnel, a wave of sound hurtling toward him. He’d seen plenty of trains, but none in such a confined, captured space, none where he felt so imprisoned, so tied to the tracks.

He turned in the train’s direction, imagining it was a missile honing in on his position. The air began to vibrate and the platform floor quivered as the train’s headlight came into view, and in the next instant the lead cars flew past him, the backwash of air leaving him exhilarated and teetering.

The brakes squealed and screamed and the train rocked to a stop. The crowd surged toward the open car doors, met by those getting off, competing currents that somehow managed to flow past one another without incident, no one exchanging greetings or making eye contact, everyone preferring to keep their heads down and remain anonymous.

Matt scanned the crowd for Carrie, finding no sign of her.

“Carrie! Carrie!” he yelled.

A man on his left shook his head and laughed.

“Save your breath, pal. I’m standing right next to you and I could barely hear you.”

Though Matt was tall enough to see over most of the passengers, he rose on his tiptoes to get a better view. There were so many people crammed so closely together, they could have been one organism. Wilson had been certain that Carrie was down here, but Matt was beginning to doubt that he could find her.

He waited until the platform was almost empty and the doors were about to close in case Carrie was among the stragglers. When he didn’t see her, he assumed she’d gotten on the train, so he boarded, figuring that he would search for her from car to car, but every seat was filled and the aisle was clogged with people holding on to straps or poles, ending that game plan. Trying to shove his way through to the next car would start a riot.

He held fast to the top of a pole. The car was packed so tightly, he could hardly turn around. The train lurched to a start, picking up speed, the momentum shoving people even closer to him until he was cocooned, unable to move his arms or legs. The brief thrill he’d felt standing on the platform vanished, replaced by a primal, claustrophobic fear.

His breathing turned quick and shallow and he began to sweat, blinking when a bead trickled into his eye. The pale fluorescent lights inside the car took on the color of snow, turning his insides to ice and kicking his heart into overdrive.

He crunched his eyes until he saw stars. In a small recess of his brain, he knew that he wasn’t back under the avalanche, but the rest of him—body, soul, and brain—wasn’t convinced until the train slowed and stopped.

He opened his eyes and let out a long breath as people around him filed out of the car. A sign painted on the station wall said the train had stopped at Fourteenth Street and Union Square. He caught a glimpse of Carrie, her hood down, weaving through the crowd toward a stairway to the surface. Clearing a path with his elbows, he followed her.

There were too many people and too much noise to get her attention. A rowdy gang of teens running across the platform cut in front of him, and by the time he broke through their ranks, he’d lost Carrie. Or she’d lost him.











CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Matt emerged from the subway at the south end of Union Square, grateful to be aboveground. He drew a couple of deep breaths and let them out, embarrassed and troubled by his flashback on the train.

Since his resurrection, he’d faced off against Mr. Dark and a small army of evil-infected crazies, losing track of how many he’d killed. Each time he fought them, he was afraid, not so much that he might die again as that he might fail. But the fear he’d felt on the train was different because he was helpless against it, and he hated that.

He was at the intersection of three streets, Fourteenth Street, Broadway, and Fourth Avenue, adding the coordinates to his mental map of New York. The city was huge, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t master it one corner at a time.

Union Square was more of a rectangle, a statue of George Washington mounted on his horse planted in the center and surrounded on three sides by a waist-high limestone wall backed by a thicket of trees and shrubs gone bare for the winter. Broad, brick-paved walkways flanked the statue, leading to the north end of the square. A large plaza spread out from the base of the statue, extending south in three descending half-moon rings, each separated from the next by several stairs, to where Matt was standing.

Carrie was sitting on the limestone wall behind Washington’s statue, hood up and head down, the kind of figure no one would notice, except two men did. They were sitting on the steps of the middle ring near the east edge of the square.

One of them had long hair down to his shoulders. The other one just had shoulders, the kind you got in the gym and not on the streets. They didn’t take their eyes off Carrie, sizing her up like predators on the prowl for their next meal.

Filene’s Basement, a sign draped across the facade saying they’d gone out of business, and Forever 21 were behind him. Diesel and Lululemon Athletica were on the west side, and Duane Reade and Starbucks were on the block to the east. Matt thought that Carrie would be safe if she went to one of the many stores around the square, but if she stayed outside and exposed, they could track her and wait for their chance.

Carrie stood and began walking north, taking the path on the west side of the square. Long Hair and Shoulders fell in behind her. Matt kept them in sight, closing the distance as quickly as he could.

They were ten feet behind Carrie and half a dozen paces ahead of Matt when she broke off the path and out of Matt’s line of sight. A moment later, they disappeared into the trees. He quickened his pace and followed them through a small clearing, unwrapping his ax.

The clearing led to a large bronze statue of a woman holding an infant in one arm, a toddler at her feet, in the center of an empty, circular fountain. Trees ringed the fountain. Even stripped of their leaves, they were thick enough to cut off the view from anyone walking along the paths on either side of the square.

Carrie was at the back edge of the fountain at twelve o’clock. Long Hair was at nine and Shoulders was at three, both of them closing in on her. Matt stopped at six o’clock on the dial.

“That’s close enough,” he said. “And keep your hands where I can see them.”

They turned to face him. Long Hair had a pudgy face, hooded eyes, and an oft-broken nose. Shoulders was chiseled from chin to cheeks, his eyes narrowed and wary.

Taking orders from him was their first mistake, because that acknowledged his superiority and, worse, surrendered the advantage they would have gained by grabbing Carrie before he could stop them. If they’d done that, they could have dictated what happened next. Instead, they were waiting for Matt to make the next move, and that gave him the upper hand. He raised the ax, holding it with both hands, crossed the fountain unchallenged, and stood in front of Carrie.

“Right now, each of you has two arms, two legs, and one dick. You want to stay that way, I suggest you take off. Otherwise, I start trimming.”

They looked at each other, their calculus quick and smart. Without saying a word, they backed away toward the path, leaving Matt and Carrie alone.

Carrie hugged Matt, then clasped his face between her hands, her now familiar glow reflecting off his skin. As impossible as it was for him to believe, he was a dead man giving life. After taking so many other lives, was such a thing possible? He’d thought nothing could surprise him, but he was wrong. And if he wasn’t wrong, what did it mean for him and Carrie?

“That was amazing,” she said, her eyes dancing when she pulled away.

“You’re right about that,” Matt answered. “Did you know those guys?”

She glanced away for an instant, her eyes flickering. Matt couldn’t tell whether she was double-checking to make certain they were alone or dodging his question, but it was enough to make him doubt the next words out of her mouth.

“I’ve never seen them before.”

Matt took a quick breath, nodding and deciding to let it go, at least for now. They may be redefining personal chemistry, but that didn’t mean she trusted him.

“What were you doing here?”

She folded her arms over her chest and did a slow turn, inhaling like she was drawing the small clearing inside her.

“I like this place. It’s quiet and secluded even though there are people all around. I can take my hood off and not feel like there are a thousand eyes on me.” She shook her head. “I always thought it was safe until now. I didn’t think I’d see you again.” She kissed him lightly on the cheek. “I’m glad you found me.”

Her lips were warm against his skin, the sensation spreading through his face like a blush without the embarrassment.

“Me too.”

He retrieved the canvas wrap, kneeling and bundling his ax. When he finished, he looked up at Carrie. She was standing next to the statue, gazing up at the toddler’s bronze cheek. She’d lost her glow, her dark eyes floating on her colorless face, a tear running off her cheek like a raindrop on a soap bubble.

“He’s only a boy,” Carrie said. “Not much bigger than this one.”

“We’ll find him,” Matt said.











CHAPTER FOURTEEN




“Tell me about the kidnapping,” Matt said.

She let out a deep breath, jamming her hands in her jeans pockets.

“It happened early Friday morning. Jacob and Andy were at a playground on the east side of Central Park near Seventy-Ninth Street. It’s just a few blocks from where they live. Jacob likes to take him there early in the morning before the other kids get there.”

