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CHAPTER ONE
 

Heaven.

That’s what the sign at the exit said. Heaven, Washington, elevation 5,100 feet, population 136. Except that the last digit had been crossed out and replaced with a seven, followed by an exclamation point in black spray paint.

Matt hadn’t intended to stop this morning. His plan was to ride straight on through the day, stopping only for gas when he saw a station, keep going until he was too tired to stay on the bike. These mountains were beautiful, but he wasn’t here for the scenery. He was on a mission.

He’d started out hitchhiking, but quickly got frustrated at how much time he was spending standing on the sides of empty roads. So he used three-quarters of his cash to buy a slightly dented, ten-year-old Buell Blast motorcycle from the widow of its last owner and headed out Route 20 on two wheels. That took him across the Cascades in the northern part of the state and kept him away from the big cities. He didn’t know where he would find Mr. Dark, but he was pretty sure that a man—if that was what Mr. Dark was—who thrived on evil would find himself more comfortable in a major metropolitan area than Matt, whose one foray to Seattle for his 21st birthday had left him stunned by the number of people who could be packed into one small place.

At first the freedom had been exhilarating. It was just him, the bike, and the open road. He’d spent his entire life—and his entire death—in a small town in a small corner of a small state. Now the world spread out in front of him.

Trouble was, it kept spreading. Matt rode his entire first day without seeing another person, except for the long-haulers way up in the cabs of their logging trucks. The second day wasn’t any different, except that his muscles were stiffer. By the end of the third he could barely bring himself to set up his small tent.

None of this would have mattered if things had been going more as he’d assumed. He’d figured that as soon as he hit the road he’d see signs of evil everywhere and they’d lead him directly to Mr. Dark.

But if Mr. Dark was out there, he was doing a good job of hiding himself.

He’d already used his only lead, and he hadn’t come across anything that looked like a second. The bike might have been faster than trying to hitch rides, but it still wasn’t getting him anywhere. When he set out that morning, he decided to give this one more day, and if nothing happened spend some quality time working on plan C.

Matt had been going for a little more than an hour when he saw the sign. Heaven, next exit, five miles ahead.

It almost made him break out laughing. What better place for a dead man to pass a little time than Heaven? If nothing else, it would be a break in the monotony.

Matt took the hard right turn off the highway and found himself on a one-lane road that wound even higher into the mountains. It twisted and turned for what felt like hours, and Matt began to think he’d made a mistake taking the exit.

Then the road straightened out. He crested a small hill, and then gasped in shock as he saw the tiny town spread out in front of him.

It wasn’t the place itself that took his breath away, although Heaven wasn’t exactly what he’d expected. He’d been through enough of these tiny Cascades towns to anticipate the mix of tumble-down shotgun shacks and sagging doublewides, the second-tier fast-food franchise next to the shuttered video rental outlet and the not-quite-super store with its bargain prices across the street from the struggling local market, the one that still carried animal feed and replacement parts for wood-burning stoves and all those other bits and pieces that no one could be bothered to mass produce in China.

Heaven seemed to have skipped the commercial revolution of the late 20th century. There was a general store that, from its hand-painted and weathered signs advertising feed and tack, tackle and firewood, seemed to be strictly local. If Dairy Queen or Foster’s Freeze had ever established a beachhead here, they had been driven out by Mabel’s Eat Fresh Diner Café, which looked like it had stood on its corner for a century.

As Matt glanced up the short main street he realized that there wasn’t anything here that didn’t look like it had been built before the invention of modern construction materials and techniques. None of the pre-fab structures that had polluted the main street of even so insignificant a town as the one he’d grown up in. The storefronts were all wood and peeling paint. Matt couldn’t see much down the few dirt roads that extended off the main drag, but what he did see was mostly small bungalows, well-maintained but tiny, with metal chimneys for the wood stoves and nothing that suggested indoor plumbing.

That was only slightly strange. There were probably dozens of similar little villages scattered all through the Cascades, logging towns that had thrived briefly during one boom or another, then faded away over the years. If there was anything weird about this town it was only that the state had bothered to put up a sign at the highway exit.

And it was no real surprise that the main street was deserted. For all he could tell, Heaven might have been abandoned decades ago. Or maybe it had been built as a set for some movie that had come and gone while he’d been dead, and these buildings were nothing but facades left to melt away in the rain and snow.

What took Matt’s breath away, what hit him with such force it nearly threw him back over the end of the motorcycle, was the banner that hung over Main Street, stretched between the grocery store and the bank.

The banner that read: WELCOME HOME, MATT.






CHAPTER TWO
 

As Matt’s bike moved closer to the banner, he began to realize that this town wasn’t deserted. There were people in all the windows.

Not that he saw any of them. Not directly, anyway. They seemed to be hiding behind doors and curtains and blinds. But every time he turned his head, he saw faint traces of movement, as if someone had just ducked out of sight.

Not much of a welcome, Matt thought. String a banner, then hide.

He was just about to gun the engine and lean into the u-turn that would take him back to the highway when he heard a bell ding behind him. He looked back over his shoulder and saw the door of the general store swing open.

A young girl took one hesitant step onto the sidewalk. She looked like she was about eleven, with long black pigtails hanging down over a blue calico dress and black boots on her feet. She stared at him intensely, then took another step closer.

A hand reached out from inside the store, but the girl shrugged it off. “It’s him,” she said. “It’s Matt.”

The girl moved out of the doorway. It was like popping the cork of a champagne bottle. People flooded out of the store and into the street. And it wasn’t just the store—people were emerging cautiously from the diner and the doctor’s office and the mechanic’s garage.

They came out into the street, but they wouldn’t come close to him. They all stayed what Matt realized would have been a “safe distance” if he’d been a wild animal that had wandered into town. That gave him a chance to study them as they did him.

Once again Matt had the sensation of wandering into a time warp or a movie set, although at first he couldn’t figure out why. It wasn’t that there was anything particularly odd about the people of Heaven, Washington. They looked like the same worn-down, hard-working people you’d find in any small town in America. There were old men with the cracked and calloused hands that come from a long lifetime doing manual labor. There were young women, barely out of girlhood, cradling babies in their arms. There were husbands and wives whose stress-lined faces made their ages impossible to read. And of course there were the children peeking out from behind their parents’ legs to get a glimpse of the stranger, then ducking back again, giggling. They all seemed to be related, or at least there were a couple of strong gene pools dominating the population, as similar features repeated on face after face. But that was hardly a surprise in a town of this size.

The people of Heaven looked just like the ones Matt had left behind—burdened with care and determined to press on, even though they knew things would never get better. And yet there was something wrong here. He just couldn’t put his finger on exactly what it was.

Then he saw. The men who were spreading out into the street all wore jeans and work shirts and heavy leather boots. Some of the women were dressed the same way, but most were in dresses of gingham or calico over their high black boots. The boys were mostly wearing overalls; the girls, jumpers. The clothes were solid and sturdy and were probably worn until they dissolved into threads.

This was how dirt farmers dressed in the Depression. It wasn’t what people wore in small towns today—not the small towns Matt knew, anyway. There were no logos. No T-shirts claiming that beer isn’t just for breakfast anymore, or that life is too short to dance with fat chicks or even announcing that some relative went to some tourist attraction and all the bearer got was a stupid shirt. There were no baseball hats with corporate names across the front. And what really stood out for Matt, there were no Nikes. No Adidas or Asics or New Balance or even Keds. There were no athletic shoes at all. Every place he’d ever been, that’s what people wore. Except at the saw mill where steel toes were required, and even then all the workers couldn’t wait to change back into their Pumas or whatever.

That told Matt all he needed to know about Heaven, Washington. He couldn’t say if these people were neo-hippies turning their backs on the corporate, Walmart culture or some weird religious group like the fundamentalist Mormons who despised all of modernity, but it didn’t matter. He didn’t want anything to do with any strange sect, religious or secular. Because it never really mattered where they started from; they all ended up the same way. He’d read enough about Jonestown and Waco and Heaven’s Gate out in San Diego to know that.

Matt glanced back over his shoulder and saw that the street behind him had filled up with people. If he needed to get away fast, the only way out would be to gun the gas and hope they jumped away in time.

But maybe he didn’t have to. Matt scanned the faces of the people who’d come out to greet him. There wasn’t a trace of rot on any of them, not a sign of the evil Mr. Dark could spread with one touch.

Maybe they weren’t some insane cult. Could it be they were the opposite? That these people really did know who he was? Maybe they’d been expecting him all along. Expecting him for years.

The town was called Heaven, after all.

Maybe this is where he was meant to be.

He’d chosen the eastward road without understanding why. Was it possible that he had been sent this way? That Heaven, Washington, was where he’d finally learn why he had been brought back from the dead, and what he was supposed to do next?

Matt shut off the engine and put down the kickstand. The townspeople crowded around him, faces filled with longing, hands outstretched to touch him.

Like he was their messiah.

He climbed off the bike and took a step forward. The people closed in around him. He could see joy in the eyes of the little girl with the pigtails, the one who’d led the rest of them out onto the street.

Matthew reached up and lifted off his helmet.

When Matthew had been little, his mother had taken him to stay with her sister for a few weeks. The only thing he remembered about the trip was that his aunt had cable, and he’d flipped channels for hours on end, astonished that one television could hold so many programs. One afternoon he came across a scene that had stayed with him ever since. A bunch of soldiers and scientists were assembled on a beach as a life raft brought a trio of astronauts from their sinking space capsule. The soldiers all saluted as the astronauts stepped onto the sand. Then their happy smiles turned to expressions of shock as the astronauts took off their space helmets, revealing themselves to be giant monkeys.

That was what the townsfolk of Heaven, Washington, looked like now.

The young girl’s face dropped, then twisted into a mask of fear. The rest of the crowd stared briefly, then one by one turned around and walked sullenly back to the sidewalk.

Matt stood frozen in place, trying to understand what had just happened.

“You must think we’re all crazy here,” a voice said from behind him.

He turned and found himself looking into the warm, blue eyes of a woman wearing a bright summer dress even in the cold. There were small lines in her face and her blonde hair was fading to gray, but she still had the look of someone who had just left girlhood behind.

“I don’t know what to think,” Matt said honestly.

“We’re expecting someone,” the woman said.

Matthew gestured up at the banner. “I got that,” he said. “But I’m the crazy one. Because for a minute, I kind of thought you were all waiting for me.”

She looked at him, puzzled, and then broke into a smile. “You wouldn’t be Matt, would you?”

“Matthew Cahill, but Matt’s what my friends call me,” he said, then looked at the sea of backs moving away from him. “I guess that’s not going to be an issue around here.”

“They’re just disappointed,” she said. “They’ve been waiting for such a long time.”

“Waiting for Matt.”

“Waiting for Matthew Delaney,” she said. “We got word he’d been sent back from the war more than a month ago. We thought he’d be back right away after that, but there was some problem with his discharge papers. Then they told us he’d picked up some kind of bug, and he’d have to stay in the military hospital in Seattle until they were sure he was over it. Yesterday we heard he’d been released and would be heading home.”

Matt hoped he didn’t look as embarrassed as he felt. “I’m sure he’ll love the welcome.”

“He never was much one for sentimental displays,” the woman said. “When he signed up, he didn’t even tell anyone until the day he was due at basic, just so he wouldn’t have to go through a lot of good-byes. So we’re not taking any chances this time.”

The road was entirely clear now. The townsfolk had all drifted back to the sidewalks that ran the three blocks of the commercial district.

“I’m sure it will be worth the wait,” Matt said. “If I found a crowd like this waiting to welcome me home, it would be worth just about anything.”

“As long as you knew some of them,” the woman said. “It must have seemed pretty weird thinking all these complete strangers were celebrating your arrival.”

“I’ve seen weirder,” Matt said.

He meant it as a joke, a quick exit line to be tossed off as he climbed back on his bike.

But the woman didn’t laugh. She grabbed his upper arm with surprisingly strong, calloused fingers and pulled him around so she could look directly into his eyes. After a moment, she released his arm, nodding thoughtfully.

“Yes, I suppose you have,” she said.

“Do I look that bad?” Matt said, trying again to lighten the strangeness of the moment.

This time it worked. She gave him a warm smile. “I guess I’m keeping you here,” she said, although the tone in her voice suggested she wasn’t sorry about it. “You probably have places you need to be.”

“Actually, no,” Matt said.

“That’s good,” she said, “because this road you’re on doesn’t really go anywhere. Couple miles up, it turns into a fire road. Except they keep cutting the forest service budget and road maintenance seems to be the first thing to go, so it’s more of a fire trail now. Or maybe it’s nothing.”

“Thanks for the information,” Matt said. “I really just came this way because I saw the sign on the highway…”

He trailed off, realizing how ridiculous the rest of the sentence would sound.

“…and wanted to see what Heaven looked like, right?” she said with another one of those warm smiles. “You wouldn’t be the first. So does it live up to your expectations?”

Matt took another look around the tiny town. The people were drifting back toward the general store and the diner and the other businesses; some were heading up the dirt roads to their homes.

“Small town like this isn’t for everyone,” she said. “But what it’s got to offer you can’t find anywhere else.”

Except maybe in Waco, he thought. Or Jonestown.

“I guess not,” Matt said, then lifted his helmet. “I’d better be going.”

She took his arm again, those surprisingly strong fingers digging into his muscle. “Do you have to?”

Matt thought of all those jokes and stories he’d heard over the years about travelling salesmen and lonely widows. But the look she was giving him didn’t have any lust in it.

She was afraid.

“Help us,” she whispered.






CHAPTER THREE
 

Suddenly Matt wished he’d never come to this town. Never turned off on the exit or even seen the sign.

Because he found he liked this woman who’d gone out of her way to apologize to the stranger they’d mistaken for their prodigal son.

And he could see in her eyes that something bad was coming.

How bad he didn’t know.

If he had, he might have climbed on his bike and kept going. He might have let it carry him off a cliff. Anything but stay here and watch this road run red with blood.

Instead, he leaned in close to her frightened face. “What’s wrong?” he whispered.

“Will you stay?” she said. “Just for one night.”

He started to speak, but before he could get a word out she flushed a deep red. “I’m talking about staying in my guest room,” she said quickly. “I’m not some crazy old spinster addled by loneliness, desperate to be fulfilled by the travelling stud.”

“I’m not much of a travelling stud,” Matt said. “And that thought never crossed my mind.”

“It’s just that there’s something wrong here,” she said. “And no one else can see it. They’re all so happy, and they don’t understand …”

“Understand what?”

She looked up at him, and now her eyes were filling with tears. “I don’t know,” she said.

“Maybe seeing is the wrong word. It’s a feeling. A sense that things aren’t right, that they might never be right again. Am I making any sense at all?”

If they’d been having this conversation a year ago, Matt would have said no. Before he died, he’d believed in nothing he couldn’t see with his own eyes.

But he’d learned so much since then.

“I can stay for a night,” he said. “Is there something special I should be looking out for?”

The woman exhaled so heavily Matt wondered just how long she’d been holding her breath. Since he’d come into town?

“Matt,” she said.

“Yes?”

She started to correct herself, then her face broke into a broad smile so pretty Matt was mildly sorry she wasn’t looking for the travelling stud. She pointed up at the banner that was fluttering gently in a soft breeze.

“You should be looking out for Matt when he comes,” she said. “Just keep an eye on him, let me know if you sense anything strange.”

“I’ll try,” Matt said. “But obviously I’ve never met him. I won’t be able to tell if he’s changed. In fact, I’ll be the only one here who can’t.”

“It won’t be that obvious,” she said. “He’s going to be just like he always was.”

Matt shook his head, confused.

“I’ve read the letters he’s sent since he’s been gone,” she said. “They all sound just like him. Even the handwriting’s right. But there’s something in there that’s just a tiny bit off. It’s like when you go to the movies and the projector gets a tiny bit out of synch. You can’t actually tell the voices don’t match the lip movements. But after a couple of minutes you have to turn it off, because you feel there’s something wrong there.”

“War can change a person,” Matt said. “He might have seen some terrible things over there.”

“This is something else,” she said. “I mean, if it’s anything at all, it’s not that. And maybe it isn’t anything. God knows that’s what everyone else around here thinks.”

“It may be what I think, too,” Matt said.

“I hope so,” she said. “I hope I’m only a crazy old lady who’s imagining things. If you end up telling me that, you’ll make me the happiest woman in Heaven.” Her face darkened over. “But don’t tell me what you think I want to hear. I need the truth.”

“The truth is what you’ll get,” Matt said.

“Then let me show you what you’re getting out of the deal,” she said. “My house is just a couple of blocks from here. But then, what isn’t?”

“Would you like a lift?”

She looked eagerly at the motorcycle, then over at the crowd. A couple of the older women outside the grocery store were casting suspicious looks in their direction.

“I think I’m calling enough attention to myself as it is,” she said. “Can I give you directions and meet you at my house?”

“I can walk with it,” Matt said, grabbing the handlebars and wheeling the bike toward her.

She waited until he’d caught up with her, then she turned and walked back to the beginning of the block. Turning right, she led him up a quiet street dotted with small bungalows, each with an extravagant garden in front. She noticed him looking at some of the flowers.

“It’s so unendingly white here for so many months in the winter, we long for color the rest of the year,” she said. “Which is just one of the many fascinating facts I can tell you about Heaven, Washington. Is there anything you want to know?”

“How about your name?”

She stopped so short he nearly hit her with his front wheel. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize,” then she broke off. “I’m Joan. Joan Delaney.”

Delaney.

She nodded gravely.

“That’s right,” she said. “Matt’s my son.”






CHAPTER FOUR
 

Joan Delaney’s guest room was covered in faded rose-print wallpaper. The bedspread on the single bed was a bright blue and yellow chintz. The bed and chair and the little desk were all worn with age, but there wasn’t a speck of dust on any of them.

To Matt, it felt like home.

Not like any home he’d ever lived in. His parents had been partial to mid-century modern furniture, and his mother’s interest only extended as far as buying the stuff, not so much keeping it dusted. This felt like the ideal of home, the one we all have in the back of our heads.

And Joan’s welcome had made him feel like he was the one returning after years away. She’d apologized for not being able to offer him much for dinner, since she had been planning on eating at the big barbecue the town was preparing for her son’s return. But she found a bowl of homemade beef stew in the freezer, and she said it wouldn’t take long to heat it on the wood stove if that was all right with him.

“Only if you let me help,” Matt said.

“I don’t know how you can, unless you’re planning on going back in time to when I made the stew,” Joan said.

“Your wood pile is looking a little low,” Matt said. The scuttle next to the stove was down to a couple of small pieces. “Let me refill it.”

Joan put up a token objection, but Matt insisted. He went out to his bike and dug his grandfather’s axe out of the saddlebag, then snapped the leather cover off its gleaming head and walked around to the back of the house, where a huge pile of stacked wood waited for him.

Matt picked a large log off the pile, placed it on the stump that a thousand gouges said was used for this purpose, and brought his axe down, splitting it in two. Tossing the pieces aside, he grabbed another log and split it, feeling the warm burn in his muscles as the halves skittered apart.

Even if Joan’s scuttle had been full, Matt would have volunteered for this duty. He hadn’t chopped a stick of wood since he’d been on the road, and as his arms rose and fell, placed a log and split it, brushed aside the pieces and grabbed another, he knew this was what had been missing from his life. Crazy as he knew it would sound to anyone else, the simple, repetitive motion of lifting the axe and letting it fall was the one thing he’d ever found that kept him centered. Now, when the rest of his life had been stripped away, he discovered that he needed this ritual more than ever.