“Because Andy’s different?”

“Yeah, the other kids are pretty brutal.”

“How different? What kind of freak is he?”

“Andy is a shedder. Every six months or so, he sheds his skin, like a snake. His skin dries out and gets all flaky and scaly. He itches like crazy and pretty soon he starts rolling around on the ground until he wiggles out of his skin. When he’s done, he’s as smooth and pink as a newborn baby.”

“What happened on Friday?”

“Jacob told me two men showed up out of nowhere. They grabbed Andy and told Jacob he’d get a call at the store with instructions and that if he wanted to see his son again, he’d leave the cops out of it.”

“How did you end up being the one to deal with the kidnappers?”

“Jacob asked me to do it. He had a bad heart and was afraid of the stress.”

“Then why did he take the diamonds to Pennsylvania?”

Carrie sighed. “He insisted. I begged him to let me go, but he said it was too dangerous.”

Matt remembered how frightened and pale Jacob had been, how he was sweating and struggling to breathe. It was impossible to know whether Jacob would have survived the ransom exchange if he hadn’t intervened. And it was equally impossible for Matt to ignore the likelihood that his intervention had escalated the stress on Jacob’s heart just enough to kill him.

“Do you have a picture of Andy?”

She fished her cell phone out of her pocket, scrolled through her photos, and handed the phone to Matt. The picture was of a towheaded boy, five or six years old, smiling for the camera, looking for all the world like any other kid—bright eyed, carefree, and normal.

Except for the red, scaly skin stretching from his hairline across his cheeks, nose, and mouth like a mask. The scales extended past his chin and down his neck before disappearing beneath his collar. Matt tried to imagine a day spent in Andy’s skin but couldn’t.

“Ellen Trantham told the sheriff’s detective in Pennsylvania that she and Jacob didn’t have any children. Why would she do that?”

Carrie shrugged. “Having a kid that’s a freak isn’t the easiest thing in the world, especially if you try to keep it a secret.”

“I get that, but could she have been embarrassed or ashamed enough to let the kidnappers kill Andy?”

Carrie looked past Matt for a moment, shaking her head and sighing. “Mothers kill their kids every day.”

Matt had seen the stories on the news. One woman let her car roll into a lake with her kids trapped inside. Another locked her child in a closet and let her starve to death. Unspeakable stories repeated in one version or another all across the country, leaving the same unanswered questions. Why? How could she?

Experts blamed everything from postpartum depression to the mother’s childhood trauma. Matt had his own explanation. Evil. Simple as that.

“Take me to Ellen. I need to talk to her.”

“They’ve got an apartment on the Upper East Side. I’ll give you the address.”

“Come with me. Ellen won’t know who I am. She’s more likely to level with me if you’re there.”

Carrie shook her head. “Trust me. You’re better off without me. I’m not one of her favorites.”

“But you work for her.”

“I worked for Jacob. If it were up to Ellen, I wouldn’t.”

“Why?”

“I’m not her type.”

“Because you’re a freak?”

Carrie nodded.

“She sounds like a real charmer.”

“You have no idea,” Carrie said.

“At least get me to where she lives. You can wait outside while I talk to her. And besides, that way I won’t have to go looking for you later.”

That brought a smile to Carrie’s face. She reached for his hand. “OK, then. Back to the subway.”

“How about the bus?” Matt said. She furrowed her brow, giving him a quizzical look. “It’s my first time here,” he said, not wanting to explain why he’d do almost anything to stay aboveground. “Might as well see the sights.”











CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Matt and Carrie got off the bus at Seventy-Ninth and Fifth Avenue in front of the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

“This is as far as I go,” Carrie said, jotting the Tranthams’ address on a scrap of paper and handing it to Matt. “Their apartment is two blocks north on Eighty-First and a couple of blocks east, just past Lexington.”

“Is the playground over there?” Matt asked, pointing across the street at Central Park.

“Yeah. That’s where I’ll be.”

“I want to see it first.”

They crossed the street, Carrie leading the way. At the entrance to the playground was a sculpture of three bears on a stepped platform surrounded by a large circular seating area. It was close to noon, but the playground was deserted. The wind had picked up, and the sky, flush with the threat of rain, had darkened, stomping out any traces of sunlight. It was enough to keep children inside instead of playing on the bucket swings or climbing the spiral slide that emptied into a sandbox.

Matt couldn’t imagine a safer place for a boy to spend a few minutes with his father until he studied a sign next to the sculpture with a map of Central Park and a summary of the park’s dimensions. There were dozens of ways in and out of the 250 acres of lawns, 150 acres of lakes and streams, and 130 acres of woodlands. It was an easy place to disappear early in the morning, especially if the only person who could follow you was the overweight and underfit Jacob Trantham, who was also too scared to move no matter what condition his condition was in.

Matt looked at Carrie, asking her a question that had been nagging at him.

“Why did you run away so fast when we were at the dog park?”

“The police were coming. We had to run.”

“But you were in a bigger hurry than Wilson or I was. Why?”

She threw her hood back. Her skin was translucent, a network of blood-filled veins pulsing and crisscrossing the muscles in her face, reminding him of the three-dimensional anatomy model in his high school science class.

“You see my face! The police would have taken one look at me and locked me up. The next thing I’d have known, my picture would have been on the front page of the National Enquirer and an army of doctors and scientists would’ve crawled inside me and never come out, and no one would’ve spent ten seconds looking for Andy. They’d think I made the whole thing up.”

Matt knew she was right about the media and the doctors and scientists. New York was big enough for Carrie to get lost in, but once she was found, there would be no place for her to hide.

He’d done his stint as a sideshow specimen at the university in the months following his resurrection, and he wouldn’t wish that on anyone. They wanted to slice and dice his DNA, unlock the secret of his survival, and cash in on their discovery.

He’d felt like a cow being milked for diamonds and had walked away, only to have the university send a small army of men he called Trackers to bring him back, all in the name of science, all for the purpose of protecting their investment. The last thing he wanted to do was attract their attention. That was why he’d stuck to lonely roads and sparse country until now.

And he knew that Carrie was probably right about the police. They would think she made up the story of Andy’s kidnapping, especially since Ellen Trantham had denied that she and Jacob even had a son. Her explanation was good enough but raised more questions.

“What were you doing at the jewelry store this morning?”

She stepped away from him, arms tight around her middle. “I work there. I had some paperwork to get caught up on before Jacob’s funeral on Thursday.”

“Then why did you run out the back door when I showed up?”

“I was afraid. I knew that the ransom thing got screwed up. When you said you wanted to talk about the Tranthams, I thought you were working with the kidnappers.”

“But you were the family’s contact with them. If that’s what you thought, you shouldn’t have been afraid.”

“Well, I was. Jacob was dead, and without the diamonds, we had no way to get Andy back. I panicked.”

“Kenny Johnson, the sheriff’s detective in Pennsylvania, told me that they’d give the diamonds back to whoever showed up with proof they were authorized to claim them. Who could do that?”

“Ellen and Jacob owned the business together. She’s the only one.”

“Another reason I should talk to her,” Matt said.

“Good luck.”

Carrie sat next to the bears and pulled her hood over her head. He was drawn to her for reasons he was only beginning to understand. They were both freaks, struggling to find their way in a society that had no place for them, bound by his power to give her the warmth she craved and that might make it difficult for him to let go. He felt responsible for her, and that was both comforting and unsettling.

“Wait for me,” Matt said.

“Count on it,” she said.

He left Carrie sitting with the bears and followed her directions, going east on Eighty-First. As he crossed Lexington Avenue, he saw the address above the entrance to the Tranthams’ apartment building. It was in the middle of the block, one of a string of apartment buildings on the north side of the street. The south side was occupied by a collection of restaurants, cleaners, florists, and other small businesses catering to their neighbors across the street.

Inside the entrance to the Tranthams’ apartment building he found a panel on the wall with the names of residents and buttons next to each name. He scrolled down the list, stopping at their name. He pressed the button and waited. A woman’s weary voice sounded through a speaker mounted in the wall.