Matt grabbed another log off the pile and froze. The pile had a hollow spot in it, a hole that reached all the way down to the ground. There was no way this was accidental; Matt could see that someone had used a few small sticks to keep the logs from falling in on themselves.

At the bottom of the hole, something gleamed whitely.

A bone.

And another. And another.

Matt bent down to peer into the hole. There was a stack of bones at least a foot high.

What kind of bones Matt didn’t know. They weren’t human; they were too small for that. But they seemed to come from all sorts of creatures. Matt imagined dogs and cats, but they could have just as easily been raccoons and squirrels. Some kinds of forest pests. Certainly there was nothing wrong with killing animals like these. For all he knew, people around here ate them.

So why were these bones hidden inside a secret compartment in a woodpile?

And why did they have teeth marks in them?

This could all mean nothing. There might be a perfectly natural explanation for it if you understood how these people lived.

But Matt had grown up in a time when you couldn’t turn on the TV or pick up a paper without seeing a story about some serial killer or another. And the one thing they all seemed to have in common was that they started off by hurting animals.

If Matt Delaney had built this vault and stocked it with bones before he went off to war, then maybe his mother had been right to worry. Because if the boy had started out with a mind toward murder, he’d just spent two years perfecting its practice.

And now he was coming home.






CHAPTER FIVE
 

Joan’s beef stew was the best meal Matt had eaten in as long as he could remember. They stayed up into the night, drinking homemade blackberry wine and talking about her son.

Not exclusively, of course. Matt had lots of questions about the town of Heaven. But Joan didn’t have any real answers for him. She didn’t even seem to understand the questions.

“Do people dress differently here?” she said, surprised, when he asked about the people’s clothing. “I guess I never really noticed. It’s just the way things have always been.”

“That was kind of my point,” Matt said with a smile. “Everywhere else I’ve ever gone, the way the things have always been has always changed. Maybe not for the adults, but kids want to follow fashion.”

“I’d like to say it’s because our people are driven by such a strong moral core that we don’t let outside influences change us,” Joan said, matching his smile, “but it probably has more to do with how isolated we are.”

“I didn’t think that kind of isolation was possible anymore,” Matt said.

“You’ve got to work at it a little,” Joan said.

“No TV?” Matt said.

“I think Ruth Stalmaster has one,” Joan said. “Her mother used to watch it for hours on end. Of course there was nothing on the screen but snow and static, but Ermajean Stalmaster was well into senility by then. Aside from that, there’s really no point. No one’s going to string hundreds of miles of cable to bring TV to a handful of homes.”

“They have satellites now, you know,” Matt said.

“They’ve got a lot of things out in the rest of the world,” Joan said. “That doesn’t mean we need them to make our lives complete.”

“So it was a conscious choice?” Matt said. “To shut the world out?”

“That sounds so … inhospitable,” Joan said. “I think we just chose to keep ourselves in. We live simple lives filled with simple pleasures. I don’t think any of us believes that we’re superior to anyone else because of it. We’re not some crazy religious cult, no matter what you may think about people who don’t watch TV.”

“I never said anything like that,” Matt said.

“But you thought it,” Joan said. “And no, we’re not a secret race of telepaths, either. Saw it on your face.”

“Guilty as charged,” Matt said.

“This is our town, and this is our life,” Joan said. “God knows it’s not for everybody. But it makes us happy.”

Matt thought back to those faces he’d seen on the main street—hard, desperate, tired faces—and wondered how true that really was. But he was a man who got his greatest pleasure from chopping wood every morning. Who was he to say what made other people happy?

“I guess people don’t come and go very often,” Matt said.

“Every once in a while someone goes,” Joan said. “I don’t remember anyone who left and came back.”

And now she was waiting for the return of a boy who had been sent overseas to kill people, Matt thought. No wonder she’s concerned.

“So your son is going to be the first?” Matt said.

A troubled frown crossed her face. “I never really thought about it that way.”

“And he’s not just coming back from the next town over,” Matt said. “If he’s been in Afghanistan or Iraq—”

“I don’t know where he was stationed,” Joan said. “He was never allowed to tell me.”

That didn’t sound good to Matt. Soldiers on regular duty didn’t have to keep their locations secret. What was the kid doing that was so terrible it had to be classified? And how bad would that mission turn if Mr. Dark got involved?

“Maybe you should tell me a little about him,” Matt said.

Joan did. Matt Delaney had always been a quiet boy. Of course, that probably had a lot to do with the fact that there were so few other children for him to be noisy with. But he’d always preferred books to toys. Mostly what he liked, though, was helping other people. Joan had a framed picture of him at age five struggling with a broom twice his height, trying to sweep the front porch of the Heaven Market. He was remarkably handy, and he’d spent his teenage years helping everyone in town with any repair they couldn’t do for themselves. He’d never told his mother what made him run off and join the army, but she believed it was because he was looking for a way to help the entire country.

That’s why everyone in town had gathered on Main Street to welcome him back that day, and why they’d be out the next one, too. Everybody loved Matthew Delaney.

As Joan talked about her son, Matt felt the same strange sense he’d had when he first saw the banner welcoming Matt Delaney home. The other boy’s early life sounded so much like his own, although in a happier, more successful retelling. It was almost like she was trying to convince him that he had actually grown up here.

Joan pulled out a book of photos, and Matt studied them carefully. At least the most recent ones. He didn’t care what her son had looked like when he was a child. He needed to know the face of the young man who was coming back.

Because Matt suspected he wouldn’t be able to see much of it when they actually met. If the Delaney kid had changed in the way his mother thought, his face probably wouldn’t be there anymore. The skin would be rotting off, eyeballs drooping from their sockets, great festering sores spreading across his blackening tongue.

And Matt would be the only one who would be able to see it.

But that didn’t mean he had any idea what to do once he saw it.

If the kid was infected, Matt knew one thing. He was going to protect Joan Delaney from the creature that had been her son.

How he was going to do it—a total stranger warning a small town against the young man they’d all loved for years—he had no idea.

But he’d been given this power, and if there was a reason for it, then this had to be why.






CHAPTER SIX
 

The bed in Joan’s guest room was surprisingly comfortable, and after so many nights in lumpy sleeping bags on the ground, Matt fell into a deep sleep almost before his head was on the pillow.

But not so deep he didn’t hear the door creak open.

He opened his eyes and saw Joan standing over him. Even in the dark he could see the flush that covered her cheeks when she realized he was awake.

“I shouldn’t be here,” she said. “It’s just that …”

“You’re thinking about him?” Matt said.

She flushed even deeper. “I should be, I know that,” she said. “But I can’t stop thinking about you.”

Matt sat up. “Me?”

“You’re the first man I’ve been really attracted to since my husband died years ago,” she said, then turned away. “I’m sorry. It’s ridiculous for me to be in here. You’re a young, beautiful man. You must think I’m some hideous old crone.”

She fled for the door, but before she reached it—before he knew what he was doing—Matt was out the bed. He touched her shoulder and she turned to him. He could see tears glinting in the moonlight that streamed in through the window.

“I think you’re beautiful,” he said.

“Just don’t turn on the light.”

He did.

She buried her face in her hands, hiding from him. Gently he eased her fingers away and tilted her chin up to the light.

There were lines in her skin. Matt knew that, because he had seen them when they were outside. But in the soft glow from the room’s only sconce they melted away. She was dressed in a sheer white nightgown, and the light streamed through the fabric, revealing the silhouette of a body any woman under thirty would kill for.

“You’re beautiful,” he said.

“No.”

He tugged the nightgown away from her shoulders and let it pool on the ground around her feet. “Beautiful,” he said.

Her no this time was little more than a whisper.

Matt dropped slowly to his knees, kissing down her body as he went. Her skin was unbelievably smooth and firm, and he could feel her muscles rippling in pleasure under his tongue.

Her legs moved slightly apart as his kisses dropped below her waist. She moaned and shifted forward, pressing her pelvis against his face. His tongue searched and found the opening, and she moaned louder.

Joan grabbed his hair, pressing his face further against her. Matt pulled back a little. He couldn’t breathe. And he was becoming aware of something. A smell. It was like the raccoons that used to crawl under his parents’ house to die, a scent of rot. Of death.

It was coming from her.

Matt gagged. The stench was becoming unbearable. He wanted to shove her away, scramble to his feet and get as far from her as he could. Had to stop himself, keep rooted to the floor. He couldn’t hurt her like that.

Did she know she was dying inside? What kind of cancer could rot her insides like this without sending her screaming into pain?

The stench was so foul it blocked out the rest of his senses, but he gradually became aware of her voice floating on the air above his head. “I knew you’d come for me,” she was saying. “I knew you’d come.”

Now he did push himself away from her. She didn’t seem to notice. Her head hung back over her shoulders, long hair streaming down her back, eyes closed. Only her mouth was moving, murmuring the same phrase over and over.

“They told me you would come,” she said, eyes still closed. “The warrior who would rule by my side.”

The words were strange, but Matt hardly noticed. Because now he was seeing her body, and it was changing. The skin that had been so smooth and clear was now rippled with lumps. The cancers covered her body, pressing up through the flesh, some stretching her skin so tightly they looked like they would break through in bloody sores.

“What’s happening to you?” Matt said. “I’ve got to get you help.”

Her head snapped forward with the speed of a crane. Her eyes flashed open. “You were sent here for me,” she said. “They promised I wouldn’t have to be alone anymore.” Her voice cragged and croaked; Matthew could almost feel the tumor growing in her throat.

“I wasn’t sent,” Matt stuttered, the absurdity of his words ringing in his ears. “I just came here.”

The tumors were multiplying, new archipelagos of cancer spreading under her skin, joining to form solid masses. And they were moving. Rippling like a weightlifter’s muscles.

“Join me,” she whispered.

She reached out a hand to him, although it was barely recognizable as human anymore. There was a pinprick of a tumor pulsing under the nail of her ring finger. Matt watched in horror as the growth pounded against the nail and then retreated to pound again. Then the nail popped off and it was free. It oozed out across her flesh. A string of moles grew up wherever it touched.

She took a step toward him, both hands extended. Matt shrunk back in horror. He wanted to scream, wanted to run from the room, jump on his motorcycle and get away from this house as fast as he could. But underneath that pulsating mound of diseased flesh he could still see traces of the woman who had taken him into her home.

“Stay away from me,” he said. “I’ll do what I can to help, but please don’t touch me.”

She didn’t move, but somehow her hands were closer to him. They were growing. The tumors were pushing forward, boneless talons of flesh. And they reeked of death.

“You are mine,” she sighed. “They told me you would come. I’ve been waiting for so long.”

One of her shapeless hands reached out for his. Before he could pull back, a tendril of the tumorous slime dripped from her nail-less finger onto his wrist. It burned into his skin; he could feel it fighting for purchase, trying to send down roots into his flesh. And as it grew under his skin, he felt a rage, blacker than he’d ever known, building in his mind. He slapped at his wrist with his other hand, and the thing flew off onto the floor. The rage passed as quickly as it had come.

“Don’t fight it,” she whispered. “We can rule together. I will love and obey you forever.”

He needed to get out, but she was blocking the door. He couldn’t risk pushing her aside; putting his hands on that festering mass of tumors could engulf him in her cancer.

He took a step backward and another. Then he nearly fell as his bare feet hit something. His pack. He’d left it on the floor by the bed.

The thing that had been Joan Delaney was nearly on him. There was black slime dripping from all its fingers now, the nails all gone. It reached a hand toward his throat.

Matt ducked and swiveled, grabbing his pack and letting its weight pull him around. He released it and heard glass shattering as it smashed through the window.

He couldn’t remember what was outside that window, only knew it couldn’t be any worse than what he faced in here. He took two long steps and hurled himself through the air, praying he wouldn’t miss his target.






CHAPTER SEVEN
 

Matt flew through the empty window frame and landed hard on the pile of wood he’d chopped an eternity ago. The logs skittered out from under him as he tried to get to his feet, sending him sprawling. He caught himself on one hand, and then that arm plunged through into the hole that served to cache the animal bones. He stifled a scream of pain as a jagged bone fragment slashed through his palm and tried to pull free. But the pile of logs had collapsed in on itself, and his arm was trapped under the weight of the wood.

As he struggled to free himself, he caught a glimpse of movement coming around the side of the house. How did she get here so fast? he thought. How can she even move?

Her legs were gone, swallowed by a mass of tumors. All over her body the growths had burst through the skin, which peeled and rotted around them. Blood and pus oozed out from the open wounds, leaving a trail of slime behind her. What had been a beautiful woman was now a quivering mound of rotting flesh.

And it was coming toward him.

He could still hear her voice. “You have to join me,” she said, although he could see no mouth to utter the words, no throat to shape the air into sounds. “This is why you were sent here. You’re mine.”

The thing that had been Joan didn’t have arms, but as it got closer he could see it was sending out something that looked like a limb, a pulsating cancerous growth that reached out for him.

He scrambled back as far as he could, but he couldn’t get his arm free. With his other hand he felt desperately for some kind of weapon. There were the small logs he had split, but he was certain they’d disappear into that pulsating mass with no effect at all.

And then his fingers brushed against something cool and smooth. His body recognized it before his mind did and his hand closed greedily around the axe handle. It was swinging through the air before Matt realized what he was doing. The blade flashed in the moonlight, and then came down on the Joan-thing’s outstretched tentacle.

The axe cut through the tumors like butter and thunked into the dirt. The Joan-thing let out a scream of pain and rage and pulled her dripping stump back into the pulsating mound of her body. The severed piece flopped on the ground twice and then began to decay into a black ooze.

The Joan-thing was coming for him again. Matt tried to pull his arm free, but it was still held fast by the weight of the wood. He yanked the axe out of the dirt and swung it backhand as hard as he could, aiming for where the thing’s throat should have been. There was a flash of light as the blade caught the moon again, and then it was gone as the axe-head buried itself into the shambling pile of flesh.

Matt tried to pull the axe back for another swing, but he couldn’t get it loose. And then it came free, sending chunks of diseased flesh flying into the night. Matt swung again, landing a solid blow on what should have been the crown of its head.

The axe might have been cutting through water, it moved so easily through the thing, splitting it in two. Matt pulled out the axe and for a moment expected the sides of the gaping wound to come together, bind themselves back into one. Instead, they both wavered for a moment, and then collapsed on the ground.






CHAPTER EIGHT
 

Matt stayed absolutely still, axe poised to strike, for a minute, then two, then five. It didn’t move, except for the steady decay of the fleshy mound into a black, evil ooze. At first he had decided to stay no longer than it took to dig his arm out of the pile of logs. Once he was free, he told himself he was waiting to make sure it didn’t rise back to life. But he knew that was a lie. He was watching in dread, fearing that, like the werewolf at the end of so many horror movies he’d seen as a kid, it would in death regain its original human form. Its beautiful, haunted form.

He needed to know that what he’d killed hadn’t been a human being. That it had been some kind of monster, not a needy, lonely woman stricken by a terrible disease.

Matt had killed before. He murdered his own best friend when Andy, possessed by evil from the Dark Man’s touch, had gone on a murder spree. But that had been his duty, his responsibility. He did it to save lives. This time he was just protecting his own ass.

The thought of Andy brought up images of his face, rotted and decaying as Mr. Dark’s evil consumed his soul. He tried to push the picture out of his head, but it kept pounding back. Finally Matt realized why.

There had been tumors in Andy’s rotting face. Maybe they’d been the agent that caused the decay. They were small … but they were the same things that had devoured Joan.

Matt realized that it didn’t matter if Joan had been human or not. There was evil in her, evil so massive it dwarfed the hate that had sent Andy to murder everyone who got in his way.

And it was contagious. He brushed at the back of his hand where the droplet of cancer had tried to send its roots deep into his skin, knowing that if it had gained purchase he would have turned into something as horrible as she had. That rage he had felt, that burning hate for everyone and everything, that must have been what Andy felt when he pushed some kid’s face into a deep fryer.

If that was the case, then what about the other people in Heaven? Were they all possessed the same way Joan had been? Joan might easily have infected them all. But if so, what had infected her? Could it have been Mr. Dark? Or was there a greater force that controlled both of the monsters?

Since the moment he’d come back to life on the coroner’s slab, Matt had found nothing but questions. And here he had more puzzles, and still not a single answer. Especially to the most pressing one in his head—what had brought him to Heaven? He’d assumed he’d been acting on his own whim. But the Joan-thing claimed he’d been sent to her. And as he thought through the events of the night, he realized that she had never had a son. That was all a ruse to soften him up before the invitation to become something like her.

That welcome banner was for him.

That thought was enough to propel Matt to his feet. This was one welcome he was going to decline.

The thing on the ground—the two things, since his axe had split it completely into halves—was never going to change back to a person. Whatever humanity might once have been inside that ball of cancer was long gone. The remaining lumps of flesh were turning black, and then sloughing off into a watery ooze, soaking into the ground.

Matt grabbed his axe and yanked it out of the ground. The blade dripped black slime, and he knew he should take the time to clean if off. But that could wait. Everything could wait. The only thing that mattered now was to get the hell out of Heaven.

He picked up his pack and brushed off the shards of glass, then strapped it across the back of his Buell Blast. Lashing the axe across the top of the pack, he swung onto the seat and kicked the bike into life.

Matt slipped the bike into gear and rode slowly over the decaying tarmac of the side street. He allowed himself a little more gas and sped up. Matt had never felt anything so glorious as the fresh wind blowing in his face. He twisted the throttle and let the bike take off. He leaned into a curve and saw the most beautiful sight he’d ever come across in his life.

The long black ribbon of road.

It was the road that ran through Heaven. The road back to the highway. To reality.

Matt gunned the engine and let the bike fly. One hundred yards, fifty, ten. He was almost there.

He screamed up to the intersection, leaning hard right to take the turn onto the blessed road.

Then heard the blasting horn and screaming engine before he could turn his head left to see where the sound was coming from.

The logging truck, tearing down the one-lane road at ninety miles per hour.

The logging truck that was feet away from him.

There was no room to get over. The truck filled every inch of the roadway. The shoulder was a steep berm of dirt and rocks.

Matt could see the grillwork bearing down on him. Count the bugs splattered over the H symbol.

H for Harvester? Or for Heaven?

Matt twisted the handlebars sharply to the right. The bike’s front tire cut into the rubble of the berm, and for a moment he thought he’d make it over the top.

Then he hit a rock.

Matt threw himself off the bike, wrenching himself sideways before the momentum could hurl him into the truck’s path.

Matt rose in the air for so long he felt he’d learned to fly. Then he realized he wasn’t soaring. He was falling. He slammed into the hard earth with a whoompf as the air was pounded out of his lungs. His head came down on a rock and everything went black.

Then there was a shriek of tearing metal as the truck slammed into the Buell Blast, smashing it into fragments.

But Matt didn’t hear it.






CHAPTER NINE
 

And I awoke and found me here on this cold hill’s side.

The words, dragged up from some high school English class, flashed through his mind before he could open his eyes and realize where he was. Then came the pain. It shot through his body, every muscle screaming as he pulled himself back into consciousness.

The ground was hard under his back. Small rocks dug into his skin. In his rush to get away from Heaven, he hadn’t bothered with his helmet, and it was a miracle that the stone that left the goose egg on his head hadn’t split his skull open.

Whatever had happened to his body was nothing to compare with the damage to his bike. The sun was just cresting the mountains as Matt managed to force his eyes open, and in the gentle, golden light of dawn the roadway twinkled like a sea of stars. It was tiny shards of metal that had once been a motorcycle now reflecting the new day.