“Yes?”

“Mrs. Trantham?”

“Speaking. Who’s this?”

“My name is Matt Cahill. I was with your husband when he died. I know this must be a very difficult time, but I’d like to talk with you if you don’t mind.”

He listened to the dead air coming from the speaker, wondering what she was going to say, a quick, sharp breath the only clue. She was grieving for her husband and son. The last thing she needed was a visit from a stranger. When she finally answered, he found out how wrong he was.

“Please come up. I’ve been expecting you.”











CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Ellen Trantham led Matt from the narrow entryway of her apartment into the living room. It was crowded with overstuffed, well-used furniture. The center of the floor was covered with a faded Persian rug, the walls painted a deep, forest green. Heavy gold curtains drawn tight across the windows combined with soft lamps to give the room a subterranean glow.

A hallway lit by dim, candle-shaped light fixtures led to the rest of the apartment. The doors on either side of the hall were closed.

The apartment was silent. No television. No radio. No dishwasher humming. Not even the sound of air circulating through the vents. Ellen Trantham was alone with her grief, and her apartment had become her tomb.

A collection of porcelain dolls was arranged on a table against one wall in the living room. Some were fashionably attired, emaciated young women with bony limbs twice their normal length. Others were little boys with barrel-shaped bodies, sausage arms, and shrunken heads, side by side with young girls whose oversized heads were mounted on stick-figure bodies adorned in neck-high dresses, seated on stools with their legs dangling. All shared the artist’s signature in their sad, captivating, and haunted eyes.

A framed photograph of a man, woman, and child sat in the center of the doll collection. He recognized Jacob Trantham and, with a glance, saw that Ellen was the woman. Between them, sitting on a stool, her legs dangling, was a redheaded girl with a pumpkin-sized head and a stunted body so thin and fragile that Jacob had to support the back of her head with his hand as if she were a marionette. Unlike the dolls, her eyes were bright and her smile danced across her face.

“That’s our daughter, Sarah,” Ellen said from behind him. “The picture was taken ten years ago, on her eighth birthday. She was so happy. She loved her dolls. When she played with them, she was in a different world, where she was the normal one.”

Ellen had told Detective Johnson that they didn’t have any children, yet here was a picture of their daughter. Carrie’s speculation that Ellen was ashamed to have a child who was a freak didn’t wash, even if there were no pictures of Andy.

He turned to Ellen. She was wearing a gray sweater and black pants and she looked to be in her midforties. Her washed-out eyes said that the years had been more bleak than kind. Her features were plain. Her sandy hair was pulled back and tied behind her head. She was thin but not too thin, neither hardy nor strong, just an ordinary woman trying to make it through another impossible day.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Matt said.

“Thank you. My husband was a good man.”

It was a rote response, practiced and empty. She settled into the sofa and motioned Matt to a high-backed chair. He took the bundle off his back, resting it on his knees.

“You said you were expecting me.”

“Detective Johnson called and told me what you said happened with Jacob and those men. He said he didn’t know if you were telling the truth but that you looked like a man who wouldn’t let it go and not to be surprised if you showed up at my apartment. He said you fought those men with an ax.”

“I did.”

She pointed to his bundle. “Is it in there?” Matt nodded. “May I see it, please?” Matt’s eyebrows shot up. “I keep thinking about what those men did to my husband, and I wonder what I would have done had it been me, whether I would have had the courage to try to stop them.”

Matt unwrapped the ax and handed it to her. “You can’t know until the time comes. It depends on how badly you want to live.”

“Or die.” She ran her hands down the handle and tested the blade with her fingertips.

“My, it’s heavier than I would have thought.”

She handed it back to him.

“It suits me.”

She cocked her head and gave him a faint smile, her lips closed. “Yes, it does. Tell me about yesterday.”

He told her what had happened, repeating Jacob’s accusation that he had ruined everything and watching her closely when he recited Jacob’s last words worrying what would happen to his boy. Ellen pressed her fingers against her lips and turned away, eyes closed. He gave her a moment to gather herself.

“From what your husband said, I thought your son had been kidnapped and that I’d stumbled into the ransom exchange and really ruined everything. That’s why I’m here. I’m responsible. When you told Detective Johnson that you and your husband didn’t have children, I thought maybe you were afraid of involving the police. If there’s still a chance to save Andy, I have to help get him back.”

She covered her mouth again and shook her head, dropping her hands into her lap. “What is it about some people that they think they have to fix everything?”

“I don’t understand.”

“You say you have to help get Andy back because you feel responsible for what happened to him. That’s what Jacob said after Sarah was taken. He said he was responsible, that a father had to protect his child. After that, whenever another one was taken, he said he had to help.”

Matt was stunned at the possibility that both of their children had been kidnapped. “Your daughter was kidnapped too?”

“No, Mr. Cahill. Taken. Kidnapped implies that she would have been returned if we’d paid a ransom. The people who took Sarah never asked us for a dime and never intended to give her back.”











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




“You know who took your daughter?”

“We were never able to prove anything. The police said we were crazy and quit taking our calls. Carrie was the only one who didn’t think so.”

“The same Carrie who works at your store?”

“Yes. You’ve met her?”

“This morning. I went there hoping to find you,” Matt said, leaving out the rest of the day’s events.

“She’s a remarkable woman. We’re lucky to have her.”

Carrie had told him that Ellen would have fired her if Jacob had let her. It was the second time Ellen had contradicted Carrie, leaving him to wonder how truthful Carrie had been. In fact, there was little that Carrie had told him about Ellen that was accurate. Carrie made her out to be a difficult, unpleasant woman when she was neither.

“What do you think happened to Sarah?” Matt asked.

Ellen sat forward on the couch, squaring her shoulders. “There are eight million babies born each year with some kind of birth defect. Years ago, the ones with particularly unusual or grotesque deformities could have been killed at birth, turned into sideshow attractions, or institutionalized. Back then people called them freaks. Today we call them special or challenged.”

There was no mistaking the bitterness in her voice.

“That sounds like progress to me.”

“Oh, it is. It just doesn’t change anything for children like Sarah. We took her to every kind of doctor we could find. They all told us she wouldn’t live to be a teenager no matter what we did for her.”

“I can’t imagine how hard that must have been.”

“It was hard and wonderful at the same time. Sarah was more than a little girl with a deformed body. She could somehow make us feel good just being around her.”

“Kids are like that.”

“No. You don’t understand. Soon after she was born, I caught the flu and was scared to pick her up because I didn’t want her to get sick too. But she was crying so hard and Jacob wasn’t home and I couldn’t stand to hear her cry, so I picked her up. As soon as I did, she stopped crying and my flu went away. I thought it was just a coincidence, but it kept happening. Every time Jacob or I got sick, she would cry, we would pick her up, she would stop crying, and we would get well. As she got older, she would hug us and whatever was wrong with us would go away.”

“Did you tell the doctors about that?”

“Of course we did. They said we were imagining it because we were trying to compensate for her deformities. Then one day, a week after that picture was taken, a man and a woman came to our apartment. The man was a doctor who said he’d heard about Sarah from another doctor and asked to examine her. When he finished, the woman said they’d like to take Sarah to a special place where they could help her. She said that we wouldn’t have to worry about the expense. They’d take care of everything and they’d even pay us fifty thousand dollars.”

“What did you tell them?”

“Jacob told him that we’d never sell our daughter and to get the hell out of our apartment. A week later, she was taken.”

“Did they say where they wanted to take Sarah?”

“They weren’t very specific. The woman said they worked for a university, but she never said which one.”

Matt stiffened. The woman could be Janet Dorcott, the administrator at the university hospital that had treated him after his resurrection…and then sent bounty hunters to track him down when he refused to let them keep him under a microscope. The university would do anything to learn the secrets of his resurrection. That they would steal Sarah to discover the source of her healing powers was no surprise.

“You said Carrie put it all together. What did you mean by that?”