Matt pulled himself to his feet and staggered down the berm to the road, staring at the wreckage and realizing what would have happened to him if he’d been a second slower. Did the driver even stop? Or had he decided that what he’d hit had been just one more bug to smear his grillwork?

Where the hell did that thing come from? Matt wondered. This road isn’t long enough for a truck to build up that much speed.

Except, he realized, he had no idea how long the road was or where it went. The person who’d told him it ended right after the Heaven town limit had been Joan. It hardly seemed like the most egregious of the untruths she had told him.

There were scraps of metal and plastic scattered along the roadway over the length of three football fields. That was what was left of the Blast, which had gone out in a way that suited its name. A shred of nylon told him his pack had met the same fate.

How far was it back to the highway? Matt tried to remember how long the ride had taken him. He hadn’t been paying attention as he enjoyed the scenery, but it had been hours, certainly. Even if he’d been taking the curves as slowly as thirty miles per, walking back would take days. Days without food, water and shelter. All his supplies had been in his pack; now they were atoms.

And that was days of walking if he was in perfect shape. But as Matt took the step from the berm onto the asphalt, every inch of his body screamed out in pain. He’d twisted his right ankle severely—at least he hoped it was only a twist. His left wrist throbbed where he had slammed it into a rock on his landing. And he was pretty sure he’d cracked a couple of ribs.

He could start walking—limping, really—and hope for a ride, of course. Somebody could come along.

But the truck that had smashed his bike had been the only vehicle he’d seen on this road. Even if there were other loggers heading to the highway, if they drove like this one, they’d never stop to pick up a hitchhiker.

He couldn’t fault them. If he had to drive through Heaven, Washington, on a regular basis, he’d go as fast as his wheels would take him, too.

If Matt tried to walk back to the highway, he might well die on the way. Even if he made it, he’d be so hungry and thirsty and freezing by the time he got there he wouldn’t be able to do anything more than pray someone would pick him up and drop him off at the next motel. But Labor Day was long gone, and traffic was thin through the mountains. He might make it to the intersection only to die there.

That left him only one choice.

One terrible, hateful choice.

The sun broke free of the mountain and as it poured its light on the road, Matt could see it burning back up even more brightly. He staggered down the tarmac and kicked away a piece of fender. His axe lay underneath, astonishingly untouched by the crash. There was still some black ooze on the edge of the blade, but the rest of the head shone brightly in the new day’s sun.

Matt picked up the axe and hefted it in his hand. Then he turned around. A hundred yards in front of him he could see the first houses that marked Heaven’s boundary. And the bright, cheery banner that hung over Main Street:

Welcome home, Matt.






CHAPTER TEN
 

The main street was as deserted as it had been when he’d ridden in yesterday. Matt stood in the middle of the road, the axe dangling from one hand, and wondered what he should do next.

He didn’t have to wait long. The front door of the general store cracked open and a pair of dark eyes peered out. Then it was flung open. The same little girl who had led the procession the day before ran out into the street.

“It’s Matt!” she shouted, twirling in a circle to make sure her voice penetrated the buildings on both sides of the street. “He’s back.”

Matt stared at the little girl, as if hoping to see through her skin and learn if there were tumors there waiting to take her over. The axe was comfortable in his hand, but he would have used it on himself before he could raise it against a child.

“You know me?” he said.

“Know you?” she squealed. “I’ve been praying for you to come.” She turned back to the general store, to the door that had swung closed after her. “Everybody come out! It’s Matt! He’s come, just like I dreamed he would!”

The general store’s door fluttered as if it was trying to make up its mind. Then it opened slowly. An old woman appeared in the doorway. She was dressed like one of the town’s men, dirty jeans and a flannel shirt, but she wore a faded calico bonnet over her gray hair. Her skin was sun-browned and leathered; Matt thought she looked like a walnut in a hat. But her eyes were coal-black and diamond hard, and as she stepped out into the center of the street she never took them off his face.

“No one gave you permission to leave the store, girl,” the woman said in a voice as weathered as her skin. “Get back in. I’ll tell you when it’s safe to come out.”

“But he’s here,” the girl said. “He left with Joan and he came back whole. You know what that means.”

“Could mean a lot of things,” the woman said, her eyes still fixed on Matt’s face. “Could mean he had a night of whoopee with that thing and came here to help out with the dirty work. Could be the bitch queen’s found herself a stud.”

That settled one question in Matt’s mind. They knew about Joan. Knew what she’d planned for him. And they let him go with her anyway. Because they were scared? Or because they’d rather see her take a stranger than one of their own?

“It could,” Matt said. “But it doesn’t.”

The old woman’s eyes had never left his face, but somehow they seemed to intensify their glare. “And I’m supposed to believe your word, just like that?” she said. “Because someone—some thing—that’s going to join up and do what she does, he’s not going to scruple a lie or two on the way.”

“I don’t care what you believe,” Matt said. “I just want to get back to the highway.”

“Look at his axe, Orfamay,” the little girl squealed. “Look at his axe.”

The old woman pulled her eyes away from his face and glanced down at the blade. Then took a step closer, bent forward and ran a finger through the black slime on its edge. Her eyes shot back to his face, then she allowed them a second to examine the ichor she now rubbed between her fingers.

“That’s from her, Orfamay,” the girl said. “You know it is.”

Still keeping her eyes locked on Matt, the old woman smeared the slime off onto her jeans. “That true what the little one says?” she said.

“Go out and look for yourself,” Matt said.

“Don’t be so tetchy, boy,” the woman said, the faintest hint of a smile curling her lip.

“You been through what these good folks have endured, you’d be a little cautious, too.”

“Is that what you call it when you let an innocent man go off with a monster to save your own asses?” Matt said. “Cautious?”

“We wanted to warn you, Matt,” the little girl said, her eyes filled with terror at the thought he might leave again. “We wanted to. But she showed up right behind you. There was nothing anyone could do.”

Matt thought back to his arrival. The people of the town had clustered around him, and then drawn back when he’d taken off his helmet. He’d assumed it was because they saw he wasn’t the one they’d been waiting for. But Joan had spoken in his ear seconds afterward. Was it possible that it was her arrival that had caused them to back away from him?

“We lived with that thing for a long time,” the old woman said unapologetically. “We knew her rules, and we knew what would happen if we violated them.”

“And we knew you were the one who was going to free us,” the girl added. “We knew you were our hero.”

“I’m no one’s hero,” Matt said.

But as soon as the words were out of his mouth, he began to wonder if that was true. He had been wandering, lost, through his life since he’d been brought back from the dead, searching for his purpose. And while he’d had no idea of what he’d been doing, every step he took had brought him one step closer to Heaven. What had made him buy that motorcycle, head out on that particular highway? What had impelled him to take the exit that led him to this cursed town? Was it possible that this was the reason he’d been reborn?

Standing in the middle of the street, muscles aching, ribs cracked, head pounding, he’d never felt less like a hero. But they’d known he was coming. Known when he hadn’t. They’d been waiting for him to liberate them. And he’d done it.

The old woman spat on the street. “Call yourself what you want,” she said. “You got the job done, I figure you we owe you.”

“I told you,” the little girl said. “I told you he’d come.”

Ignoring her, the old woman turned back to the open door of the general store. “Time to stop hiding and come on out,” she barked. “All of you, come out. The time for cowering’s over.” She turned back to Matt. “This town owes you. You’ll see we repay our debts.”

Matt had a vision of himself seated on a golden throne, still clutching his axe, like Conan the Barbarian crowned king on one of those Frank Frazetta paperback covers. It was so absurd he had to suppress a smile.

“You don’t owe me anything,” Matt said.

“Orfamay Vetch knows something about debts,” the old woman said. “This town’s books balance. Always have, and as long as I’m in charge, always will. We owe you, and we will repay you.”

Behind Orfamay, the street was beginning to fill with people. They all kept their distance, but Matt could see they all had the same expression in their eyes. It was a look of awe.

“All I want is a ride back to the highway,” Matt said.

“A ride?” Orfamay said. “The Pingree mule died last winter. Not much here to ride on since it hit the stew pot.”

“I was thinking about maybe a car,” Matt said, looking for any sign she had been joking.

“A truck would be fine. I’m not fussy.”

The old woman’s eyes narrowed. “A car?” she said. “A private car?”

“I don’t really care who owns it,” Matt said. “I just need a ride.”

“You must think we’re all Carnegies around here,” she said. “You come to supper tonight, and we’ll talk about what we owe you.”

Before Matt could say anything, she turned and walked back to the crowd that was still assembling down the street. As he watched her go, baffled, he felt a tugging at his hand.

“Don’t worry about her, Matt.” It was the little girl, and she was staring up at him with unabashed worship. “Whatever you need, you’ll get. The whole town is yours now.”






CHAPTER ELEVEN
 

When Matt was ten years old, his father had taken him to a travelling carnival where he’d spent two hours and uncountable quarters trying to land a set of plastic rings over a bunch of milk bottles. When he’d finally won—or when the carny behind the counter had gotten sick of seeing his face and declared him the winner—he was granted his prize: a plastic pencil sharpener in the shape of a cartoon bear. When the carny handed it to him, Matt had burst into tears. He couldn’t believe that so much time and effort—not to mention so much of his father’s money—had earned him such a pathetic prize.

If he’d believed the little girl about the whole town being his, he might have felt the same way about today’s prize.

He spent a long chunk of his expected lifespan meeting what he assumed was the town’s entire population, shaking hands and exchanging rough embraces with an endless stream of well-wishers. He tried to attach names to people, and family members to each other, but after a couple of minutes all the hardscrabble hands and weathered faces began to blur together.

What he did notice is that most of the people from the town shared one of two last names. There were probably eighty men, women and children who introduced themselves as Something Vetch, and another seventy or so who were Gilhoolies. The rest of the population seemed to belong either to the Runcible family or clan Hoggins. Matt couldn’t be sure, because everyone kept moving around and there were no clear lines, but it seemed to him that the Vetches and the Runcibles stayed on one side of the street while the Gilhoolies and Hogginses clustered together on the other.

After what felt like an eternity of meeting and greeting, Matt found himself facing Orfamay Vetch again. “Supper’s at six tonight,” she snarled at him. “It’s going to be at the Grange. You’ll be needing someplace to stay. The old Delaney place is yours by right.”

The thought of stepping foot back in that house sent a shudder of horror through him. “I’ll pass,” he said.

“Then you can take my place for as long as you need it,” she said. A confession extracted through torture might have sounded more gracious. “Need someone to show you the way, or can you handle simple directions?”

“I’ll take him, Orfamay.” It was the little girl, who had showed up at his side again.

“That’s very generous,” Matt said. “But I don’t need to throw you out of your home. I just need to get back to the highway.”

“Mouse will show you around,” Orfamay said. She turned back to the crowd of Vetches and Gilhoolies, Runcibles and Hogginses. “You going to stand around staring like a bunch of dead sheep? There’s work to do preparing for tonight.”

She clapped her hands sharply and the crowd immediately started to dissipate. “Six o’clock sharp,” she said, and Matt couldn’t tell if she was addressing the little girl or him. “We’re punctual in these parts.”

Orfamay Vetch gave Matt one last, penetrating look and then marched off with the rest of the crowd. The girl slipped her hand into his and pulled him toward a side street.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” she said. “I knew you’d come if I summ—if I prayed hard enough.”

“I can’t stay,” Matt said. “But thank you. Did she call you Mouse?”

The girl smiled happily at the sound of her name coming from his lips. “My real name is Mary Elizabeth Gilhoolie, but my brother Vern, he’s called me Mouse since forever, because I’m little and I can creep around without anyone hearing me. We’re going this way.”

The road she led him toward ran out of asphalt about six feet from the main street. It was pocked with small, dark, crumbling houses lurking behind rotting picket fences. Between them chicken coops and hog wallows sent clouds of foul dust into the hot air. Matt had grown up in one of the Northwest’s dying lumber towns, but he’d never seen any place that looked as poor and miserable as this.

“You prayed for me to come,” Matt said, giving into the questions that had been pounding at his brain. “How did you know my name?”

“I dreamed it,” she said proudly. “You came to me riding that motorcycle and told me your name was Matt and that you were coming to save us.”

Again, Matt flashed on that Frazetta image of himself as King Conan. He tried to laugh it out of his head, but it wouldn’t go. Maybe he had been brought back to be some kind of hero.

“Do you often have dreams like that?” Matt said.

“The Book tells me how—” she broke off again.

“The Book?”

“The Good Book,” Mouse said quickly, a flush coming to her cheeks. “That’s what my mother used to call the Bible. It tells me how to pray.”

There was a quaver in her voice, and Matt thought she was hiding something. But it didn’t seem worth calling her a liar simply to discover the deepest secrets of an eleven-year-old girl. If he’d known how many deaths he might have prevented if he’d pushed her, no doubt he would have. There was something else she’d said that seemed more important at the moment.

“You say she used to call it the Good Book,” Matt said. “Is she …?”

“Dead,” Mouse said. “Pa, too. My brother Vern looks after me now. He’s the leader of all the Gilhoolies. Hogginses, too.”

“I’m sorry about your parents,” Matt said. “Was it Joan?”

“Before Joan came,” Mouse said. “That was why I—”

A scream came from behind one of the houses. It was filled with pain and terror. And then it stopped, drowned in a bubbling of blood.






CHAPTER TWELVE
 

Matt froze, looking for the source of the cry.

“Over there!” Mouse pointed at a small shack on the left side of the road.

Matt ran toward the shack, not noticing that the pain in his ankle had all but disappeared, his cracked ribs seemed to have knit back together. All he could think about was that scream, and what it could mean.

When he got to the far side of the shack, what he saw was worse than anything he could have imagined.

There was blood everywhere, an inch deep even as it soaked into the dry ground. Two men lay on the ground, covered in gore, each with a hand on the other’s throat. Their free hands were outstretched as if they were begging not to be killed, and at first Matt thought they had both died this way.

Then he saw them move, and realized they were struggling in the mud and blood. Fighting to reach the machete that lay just out of their reach.

Matt vaulted over a decaying split rail fence, then took three long steps and brought his foot down on the machete just as one of the men reached its handle.

“What the hell do you think—” the man grunted. And then he stopped as he looked up and saw Matt standing over him. His hand fell away from the knife, and then slowly he rolled away from the other man. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it was you.”

Matt didn’t know why that should make a difference. Maybe the slayer of Joan was entitled to some respect in this town. Then he realized he was still carrying the axe. It fit so comfortably in his hand he’d forgotten he’d been holding it the entire time. So it was possible that it was simply a matter of the axe in the hand outweighing the machete on the ground. Whatever the reason, the two men had stopped trying to kill each other.

For the moment.

“Get to your feet,” Matt said, then turned to the other one. “You, too.”

Both men rose. Matt couldn’t tell if they’d been among the ones he met on Main Street. Blood obscured their features and covered their clothes. They stared down at their feet like schoolchildren waiting for a scolding.

Matt tried to figure out what he was supposed to do here. If he was King Conan, he supposed he would just cut both their heads off. That didn’t have a lot of appeal for him.

Before the silence had dragged on long enough so that that even these two would realize Matt had no idea what he was doing, Mouse ran up beside him. She gave the two men a quick, dismissive glance, then ducked around them to where a mound of bloody flesh lay on the ground.

“That’s Sweetpie,” she said accusingly. “Which one of you two did this?”

Mouse kneeled in the blood and gently stroked what Matt could now make out as the head of a large pig. The animal was dead, its throat slit and its body hacked to shreds, apparently with the bloody machete that still stuck out of one wound. Astonishingly, there were still a few dribbles of blood oozing out of the body, despite the flood that covered its sty.

“It was this murdering bastard,” the first man said. “Alwyn Hoggins came running in here waving that blade over his head like a madman and killed my poor Sweetpie, and her getting ready to breed again in the spring.”

“Your poor Sweetpie is the only murderer here,” said the other one, whom Matt now realized he had met in the line-up with a cluster of other Hogginses. “You Vetches think you own this town and everyone in it. But that doesn’t give you the right to let your pigs run free in my chicken coop. Killed eight of my best layers and chased off three more. I told you last time what would happen if that beast got into my hens, and I meant it.”

“My Sweetpie wouldn’t hurt your damn hens. Just because you can’t string chicken wire tight enough to keep out the foxes, you’ve got to blame your problems on me.”

“You’re so sure of that, Ezekiel Vetch, then let’s cut open that fat sow’s belly and see what we got in there,” Alwyn said.

“Sure thing,” Vetch said. “Right after we cut open yours. You don’t have that bitch protecting you anymore.”

Ezekiel Vetch dived down to the bloody ground and grabbed for the machete. Matt stepped back, then kicked him hard on the chin. Vetch rolled over, clutching his head. Hoggins jumped on his enemy, flipped him over, and pressed his head down in the blood.

“He’s killing him,” Mouse squealed. “You’ve got to do something.”

Matt raised the axe over his head and—

“You can’t kill them,” Mouse said so quickly and frantically that Matt could barely make out the words. “That’s not why I summoned you here. You can’t do that. You can’t.”

—brought it down on a galvanized water pan, splitting it in half and letting out a ringing noise so loud it could have been heard at the highway.

The two men broke apart, staring up at him.

“Next time it hits flesh and bone,” Matt said. “You understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Ezekiel Vetch said.

“You bet,” Alwyn Hoggins said.

“Now get up!” Matt had to repress an urge to laugh. He’d seen himself as King Conan, but he sounded more like a kindergarten teacher. In a sane world, both of these men would tell him to fuck himself, and do to him what Hoggins had done to the pig if he refused. But this must not have been a sane world, because both men were getting sheepishly to their feet.

What was he supposed to do now? If he walked away again, the two men were going to start trying to kill each other again. Not that he could bring himself to care all that much about either of them. But Mouse did seem concerned, even frantic. He thought back to when he was ten years old and had gotten into a fistfight with his best friend, Eli Messenger. His father had caught them, pulled them apart, and then made them apologize and shake hands, after which the boys went back and finished the Monopoly game that had started the fight. Trouble was, Matt suspected that neither of the two farmers had the maturity and wisdom that he and Eli had possessed before puberty.

There was a tugging at his sleeve. He bent down so Mouse could whisper in his ear. “You’ve got to settle this,” she said.

“Why me?” Matt said. “They’re not going to listen to me.”

“There’s no one else,” Mouse said. “If you walk away, they’re going to kill each other. You can’t let that happen.”

Matt suspected that whatever he did, that eventuality would occur sooner or later. But at least he could try to put it off for a little while. He cleared his throat, stalling for time as he tried to figure out how to end this quickly and without any human blood being spilled.

“Alwyn Hoggins,” he said.

“Yes, sir.” Hoggins actually straightened his back and threw out his shoulders when Matt said his name, as if it was his drill inspector talking to him.

Or royalty.

“You admit that you killed this pig belonging to Ezekiel Vetch?” The words coming out of his mouth were oddly formal, but that seemed to be what both men expected.

“She was killing my chickens,” Hoggins whined. “And I warned him and I warned him but he—”

“Quiet!” Matt roared.

Hoggins’ mouth snapped shut in mid-complaint.

“I am going to ask you again, and this time you will only give me the information I requested,” Matt said. “Is that clear?”

Hoggins nodded.

“Did you kill the pig belonging to Ezekiel Vetch?”

“Yes,” Hoggins said. “I did that. I killed her.”

It was clear that there was an explanation trying to burst its way out of his mouth. Matt held up a hand and Hoggins fell silent.

“Ezekiel Vetch,” Matt said. “Is it true that your pig broke into this man’s henhouse and killed his chickens?”

“He can’t prove anything,” Vetch said. “He’s just blaming me for his own problems.”