“Jacob posted fliers all over the five boroughs with Sarah’s picture on them, offering a reward for anyone with information. That’s how we met Carrie. She told us that there were more people like Sarah, people who didn’t just look different but had special abilities. She said that she had heard rumors about the university and that they hired bounty hunters to steal people like Sarah to use in their research. She said that’s who had probably taken Sarah.”

“Is that when Carrie went to work for you and your husband?”

“Yes. She and Jacob were a team. Whenever one of the…” Ellen paused, smiling. “She called them freaks. Whenever one of the freaks needed help, Jacob dropped everything, especially if it was for a child. He treated them like they were his kids, and they all worshipped him. He was their godfather. Andy was just the latest.”

Ellen’s phone rang. She answered and listened. “Of course. Now is fine.” She put the phone down. “Betty, my neighbor across the hall, baked me a cake. She said she wanted to do something for me since Jacob died.”

“That’s nice.”

Ellen stood, shrugging her shoulders. “I suppose I should be grateful, but the truth is I don’t feel anything anymore. Losing Sarah left a hole in my heart that never healed. And now, with Jacob gone…” She paused and shook her head. “What’s the point? I just want to be done.”

Matt didn’t have an answer that would satisfy her, but he tried. “At least you have a good neighbor who cares about you.”

“That’s the funny thing. We’ve lived across the hall from Betty for fifteen years, and this is the first time she’s ever done more than say hello in the elevator.”

The more Matt thought about that, the less he liked it. Death can bring out the best in people—or the worst. By the time Ellen reached the door to her apartment, he was on his feet.

“Ellen! Wait!”

She turned the knob and looked back at him as the door flew open, knocking her off her feet. Shoulders bolted into the apartment and hoisted Ellen like a bag of dirty laundry, tossing her against the table with the doll collection, scattering and smashing the porcelain freaks.

Long Hair was right behind Shoulders, his arm around the neck of a woman bug-eyed with fear whom Matt guessed was Betty. Long Hair pulled her chin up, swept a knife across her throat, and dropped her to the floor, blood pouring from her neck.

Matt cocked his ax over his shoulder and swung, catching Long Hair in his right side, the blade gouging a gaping hole in Long Hair’s gut. Yanking the blade out, he pivoted and whirled in the other direction, making a matching wound on Long Hair’s left side. Nearly cut in half at the waist, Long Hair collapsed to the floor, his torso falling backward as his legs fell forward.

Ax in hand, Matt spun toward Shoulders. He was holding Ellen in front of him, using her as a human shield, tugging on her hair and pressing the barrel of a gun under her chin.

“Drop the ax, Cahill, or she’s dead!”

Matt stalled, hoping to buy time.

“How do you know my name?”

“You’re a famous man in some circles.”

“Yeah, what circles?”

“Bounty-hunter circles. There’s a price on your head a man can retire on.”

“The university?”

“That Dorcott woman wants you real bad. When Al and Harry told me what happened in Pennsylvania, I knew it was you. All we had to do was set up on Ellen Trantham’s apartment and wait for you to show up.”

“How’d you know I would?”

Shoulders grinned like a child who knew a secret. “Let’s just say men in our line of work got to play all the angles.”

Matt knew there were only two ways they could have known where he was going. Either they followed him from Union Square or Carrie told them. He couldn’t imagine why she would have done that, but neither could he imagine why she had lied about Ellen. But at least Shoulders’ remark lifted the fog on the botched ransom exchange.

“Like using Andy to collect a ransom from Jacob Trantham while also collecting a bounty from the university.”

“We took a chance for two paydays, and you fucked it up for us. But you’re worth more to the university than them diamonds, so it’s all gonna work out. Now get the plastic straps out of my dead partner’s pants pocket and cuff yourself unless you want me to deliver you in a body bag.”

“Don’t do it,” Ellen said. “He’ll kill us both.”

“I’ll get you out of this,” Matt told her.

“Now how you gonna do that?” Shoulders asked.

Ellen didn’t give Matt a chance to answer. She crunched her eyes and grabbed Shoulders’ gun with both hands, trying to pull it from his hand. The gun went off, blowing a hole in Ellen’s throat. In the instant it took him to shove Ellen out of the way, Matt launched an uppercut with his ax that split Shoulder’s head from his chin to his scalp.

Matt dropped to the floor next to Ellen. There was no stopping the torrent of blood gushing from her body. She looked up at him.

“Why did you do that?” Matt asked.

“I guess I’m too much like my Jacob after all,” she said and died.











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Matt knew that the longer he remained in the Tranthams’ apartment, the more likely it was that he’d end up in the back of a squad car, the first step on a long journey that would end in the penitentiary. The canvas he’d used to conceal his ax was too blood soaked to be of any use. His clothes were flecked with blood, but there was nothing he could do about that. He left the canvas and closed the door behind him.

He made it to the street without being seen by anyone inside the apartment building—at least by anyone he’d spotted. In a world where every cell phone was a camera and getting a million hits on YouTube was the measure of success in life, he knew he couldn’t count on getting away unnoticed but hoped his luck would hold.

The weather had made good on its stormy promise. Ink-black clouds streaked with flashes of lightning were rolling over the city, turning day to night. A pummeling rain blown sideways by furious gusts gave him the cover he needed. Those foolish enough to be outside had to keep their heads down, and drivers had to stay focused on the taillights in front of them.

When Matt reached the playground, Carrie wasn’t waiting for him. But Wilson was, scurrying around, his head bent to the ground as if he’d lost something. Wearing an olive green plastic rain poncho and a black ball cap pulled down to his nose, his tongue sticking out one side of his mouth, he looked like a flightless bird searching for a worm.

“Wilson! Where’s Carrie?” Matt asked, gulping air.

Wilson stopped in his tracks and raised his head. “Somewhere in the park. Leastways that’s where she was headed.”

“When? Did you see her? Was anyone with her?”

“Slow down, my brother.” Wilson looked Matt up and down. “This rain’s got you soakin’ wet, but I can still see you got blood all over you. Looks like you been sprayed with buckshot, only you ain’t been shot and your ax is all bloody. What the hell you been up to?”

Matt knew there were times when no story he could make up would explain away something he’d rather not admit. This was one of those times.

“I killed two men.”

Wilson didn’t run away or holler for the police. All he did was narrow his eyes. “Who?”

“I don’t know their names. One had long hair and the other had Incredible Hulk shoulders. I was talking to a woman named Ellen Trantham in her apartment. They used her neighbor to get her to open the door and killed her and the neighbor before I could kill them. And now I’ve got to find Carrie.”

Wilson shifted his weight into a slight crouch, whether to attack or defend, Matt couldn’t tell, but there was no mistaking the defensive change in his tone.

“Why?”

“I got on the subway, like you told me, and I saw Carrie get off at the next stop.”

“Union Square. My dog picked up your trail there and followed you to the playground.”

Matt had yet to see Wilson’s dog and suspected it was a figment of Wilson’s imagination. He was losing patience with Wilson’s game.

“Yeah, right. Anyway, these same two guys were at Union Square. They followed Carrie into a secluded area and were about to attack her when I scared them off. They must have followed me to the Tranthams’ apartment.”

“What’s any of that got to do with Carrie?”

“She was supposed to meet me here, and now she’s gone. The two guys who jumped us in the alley this morning and the two I killed were part of a crew of bounty hunters. There may have been others who went after Carrie, or she might have been waiting for them instead of me.”

Wilson took a step back, looking as if he’d been slapped. “Why’d she do something like that?”

Matt shook his head. “I’m not saying she did. And if she did, I don’t know why.”

“Well, I’ll tell you for damn sure, my dog followed the two of you to this playground. Weren’t nobody here but them bears.”

Matt shielded his eyes against the blistering rain. “But you said Carrie headed into the park. How do you know that?”

“My dog…”

Matt smacked one of the bears with the ax handle. “Damn it, Wilson! Cut that shit out about you and your damn dog! This isn’t a fucking game!”

Wilson peeled back his lips and growled at Mason. “My dog don’t like to be cursed at.”