“I see,” Matt said. “I believe Alwyn Hoggins had a way to discover the truth of the matter.” He hefted his axe, then leveled the head at the corpse of the pig. “Are you willing to undertake the experiment?”

“Who knows what that lying sack of shit has planted inside my poor Sweetpie’s stomach,” Vetch said. “He might have been cramming her full of feathers before I got here. In fact, I’m pretty sure that—”

“Enough!” Matt roared, and Vetch reared back as if the Great and Powerful Wizard of Oz had just let out another blast of flame and smoke. Good thing they don’t know who’s really behind the curtain, Matt thought. “Alwyn Hoggins, how many chickens did you lose today?”

“The number’s hard to say,” Hoggins said, a smile of victory cracking the drying blood that covered his face. “There were the eight this monster killed and the three it ran off, of course. But my chickens are delicate creatures, they are. A trauma like this could leave them unfit for laying the rest of their lives and I’ll be putting out for their feed and getting nothing in return.”

“So you lost eleven, right?” Matt said.

For a moment Hoggins looked like he was going to continue his objection. But he cast a quick glance at the axe and swallowed hard. “As far as I can tell today, yes, eleven.”

“And how many chickens was that pig worth?”

Both men started to talk at once. Matt raised his axe and they fell silent.

“Mary Elizabeth Gilhoolie, sister of Vern, leader of all the Gilhoolies and the Hogginses as well, tell me the truth on pain of punishment,” Matt roared, doing his best to capture the cadences in all the barbarian movies he’d ever seen. “How many chickens are equal to the value of the pig this man called Sweetpie?”

“No more than twenty,” Mouse said.

“The girl don’t know what she’s talking about,” Vetch said. “The sow was in the prime of her life, could have turned out another three litters easy.”

“She was older than I am,” Mouse said.

“You’re confusing her with my old sow, also named Sweetpie,” Vetch said. “Named this one for her, since I’ve always been sentimental that way and—”

Matt didn’t bother to speak this time. He raised the axe and Vetch fell silent.

“Twenty chickens,” Mouse said again. This time there were no complaints.

“This is my judgment,” Matt said. “Since Alwyn Hoggins killed a pig worth twenty chickens, and his loss from the pig’s attack was only eleven chickens, then Ezekiel Vetch must pay him nine chickens, or the equivalent in whatever means of barter shall be mutually agreed upon by both parties. In return, Hoggins may keep the pig carcass to do with as he pleases.”

Both blood-drenched men stared at him silently. They seemed to be waiting for him to do or say something else. Matt considered throwing in an “amen,” but it didn’t seem appropriate for the occasion. Finally something popped into his head from an old movie he couldn’t identify. “So it shall be written, so it shall be done.”

He waved the axe in the air, then turned and walked away, trusting the two men would not go back to trying to kill each other.






CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 

The Grange turned out to be a grand old barn nestled in the middle of a stand of pines. It seemed like a strange place for such a structure to Matt, but everything else had seemed so bizarre since he got to Heaven it barely even caught his notice. Especially once he’d stepped through the wide doors and discovered just how beautiful a barn could look. There were brightly colored tapestries hanging from the walls and rugs on the floor. The ceiling was open to the roof, revealing an exquisite structure of wooden beams, all painted in a pattern of birds and wildflowers. Oil lamps hung from these beams, casting the vast room in warm, golden light.

Mouse led Matt into the Grange a few minutes before six, and the room was already filled with people. It seemed as if everyone he’d met out on Main Street was here, along with quite a few others.

Three long tables were set up in a U-shape right in the middle of the floor. The two sides were long enough to easily seat a hundred people around each of them. The bottom of the U was much shorter, with only seven seats. Or, Matt thought as he took a second look, six seats and a throne. Unlike the rest of the bare wood chairs, the one in the middle was thickly padded and stood at least a foot higher than the others.

“What a surprise that Orfamay Vetch has got such a nice seat,” Matt muttered to Mouse as they came in.

“It’s her due as leader of the Vetch family,” Mouse said. “Vern’s is just as good as head of the Gilhoolies.”

Matt looked around, but didn’t see another throne anywhere in the room. Maybe they take turns, he thought.

“It’s getting late,” Mouse said. “We’d better sit down.”

Matt hesitated, not sure which side to choose. Mouse grabbed his hand and led him to the short table.

“Can’t we just find a quite spot on one side?” Matt said.

“You’re funny,” Mouse said. “I didn’t expect that.”

“I didn’t expect any of this, so we’re even,” Matt said.

As they came around one side of the short table, Orfamay Vetch rounded the other. Matt stopped to let her get past him to the grand seat. But she stopped short and pulled out one of the wooden chairs next to the throne, then sat in it without ceremony. Matt turned back to Mouse, confused.

She gestured to the throne.

“That’s not for me,” he said.

“You set us free,” Mouse said. “It’s yours.”

Like the rest of the town, apparently. Matt had tried to get Mouse to tell him how things had been while Joan was alive, how long she’d been there and what she’d done to them. But somehow the girl always managed to change the subject, telling him little anecdotes about the town and the people who lived in it. If he pressed, she started talking about how happy everyone was that he’d come. Finally she’d led him to Orfamay’s house. It was another shack with no electricity and no running water, but he’d been able to use the pump outside to wash off the pig blood that had been splashed on him, and when he pulled his head out from under the water he could see Mouse disappearing down the road. He hadn’t known how he was going to pass the hours until six that evening, but as soon as he sat down on Orfamay’s soft sofa his eyes closed and he fell into a deep sleep, waking only when Mouse came back to take him to the Grange for the supper. When he did awake, he was pleased and only a little disturbed to discover that the damage he’d suffered when he lost his bike was almost all healed. In the months since his resurrection he’d noticed that his recuperative powers were much stronger than they had been before his death, but this was the first time he’d really put it to the test. So there were some benefits to dying, apparently.

Matt glanced up and saw that almost everyone in the room had taken their seats, and the tables were now filled. He couldn’t be any more certain than he’d been when they’d all lined up to meet him on Main Street, but judging from the very strong gene pools that dominated here, it seemed that one side of the room was filled with Vetches and Runcibles, the other with Gilhoolies and Hogginses. They were all standing behind their chairs, like schoolchildren waiting for permission to be seated.

As Matt reluctantly headed toward his appointed seat, a giant broke away from one of the long tables and loped over to him. He was almost seven feet tall, with arms the size of tree trunks. The only thing about him that wasn’t huge was his face, which seemed squashed and tiny on his pumpkin-sized head. Squashed and tiny and, oddly, almost identical to Orfamay’s.

The giant Vetch—because a Vetch he must have been—reached the throne at the same time as Matt, even though he’d been coming from at least three times as far away—and drew it back from the table for him. Matt cast a questioning look at Mouse, who encouraged him with a nod, then sat down and let himself be slid up to the table.

Only then was there a scraping of wood on wood as everybody else in the barn took their seats. And another, as they all turned their chairs to look at the short table. To look at him.

Matt wanted to ask Mouse what they were expecting from him, but she was seated two seats away. To his immediate left was a sallow kid, maybe all of twenty, with sandy hair, a sunken chest and no chin. He looked like an Easter Peep that had been missed in the egg hunt and left out in the sun and sprinklers for days. Next to him was an empty chair, and then Mouse, who gazed up at him with worshipful eyes.

The Peep caught Matt’s gaze and immediately misunderstood it. “Yeah, I’m Vern Gilhoolie,” he said with the kind of pride at the sound of his name that most would reserve for the birth of their first child. “You did good with that Joan bitch. Wish I’d thought of trying it your way. We would have been out of the shit faster and wouldn’t have needed to bother you.”

“Nice to meet you,” Matt lied, wondering how it was possible the same womb produced these two siblings.

“You want anything, you just come to me,” Vern said. “If you can’t find me, you can ask any Gilhoolie. Any Hoggins, too. They all do what I tell ‘em, and I’ll tell ‘em to treat you right.”

“That’s good to know,” Matt said. “What I really want is a ride back to the highway as soon as possible. Can one of your people help me with that?”

“The highway?” Vern said.

Before Matt could press him further, there was a hacking sound on his right that sounded like another one of Ezekiel Vetch’s pigs being slaughtered. He turned to see that Orfamay had stood up and was clearing her throat for attention. The giant was sitting next to her, and even with her standing and him sitting she barely came up to his earlobe. There might have been someone sitting on the other side of the giant, but Matt was as likely to see him or her as he was to see a satellite orbiting the dark side of the moon.

Orfamay cleared her throat again, and the room settled into silence. Matt took a moment to look around and confirmed what he had thought—the two tables were divided by clan.

“You all know why we’re here tonight,” Orfamay started. “So I’m not going to try to make any fancy speeches about how we were delivered from evil by the arrival of this young man. You lived through it, you suffered the same pain we all did, now it’s over. The bitch queen is dead. I sent Percy and Ranulph out to the house to confirm it, and there’s no one there besides a rotting pile of goo on the ground.”

The crowd erupted in cheers and applause. Orfamay let it go for a few seconds, then cleared her throat again. Somehow that awful sound cut through the celebration, and everybody settled back down.

“You’re happy about this, and you’ve got the right to be,” Orfamay continued. “You know how it was with Joan, you’re glad it’s over. But you know what it was like before Joan was here, and that wasn’t any better. We’ve got a chance to start over a third time now, but that doesn’t mean it’s all posies and kittens yet. There are costs to everything. Before the food comes and we all make fools of ourselves on meat and shine, let’s hear what we’re going to be paying this time.”

Matt didn’t know what that meant, but there was an ominous tone that made him want to get out of Heaven even faster. He was trying to figure out if there was a way to slip out unobserved from his place of honor when he realized that Orfamay had stopped speaking and was now staring directly at him.

“Me?” he whispered to her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You’ve got to tell these people how it’s going to work around here,” Orfamay whispered back. “You owe them that much.”