“How would I know that? I’ve never seen your damn dog!”

“You’ve seen him.”

“Is that right?”

“That’s right. And my dog don’t lie.”

Matt flung his arms wide. “Then where the hell is your goddamn dog?”

Wilson took off his ball cap, slipped out of his poncho, and closed his eyes, arms fast to his sides. His body began to tremble, and he went down on all fours. His ratty clothes disappeared, replaced by a short coat of glistening black hair as he morphed into the stray dog Matt had seen outside the hotel in Pennsylvania. The dog reared up on its hind legs and planted its paws on Matt’s chest, its glowing red eyes boring into him.

“Son of a bitch!” Matt said, his chin falling to his chest.

The dog dropped its paws and shook its head and tail. In the next instant Wilson was back, standing in front of Matt.

“Watch what you say ’bout my mama.”











CHAPTER NINETEEN




Matt’s second sight exposed the evil rotting some people from the inside out. His tormentor, Mr. Dark, disguised himself as a clown, using lollipops as a calling card. Even though much of Matt’s new world was unnatural or supernatural, a man morphing into a dog was still enough to knock him back on his heels.

“How the hell—” he began before Wilson cut him off.

“Did I do that?”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t matter. Let’s get outta this rain. Won’t be long ’fore the cops are looking for you, even in this weather.”

Wilson picked up his cap and poncho and took off at a lope through the park, Matt doing his best to keep up. Wilson stopped at the back of a deserted amphitheater, pried open a waist-high door, and crawled inside. Matt followed him.

Wilson felt along the wall for a light switch. The bulbs were fluorescent, the light dim at first, gradually growing brighter. Props and backstage equipment surrounded them.

“Where are we?” Matt asked.

“Delacorte Theater. Home to Shakespeare in the Park durin’ the summer and a nice port in a storm most any other time.”

Wilson shook himself, water spraying in all directions.

“Who are you?” Matt asked.

“Told you yesterday. Name’s Wilson.”

“Wilson what?”

“Just Wilson. Like Cher or Prince. How many dogs you know got a last name?”

“But you’re…” Matt hesitated. “I don’t know what…”

“Sure you do. Your eyes ain’t lyin’. You seen what I am, and that’s all you need to know. Now how ’bout you tellin’ me what you’re doin’ runnin’ around my town hackin’ folks up into fish bait.”

Matt had kept to himself as much as possible during his wanderings. Between Mr. Dark and the university, his life was too dangerous for close relationships. It made for a lonely existence, but he hadn’t seen any alternative.

That was why he’d tried to keep Wilson at arm’s length. Now that he knew the university was behind Andy’s kidnapping and was back on his trail, he had to take a chance and confide in Wilson, especially since he was the best tracker he’d ever seen, and the dog version of Wilson looked strong and powerful enough to tear the university’s bounty hunters to pieces. But he couldn’t ask for Wilson’s help without making certain Wilson understood the risks.

“I died last year,” Matt began.

He told Wilson about the avalanche, his rescue and resurrection, the university, his second sight, and Mr. Dark, trying to keep it simple, as if that were possible. Wilson didn’t flinch, gape, or scoff, making it sound like Matt’s story made perfect sense and wasn’t so different from his own.

“What were you doin’ outside that hotel in Pennsylvania?” Wilson asked.

“I’d been drifting and caught a ride that left me off there. I had a cup of coffee at the hotel and was just killing time till the sun came up and I could catch the next ride. I saw Jacob and…” Matt paused, shaking his head. “Well, you know the rest. I should ask you the same question. What were you doing there?”

“The Elders sent me.”

“Who are the Elders?”

“They’re the big bosses, leastways around here. Freaks what seen it all and done more and don’t want us endin’ up in some sideshow.”

“Or a laboratory.”

“Same thing. Only difference is the lab ain’t sellin’ tickets. Right after Andy was took, Carrie and Jacob come to the Elders and said they might could ransom the boy. Well, that was a first. Never been no ransom demands before. So the Elders said OK, give it a shot.”

“And sent you to help?”

“If help was needed. The university been stealin’ our kind for years, usin’ them damn bounty hunters to do their dirty work. Seein’ as how none of them ever give us a chance to buy someone back before, the Elders had their suspicions. Folks don’t pay no mind to a stray dog, ’specially one that’d bite your leg off, so off I went. The Elders didn’t tell Jacob or Carrie nuthin’ ’bout me.”

“The Elders were right. The bounty hunters thought they could get paid twice, but they never intended to let Andy go. My guess is they’d already turned him over to the university before the ransom exchange.”

“True that. Them university cocksuckers don’t go in for swap meets. Soon as I saw you with that ax, I knew they wasn’t gonna be no ransom exchange. What I didn’t know was what your stake was in all of this. So I made sure I got your scent and followed you back to the city. Figured to stick close to you till I knew which side you were on. Glad I did. Tell you what, Matt Cahill. You’re a damn righteous freak.”

It was high praise and made Matt feel more connected than he’d been in a long time. But the good vibe wasn’t enough to overcome his concerns about Carrie.

“How well do you know Carrie?”

Wilson screwed his eyes down tight. “What I hear, she and Jacob were all the time lookin’ out for the young freaks ’cause a lot of times their parents don’t want nuthin’ to do with ’em. They’ll turn they backs on ’em, even tell people they died. I was there when she and Jacob come to see the Elders.”

“But this morning, in the alley, she acted like she didn’t recognize you.”

“Wasn’t no act, ’cause there’s no way she coulda recognized me. You might say the Elders keep me on a tight leash. Only time most folks see me is when my tail’s waggin’. The fewer what see me on two feet ’stead of four, the better I can do my job. Why you askin’ about Carrie?”

Matt chose his next words carefully. “Because I’m not sure whose side she’s on. She lied to me about her relationship with Ellen Trantham, and she may have tipped off the bounty hunters that I was going to be at Ellen’s apartment. And if she didn’t, they may have taken her too.”

Wilson nodded and stroked his chin. “The way you two was lookin’ at each other this mornin’, I’m guessin’ you’d rather she was on our side even if that means she’s up to her neck in trouble.”

Matt thought about how he’d made her glow. “Yeah, I’d rather she was on our side.”

“Well then, we best get out there and pick up her trail.” He handed Matt his cap and poncho. “Can’t have you runnin’ all over Manhattan covered in blood and carryin’ that ax. Cops’ll be on you quicker than you can spit.”

Matt slid the ax handle through his belt and put the poncho on. They left the way they’d come. The heaviest rain had passed, replaced by a steady, cold, insistent shower.

“Where’d you get this rain gear?”

“New York’s one big store for a fella like me, the way people throw stuff away or leave it lyin’ around where it can grow legs and walk off.”

“Any chance you can pick more for yourself?”

Wilson held his hand out, palm up, catching a few drops. “This here is water off a dog’s back, my brother. Water off a dog’s back. Now we best get moving. My dog don’t wait for nobody.”











CHAPTER TWENTY




Wilson led Matt through the park, darting in one direction, then another, before returning to the first, stopping occasionally, nose up, testing the air. When Matt asked if he was picking up anything, Wilson raised his hand, signaling Matt to be quiet, leaving him with his thoughts.

He’d come to New York to rescue Andy while also hoping that he might find people like himself. Though he hadn’t met anyone cursed with his second sight, he’d stumbled into a world where he was as normal as the next freak. It was a world in which a translucent woman, a skin-shedding boy, and a shape-shifting man-dog were caught up in the same battle he was fighting. It was as much a war between good and evil as it was a fight to just be left alone, and that was a fight worth having. But unlike him, these people didn’t have to fight their battles alone. They were in it together. The prospect of joining them, of belonging again, filled him with hope.

They emerged from the south side of Central Park onto Fifty-Ninth Street. The rain was almost as good a cover as the poncho, forcing people to look at the pavement rather than at anyone else. Not that New Yorkers did much people watching in the first place. As best as Matt could tell, they cared a whole lot more about getting where there were going than who they might see along the way.

After crossing Fifty-Ninth Street, they angled west to Seventh Avenue before continuing south, stopping in front of the Stage Deli. Wilson pressed his nose against the window, sighing deeply.

“You’re kidding,” Matt said. “Your dog tracked Carrie to a deli?”

“Nah. I just love to smell the hot pastrami,” Wilson said, filling his lungs.

A television hanging from the ceiling behind the cash register was tuned to NY1, the all-news cable TV channel covering New York. A reporter was standing in front of Ellen Trantham’s apartment building. Squad cars lined the street, and there were at least half a dozen cops milling around in the background. Matt tugged the bill of his cap low on his face and stepped inside to hear the news.

“Four people have been found slaughtered in an Upper East Side apartment,” the reporter said. “Neighbors heard a scuffle and a gunshot before calling police, who discovered the victims. Sources tell us that one victim’s throat had been cut, another had been shot, and two others had been hacked to death, most likely with an ax. A motorist told police that he saw a man running from the apartment building carrying what may have been an ax. The motorist used his cell phone to videotape the unidentified man, whom police are calling a person of interest. Here now is that video. Anyone having information about this man should contact police immediately.”

Shaky, handheld video filled the screen. It was taken from the east looking west and showed Matt coming down the steps from the apartment building, ax in hand, and running away to the west, his head down. The distance, the darkness, and the rain made it impossible to identify him. The screen switched back to the reporter.

“In a related note, police say there was a report of a man attacking two people with an ax in an alley near First Avenue and Houston earlier today. A witness said the man fled the scene. Police tracked him to Tompkins Square Park but lost him. Authorities aren’t saying whether they think the two attacks are related. In yet another puzzling development, the police could not find the victims when they arrived in the alley, casting doubt on the witness’s report.”

Matt’s stomach flipped and he swallowed hard to keep his breakfast where it belonged. A hostess tapped him on the shoulder.

“Mister! You want a table or not? I got customers stacked up behind you like planes over LaGuardia.”

He ducked his head, muttered, “No, thanks,” and left.

Wilson was on the sidewalk, still pressing his hands and face against the deli’s window. Matt pulled him away from the glass.

“You’ve had your sniff, Wilson. Which way from here?”

Wilson pointed south down Seventh Avenue, then took off at a trot, weaving around pedestrians, hopping off curbs, and dodging around cars like he was on a giant slalom course. Matt followed, the NY1 report echoing in his head, highlighting a growing sensation that had been gnawing at him.

From the moment he’d seen Jacob Trantham walking down the sidewalk in Pennsylvania, everything he’d done had only made matters worse. Jacob was dead. Andy was still kidnapped. Ellen Trantham and her neighbor, Betty, were dead. The bounty hunters may have kidnapped Carrie, figuring to collect another freak bounty, or just killed her if she wasn’t worth the trouble. That is, if she was on Matt’s side and not theirs.

His intentions had been good, but that didn’t matter. Dead was dead. How much worse could things have turned out if he’d minded his own business? There was no way to answer that question, but the implications shook him. For now, all he could do was keep up with Wilson.

On they ran, pushing south, past Times Square and the Empire State Building until the streets began to look familiar, finally stopping at the entrance to the alley behind Trantham’s jewelry store. Matt leaned against the wall where Carrie had collided with him, lungs burning. Panting slightly, Wilson stuck his tongue out to capture a drink of rain.

The alley was deserted. Rainwater streamed out of drainage pipes, pooling in low spots, bits and pieces of trash floating on the surface. Wilson pointed at the rear entrance to Trantham’s jewelry store.

“Back where we started, my brother,” he said.











CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Matt didn’t know what he’d find inside the store, only that this was where Carrie’s trail had led them. The rear door was slightly ajar, the deadbolt pried out of the doorframe.

The back of the store was a workroom for jewelry and watch repair. There were two worktables with high-powered lights mounted overhead. Miniature drawers stacked on the tables and filled with supplies had been emptied, their contents dumped on the floor.

He raced through the store, looking for Carrie, relieved not to find her body but even more worried about what might have happened to her. Every display case had been smashed and emptied.

“She’s not here,” Matt said when he returned to the workroom.

“Been and gone,” Wilson said. “But she wasn’t alone. Them two bounty hunters from this mornin’ was here too. My dog can smell ’em.”

“Were they here at the same time?”

Wilson snorted. “My dog is good, but he ain’t that good. All I can tell you for sure is all three of ’em was here and it wasn’t long ago. You best have a look around and see what else you can find. I’ll nose around outside some more, see if my dog can pick up their trail.”

Matt studied the busted doorjamb, piecing together what might have happened. From what the reporter for NY1 had said, he concluded that Al Whitehead and Harry Donovan must have recovered in time to make it out of the alley before the police arrived. Since they were involved in Andy’s kidnapping, the last thing they wanted to do was tell the cops they’d been beaten up by someone who could put them at the hotel in Pennsylvania.

And having lost out on the diamonds, the last thing they wanted was to pass up a second payday. They could have staked out the store, waiting until they were sure it was safe to go back in the alley, broken in, and stolen the jewelry from the display cases. Carrie could have come back to the store while they were there and they could have taken her and the jewelry.

The other possibility was that Carrie had arranged to meet Al and Harry at the store, still hoping to ransom Andy, this time with the jewelry in the display cases. They could have torn up the lock to make it look like a random robbery. That would explain why she’d fed him the story about Ellen not liking her. With him out of the way, she could keep her appointment with Al and Harry. Matt hoped that was what had happened, forgiving her for not telling him, recognizing that lust didn’t mean trust.

He searched the rest of the store. He hadn’t found anything that would point him in the right direction when Wilson came back.

“Clean duds,” Wilson said, tossing a bundle of clothes to Matt.

“You went shopping again?”

“In your duffel bag. Found it right where we left it. You best get out of that bloody outfit of yours. You find anything?”

Matt shook his head and changed. “How about you? Any luck?”

“There’s a bar in the East Village called Spurs. It’s for people who like to pretend they’re freaks. My dog says they was headed that way.”

“Where’s the East Village?”

“Boy, you are from out of town, ain’t you,” Wilson said. “We’re in it.”

Spurs was on the ground floor of a three-story brown brick building on East Fourth Street between Trantham’s jewelry store and Tompkins Square Park. The five-minute walk added to Matt’s sense that he’d spent the day running in circles.

The exterior of the bar was painted a garish blood red, the name spelled out in glittering lights above the arched entrance. Posters advertising bands named Pestilence, Toxic Holocaust, Dying Fetus, Hail! Hornet, Ringworm, and Exhumed were plastered on the windows. He didn’t recognize any of them, but the lineup fit with the grinding, jarring sound of heavy metal rolling out the open door like a force field.

It had stopped raining, but he was still wearing the poncho to cover his ax. He took a breath and crossed the threshold with Wilson at his heel.

The music was so loud it echoed off the exposed ceiling and rattled his insides. A latticework of overhead pipes running wall to wall added to the raw atmosphere.

Colorful framed posters from old-time freak shows, covered in protective glass, lined the walls. Some advertised famous freaks like the Dog-Faced Man, the Two-Headed Baby, and Jake the Alligator Man. Others promised all manner of human oddities that would thrill, horrify, and amaze. The heavy-metal partiers could have been their direct descendants.

The bar was jammed shoulder to shoulder with people wearing leather, chains, and spikes and sporting exotic-colored hairdos and tattoos. Despite their best efforts, the costumed crowd looked decidedly human to Matt. He’d seen enough people who’d lost their humanity to know the difference. Their faces were marred only by their makeup, their walk on the wild side tamer than they would ever know.

An enlargement of the cover to a book titled Spurs hung on a center post. It depicted a midget wearing spurs and digging them into the sides of an Amazonian woman as if she were a horse. The blurb summarizing the story explained that he rode the woman from a perch high on her shoulders until she collapsed and died. The bar’s name celebrated the midget’s cruelty.

Wilson sliced through the crowd and tugged on his poncho.

“My dog found them bounty hunters.”

“Where are they?”

“Alley behind the bar. Scent led right up to the back door.”

“Did you see them?”

“Said I smelled ’em. Didn’t say I saw ’em.”

“Was Carrie with them?”

Wilson hesitated and then nodded. “’Fraid so. What you wanna do?”

Matt pulled the poncho off and grabbed his ax. “Say hello and see how things go from there.”

He barreled through the door and into the alley. Al Whitehead, Harry Donovan, and Carrie were crowded around the open back end of an SUV. Carrie was holding a handful of jewelry. Whitehead was holding a Taser. He took one look at Matt and fired.

The electrified prongs pierced Matt’s neck before he could raise his ax, fifty thousand volts short-circuiting his nervous system. His legs turned to jelly and he melted to the pavement, shaking uncontrollably.

“No!” Carrie cried out. She pushed past the bounty hunters, kneeling at Matt’s side. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”

Donovan grabbed her around the waist, pulled her away, and threw her into the back of the SUV. Whitehead rolled Matt onto his stomach, wrenched Matt’s arms behind his back, and bound his wrists with plastic handcuffs before he and Donovan hoisted Matt into the SUV.

Carrie cradled his head in her lap, glowing and sobbing, her tears falling on his cheeks. The last thing he saw before Whitehead slammed the rear door shut was a large black dog watching from the shadows.











CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Matt couldn’t believe that Wilson had hidden behind his dog and watched when his dog could have taken out at least one of the bounty hunters and maybe chased the other one away. Wilson had done the same thing at the ransom exchange. The one friend he’d thought he could rely on had reminded him once again that he was on his own.

Carrie’s tears were little comfort. He didn’t know where her loyalties lay, but he didn’t like lying in her lap. As soon as he was able, he sat up and edged away from her. When she started to say something to him, Whitehead turned around from the front passenger seat and smacked her in the back of the head.

“Shut the fuck up!”

Donovan chuckled, slapping the steering wheel as Carrie cried out and winced, ducking her head and turning away from Matt. In spite of his doubts about her, he wanted to vault the front seat and shove Whitehead and Donovan through the dashboard and under the hood.

The SUV’s windows were tinted, shutting out any clues about where they were going. At first they made slow progress, stopping and starting, an occasional horn telling Matt they were navigating Manhattan traffic. When the SUV picked up speed and held a steady pace, Matt guessed they’d left the city, but he had no idea which direction they were headed.

An hour later the SUV stopped. Donovan and Whitehead got out and opened the rear door. Both were armed, Whitehead carrying a gun in one hand and Matt’s ax in the other. Donovan was holding an overnight bag that Matt guessed held the stolen jewelry.

“Out,” Whitehead said, stepping back and gesturing with his gun.

Matt slid out of the SUV, followed by Carrie. She held on to his arm, but Matt shook her off. Donovan caught his gesture and laughed.

“Don’t blame you, Cahill,” he said. “Wouldn’t want that freak bitch touching me neither.”

The storm had blown out to sea, leaving the sky clear, moonlight the only thing raining down on them. Matt hunched his shoulders against the cold wind trailing the storm and looked around.

They were in the deserted parking lot of a one-story building that sat by itself at the end of a narrow road, security cameras posted on the corners and above the door. A ten-foot chain-link fence topped with razor wire surrounded the property. He heard the low whine of an electric motor. Glancing over his shoulder, he watched as a steel gate slid closed behind them, sealing the parking lot.

Donovan led them to the entrance to the building, offered his face to the security camera, and pressed a button. A moment later, a bald-headed behemoth opened the door, filling the frame. A gnat couldn’t have slipped past him. A tattoo of a coiled snake covered his shaved head. His biceps and chest strained against his T-shirt, and his face was pierced in so many places, he looked like he’d been sprayed with shrapnel. The giant spat at Matt’s feet and waved them inside.

They walked past desks furnished with computer screens and phones, papers and pens scattered everywhere, the only light coming from monitors and digital readouts on clocks and appliances. It looked like any other office after hours.

The giant stopped at an elevator, standing aside when the door opened. Matt and Carrie got in first and stood with their backs against the rear wall. Whitehead and Donovan followed, facing them, Whitehead holding Matt’s ax by the handle, blade down, and Donovan cradling the overnight bag. The giant ducked his head, twisting his torso so that the door would close.

Carrie slid her hand behind Matt’s back, squeezing his fingers. He looked at her. She was glowing, her eyes red rimmed and full, her mouth crimped in a sad smile.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I thought they’d give Andy back if I gave them the jewelry. That’s why I lied to you about Ellen and didn’t go with you to her apartment.”

Whitehead raised his hand, ready to smack Carrie again. Matt head butted him, crushing his nose. Donovan dropped the overnight bag and grabbed Matt by the throat. Matt jackhammered his knee into Donovan’s balls, breaking Donovan’s grip.

The giant backed into them, smothering their fight. Donovan’s face, bug-eyed and flushed, and Whitehead’s, bruised and bleeding, bookended Matt’s. Arms pinned against their sides, none of them could move, swear, or breathe until the elevator stopped and the giant stepped out.

Matt edged in front of Carrie, ready to pay the price for attacking Donovan and Whitehead, when the giant grabbed the bounty hunters by their collars and dragged them out of the elevator. Holding the elevator door with one hand, he gestured at Matt and Carrie to get out, releasing the door after he scooped up Matt’s ax and the overnight bag.

They were in a gleaming white-walled laboratory equipped with a double-door industrial refrigerator on one wall. The opening to an incinerator was cut into another wall, the temperature gauge registering close to a thousand degrees. A flat-screen television hung in one corner was tuned to the closed-circuit feed from the exterior security cameras, the screen divided into grids for each camera.

A workstation outfitted with a computer, microscope, and other equipment, the purpose of which Matt could only guess, sat next to the file cabinets. But there was no mistaking the purpose of the operating table that sat in the center of the room above a bloodstained floor drain and beneath a battery of bright lights.

Dr. Jack Travis, gowned, masked, and scalpel in hand, stood on the far side of the table from Matt, flanked by a tray of surgical instruments on one side and Janet Dorcott on the other. Matt hadn’t seen either one of them since he’d walked away from the university, except in his dreams, where they reached out for him from the darkness, skinning and dissecting him while he screamed.

When Dr. Travis had first examined Matt at the university, he was a fat-cheeked mouse, round shouldered and short, with thin gray hair. Though he was compassionate and genuinely interested in helping Matt, he was a weak man pushed around by Janet Dorcott, who wanted to harvest Matt like a DNA cash crop. But Travis had changed. His face had narrowed, the skin taut and sallow, his once warm eyes now remorseless black pools.

Dorcott, dressed in black, towered over Travis, raven hair pulled tight against her scalp, her face hard and cold, her bony, angular body chiseled as if she’d been cut from a block of ice. Mr. Dark had first appeared to him as a clown, dispensing evil-tainted lollipops, turning his victims into pus-soaked bags of rotting flesh. But Janet Dorcott was proof that evil had more than one face. Matt was certain that her strand of the virus had infected Travis.

As shocked as he was to see them, he was more shocked by what he saw on the table. Andy was lying naked beneath a sheet pulled down to his waist, his eyes closed, the faint rise and fall of his chest the only indication he was alive. Travis’s scalpel was pressed against his sternum, the first trickle of blood pulsing to the surface.











CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




“Oh my God! Andy!” Carrie said.

She bolted toward Dr. Travis, crashing into the surgical instrument tray and knocking him to the floor. Whitehead grabbed Matt’s arm, pressing a gun under his chin, while Donovan pulled Carrie off Travis, twisting her arm behind her back.

The doctor picked himself up, still holding his scalpel, a welt forming on his cheek. Without a word, he resumed his position, touching the blade to Andy’s chest. Dorcott put her hand on his, holding him back.

“Mr. Cahill, it’s so nice to see you again. Welcome to the university’s East Coast laboratory.”

“Looks more like a slaughterhouse,” Matt said.

“It serves our purpose.”

“What kind of purpose is there in kidnapping a boy and cutting him to pieces?”

“To discover, to learn, to find out what makes people like you and Andy what you are.”

“So you can bottle us and sell us and make a fortune.”

“Science is risky and expensive. There has to be a payoff, or why go to the trouble?”

“You don’t have to kill Andy or me to run a few lousy experiments.”

Dorcott smiled. “That’s what we thought at first, but you convinced us otherwise. The tests we ran on you were one big tease. We had a glimpse of what was possible, but we realized that we couldn’t unlock all the puzzles unless we took a more in-depth approach.”

“Why Andy? He’s nothing like me.”

“There’s no one like you. But you’re a hard man to find, and it turns out freaks are much more abundant and have their own special qualities we can exploit. We’ve been testing our latest theories on them until we could catch up to you. Now it looks like their sacrifices won’t have been in vain.” She turned to the giant. “Get rid of the kid and put Cahill on the table.”

The giant lifted Andy from the operating table, set him on the floor beneath the incinerator, and pressed a button that raised a two-foot-by-two-foot opening. Gas-fueled flames hissed and licked around the opening and waves of heat rolled out, forcing the giant to take a step back.

“Noooo!” Carrie screamed, struggling against Donovan’s grip.

Her cry distracted Whitehead long enough for Matt to head butt him again, shouldering him into the wall. Donovan aimed his gun at Matt and was about to shoot when Dorcott raised her hand.

“Wait! After all the trouble he’s caused, I want him alive when we cut him open.”

The giant lumbered toward Matt, who ran headlong at him only to bounce off. The giant picked Matt up, one hand on his throat, the other on his belt, and laid him on the operating table, holding him down.

“Hey!” Donovan said, pointing to the monitor hanging from the ceiling. “Who’s that?”

The center square on the grid showed a man pounding on the front entrance to the building. Dorcott picked up a remote control and enlarged the image so that it filled the entire screen. A New Jersey Highway Patrol insignia was visible on the sleeve of the man’s leather jacket.

“Shit! A cop!” Whitehead said. “How’d he get through the gate?”

“It doesn’t matter!” Dorcott said. “We won’t answer and he’ll go away. He’s got no reason to think anyone is here at this time of night.”

“Yeah, he does,” Donovan said. “My SUV is parked out there. He’ll run the plates if he hasn’t already.”

Dorcott clenched her jaw, the bulging veins in her neck saying she wanted to rip Donovan’s head off. She took a deep breath, forcing herself to stay in control, biting off each word.

“Then go find out what he wants. I can’t have the police crawling around here. Not now.”

Lying on the table, choking under the giant’s grip, his hands bound behind his back, Matt felt as helpless as when the snow had piled on top of him, one ton after another. Dorcott tore his shirt open, scraping her long fingernails across his chest, leaning down to his ear, whispering.

“I’m going to enjoy this.”

She pulled away and stared at him. Matt looked at her, searching for some way to reach her, when he saw Mr. Dark’s face grinning back at him from each of her pupils. He blinked and shook his head, uncertain whether the dual images were real or an illusion.

“You better check this out,” Whitehead said, pointing to the video monitor.

She looked up at the monitor just as Donovan let the highway patrolman step through the door. There were no cameras inside the building, making it impossible to know what was happening.

“The fool! What is he doing? Get up there and get rid of that damn cop!”

“What about her?” Whitehead asked, nodding at Carrie.

He had taken Donovan’s place, holding her arm behind her back. Her other arm was tight against her side, her hand cupped.

“Shoot her!”

Matt bucked, trying to break the giant’s grip, calling Carrie’s name, the sound getting caught in his throat. Before Donovan could pull the trigger, Carrie unfolded her hand and let a scalpel she’d stolen after scuffling with Dr. Travis fall from her shirtsleeve into her palm. She whipped the blade in an upward arc, stabbing Whitehead in his gun hand. Whitehead screamed and dropped his gun as she turned and stabbed him again, this time in the neck.

The elevator opened. Wilson’s dog was standing over Donovan’s body, blood dripping from its jaws. The dog howled and leapt onto the giant as Matt rolled onto the floor. Carrie cut his handcuffs loose with the scalpel. Matt rubbed his wrists and picked up his ax, catching a glimpse of Donovan’s body, his throat ripped out.

The giant threw Wilson’s dog off like he was shooing a fly, the dog sliding across the floor, scrambling to its feet as Matt waded in against the giant. Stepping to one side, Matt swung his ax, cleaving the giant’s right leg beneath the knee. Pivoting, he took out the giant’s left leg, slicing through muscle and bone.

Screaming and bleeding, the giant sank to his ruined knees, flailing at Matt with his meaty hands. Matt bobbed and weaved, bringing the ax down first on one forearm and then the other like he was trimming heavy branches off a tree before cutting down the trunk. He planted the blade a final time, splitting the giant’s sternum, yanked the blade out, and shoved him to the floor.

Wilson’s dog had pinned Dr. Travis to the floor. Carrie stared at Donovan’s body, her face screwed up in horror. Matt didn’t see Janet Dorcott until he looked up at the video monitor, watching as she got into Donovan’s SUV and spun out of the parking lot.











CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Wilson’s dog shook and shivered and, in the next instant, became Wilson. He grinned at Matt, who didn’t return the smile.

“Don’t look at me that way, my brother.”

“I’m glad you showed up, but it would have been nice if you’d lent a hand when they grabbed Carrie and me and saved us all this trouble.”

“And where would that have got us? Nowhere. I had to lay back until I knew we’d found wherever them university folks had been takin’ the freaks. I’d say it worked out pretty good, all things considered, includin’ this highway patrol jacket I run across.”

“Except for Dorcott. While you and I were cleaning house, she found Donovan’s car keys and got away.”

“For now, but I’ve got her scent. I’ll catch up to her in due time.”

They tied Dr. Travis up and cleared a space on the floor for Andy away from the blood and gore. He gradually regained consciousness, sitting up and rubbing his eyes.

Matt opened the refrigerator. It was filled with tissue, organ, and blood samples taken from the kidnapped freaks, including some marked with Sarah Trantham’s name. Carrie held Sarah’s remains to her chest and cried.

Wilson checked the computer’s hard drive. There were records of all the tests Travis and Dorcott had performed on the freaks, many while the freaks were still alive. They burned the samples and the computer records in the incinerator.

“What about them?” Matt asked, pointing to Donovan, Whitehead, and the giant.

“Burn ’em,” Wilson said. “Then we burn this whole place down.”

“How’re you going to do that? This place is like a bunker. You’d have to bomb it.”

“All in the know-how, my brother.”

“You can’t leave Travis here. What are you going to do with him?”

“The Elders are sendin’ folks to take care of this place and to look after Travis. They’re gonna want to ask that boy some questions, that’s for damn sure.”

They waited in the ground-floor office until three hooded figures arrived. One took the elevator down to the laboratory. The others motioned them outside, where one of them took Dr. Travis away in a car, one took Andy away in a separate car, and the third pointed Matt and Carrie to yet another car.

“Take a ride,” Wilson said. “Find someplace quiet and say your good-byes.”

“You’re trying to get rid of me?”

“Not my idea. The Elders appreciate all you done, but you stirred up too much commotion. They don’t like drawin’ attention to freaks, and you done a whole lot of that and more. Best for everyone if you move on down the road.”

Matt nodded. It wasn’t the first time and wouldn’t be the last.

“What about you?” Matt asked Wilson. “Can I give you a lift?”

Wilson waved the question away. “My dog don’t like ridin’ in cars.”

Matt smiled and shook Wilson’s hand. “Thanks for everything.”

“All in a day, my brother. All in a day.”

“Say, what kind of dog is that?”

“Watchdog. Best kind there is.”

Carrie was sitting in the passenger seat when he got behind the wheel.

“I guess we don’t have a lot of time. How do you want to spend it?”

She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him, glowing so fiercely he thought she might explode.

“You know what they say—get a room.”
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