She sat down, never taking her eyes off him. Matt felt the gaze of hundreds of people burning into him.

“I can’t even begin to imagine what all of you went through while Joan was here,” he said, searching for words as he went. “I mean, I can begin—and I’ve got to leave it there. Because what I saw was pretty horrible. If I’d come across anything like that a year ago, I think I would have dropped dead of a heart attack.”

There was a spatter of appreciative laughter from the crowd.

“The fact that you were all able to survive this horror tells me how strong you must be,” Matt said. “I’m sure it won’t be long until everything goes back to normal around here. So, um, welcome back to the real world. I think you’re going to like it.”

Now there was applause from the two tables. But it died away quickly when Orfamay cleared her throat again.

“You’ve got the pretty words,” she said. “But we’re still not hearing what you expect from this town?”

“I don’t expect anything,” Matt said. “There is one thing I’d really like, and that’s a ride back to the—”

His words were cut off by a scream coming from outside the barn door. And this was no sow choking on the blood from the slit in its throat. This came from a woman, and it was filled with pain and fear.

No one moved. They didn’t even swivel their heads away from Matthew.

“Didn’t you hear that?” Matt said. “There’s a woman out there. She’s hurt.”

Still, no one moved. Matt tried to push away from the table, but the throne must have weighed half a ton. It wouldn’t budge.

Matt grabbed the edge of the table and was about to flip it over to free himself when there was a blur of pink motion and a pale form tumbled onto the floor in front of him. Before he could make sense of what was happening, a grizzled man in denim overalls without a shirt stalked in and grabbed the thing he had just hurled through the door.

It was a girl. She couldn’t have been more than seventeen years old, as lovely a young woman as Matt had ever seen. Her hair was blonde and her eyes blue. She had a narrow waist and small breasts that ended in pale nipples; her pubic hair was so pale as to be practically invisible.

Matt could see this all because, aside from the bruise she wore on her right cheek, the girl was naked.

And there was blood running down her legs.






CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 

The girl didn’t let out a sound as the overalled man lifted her from the floor by the back of her neck, the way he would a kitten.

“What’s the meaning of this, Arno?” Orfamay barked at him.

“My daughter is roont!” the man howled. “A filthy whore, good for nothing but to suck the cocks of Gilhoolies until her teeth drop out. And it’s all his fault!”

Arno turned and lowered a finger toward the door, where two men who might have been his brothers were dragging a young man in by his arms. Matt thought he might have been as lovely as the girl at one point, although his face was so bruised and bloodied under his curling blonde hair it was no longer possible to tell. He was naked as well. His pubic hair was wet with sex and there was a dot of blood on his flaccid penis.

Matt heard Mouse let out a gasp. He turned and saw that she had gone pale. Her brother’s thin lips tightened until they nearly vanished, and if he’d had a chin it would have quivered in rage. He wasn’t positive, but Matt thought he knew who was supposed to have been sitting in the empty seat between them.

Arno gave a sign and his twins let the boy drop to the ground. He curled himself into a ball, as if taking this as the preamble to a stomping. Another stomping, if Matt could judge from the bruises across his chest and thighs.

“I stepped out to let my weasel free, and I heard noises coming from the hayshed,” Arno said. “Thought there might be a bobcat in there. So I flung open the door, ready to bash in its brains, and I found this vermin on top of my poor sister’s girl Tally. My poor, sainted sister who went to her grave begging me to keep her daughter from roonation.”

“What does the girl say?” Orfamay rasped angrily.

“Said she was walking to the supper and this pig of a Gilhoolie came up to her and started talking all sweet to her,” Arno said. “She told him she didn’t want anything to do with him, but he shoved her into the hayshed and slammed the door. Then he ripped her clothes off and forced himself into her.”

An angry murmur came from the Vetch side of the room. Arno’s foot lifted, ready to stomp down on the boy. But one look at Orfamay’s face brought it down again.

“He raped my sister’s girl,” Arno said.

“He didn’t!” Mouse was on her feet, about to run to the naked boy. “You all know Cal wouldn’t do that!” Vern grabbed her arm and pulled her back down into her seat. There was now an angry buzz coming from the Gilhoolie side of the room.

“I said, what does the girl say,” Orfamay said. “I want to hear it from her lips.”

Arno gave the girl a shake so hard Matt could hear her teeth rattle. “Tell her, girl. Tell them all about your shame.”

The girl stared down at the ground. Arno let her drop to her knees. Matt could see bright red stripes across her back.

“Go ahead, whore, tell Miss Orfamay what she wants to hear,” one of Arno’s brothers said, his hands clutching into fists. “Less you want more of what for.”

The girl tried to look at the boy on the ground, but Arno grabbed her head and forced her eyes up at Orfamay. “You know what happens to sluts here, girl,” Arno said. “And their families.

You wouldn’t bring that down on everyone you love. You wouldn’t blacken the name of your sainted mother like that. You go on and tell Miss Orfamay the truth.”

The girl’s lips moved, but no sound came out.

“Speak up!” Orfamay commanded.

The girl took a deep breath that nearly turned into a sob. “He raped me,” she said. “He forced me to do it.”

“That’s a lie!” Mouse shouted.

“Hush, girl,” Orfamay said, but even her ferocious tone couldn’t stop Mouse. She pulled free of Vern and leaped over the table, scooting between the legs of one of Arno’s brothers to cradle the boy’s head in her arms.

“You heard the girl,” Arno said. “You know the truth. You know what has to happen. We want justice.”

“She’s lying!” Mouse screamed, tears streaking down her face. “She made him do it, flashing her titties and batting her eyes at him. She wanted him from day one and he wouldn’t touch that dirty Vetch skin. So she made him do it!”

“That’s enough from you,” Orfamay said.

“I can prove it,” Mouse said between sobs. “You get out the boards and the stones and she’ll confess faster than she could pull off her drawers!”

One of Arno’s brothers reached down and swatted Mouse across the face, sending her sprawling on the floor. “Miss Orfamay told you to hush, Gilhoolie.”

Mouse pulled herself up on her hands and knees. “Do something, Vern,” she pleaded. “You’ve got to do something.”

Vern had only gotten paler during the inquisition. When Orfamay turned her ferocious gaze on him, he looked like he wanted to pull his chinless head down into his neck like the turtle he resembled.

“We’ve got laws,” Vern said. “We’ve got a system of justice. We can’t just take this on ourselves.”

“There’s no question here,” Arno said. “You heard—”

Orfamay held up a hand, cutting him off. “Vern Gilhoolie is right,” she said. “This is the kind of thing we no longer handle among ourselves.”

She turned to Matt. “What are you waiting for?”






CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 

Matt had been watching with increasing horror as the inquisition proceeded. When he’d first seen the people of this town he’d been concerned they were some kind of religious cult, but he hadn’t imagined it could be like this. Maybe it was the residual effect of living with Joan. Maybe her hate and evil had infected all of them, although he hadn’t seen a single sore or tumor, not even on the two who’d been trying to kill each other over a pig and a bunch of chickens.

Now they had all turned back to him. It took him a moment to understand why. “Me?”

“Who else?” Orfamay said.

“How about the police?” Matt said. “Is there a sheriff in town?” Even as he said the words he realized he hadn’t seen a trace of law enforcement since he’d gotten to town, not even a forest ranger’s truck. “We can radio for the state patrol. I think there’s a station twenty miles from the turn-off. They can get troopers here in an hour.”

“Troopers got nothing to do with our law,” Orfamay said.

“It’s not your law,” Matt said. “If there’s been a rape, there’s a state law that covers it. This boy needs to be arrested by a law enforcement officer and held by jailers until he can go to trial under the supervision of a judge. And he’s got to have a lawyer. I’m not any of those things. Are you?”

“That’s not our way,” Orfamay said.

“I don’t care if it’s your way,” Matt said. “It’s the law. You can’t just choose to ignore it and write your own legal code.”

“Our law is laid down by the lawgiver,” Orfamay said. “You killed her. Now you are our lawgiver. “

Matt tried to understand what he was hearing. They’d referred to Joan as a queen, but he hadn’t thought for a second they meant it literally. He stared at Orfamay, then turned to see the entire assembly staring back at him. “That thing made your laws?” he said finally. “She ruled over you?”

“We had to do what she said,” Vern said. “We didn’t have any choice.”

“Now you do,” Matt said. “She’s not here anymore. She’s not coming back. You can go back to settling these things the way you did before she came.”

There was a roar of approval from both sides of the room. Vetchs and Gilhoolies and Runcibles and Hogginses pounded their plates and silver against the table.

“No!” Mouse shouted from across the room. “We can’t! Don’t let them!”

“I don’t understand,” Matt said, shouting to be heard over the din. “You don’t think he’s guilty. You want to see him protected. I want the same thing.”

Mouse didn’t say anything, just put her head on her arms and wept.

Matt looked from one side of the hall to the other. The people were all standing, shouting at each other.

“Fucking rapist has to die!” shouted one Vetch.

“She’s a whore,” a Gilhoolie screamed back, and then a chant went up from his side of the room. “Whore! Whore! Whore!”

One Vetch took a step toward the naked boy, but was driven back by a hail of knives and forks. On both sides, men were rolling up their sleeves, getting ready to fight.

Matt clapped his hands, then banged his knife against his water glass, trying to get their attention, but it was no good. Orfamay let out one of her hideous throat clearing sounds, and the crowd settled down.

“Something terrible has happened here tonight,” Matt said. “And I understand why you’re all upset. But you don’t want me to settle this. I didn’t see anything, and neither did any of you.”

There were angry shouts from both sides of the room, demanding death for the boy, death for the girl.

Orfamay cleared her throat again, and when the crowd settled, she turned to Matt. “Are you telling us you will not pass judgment, Lawgiver?”

“I’m telling you I can’t,” Matt said. “But I will take him with me and make sure he gets a fair trial. Justice will be served.”

The room was ready to erupt again, but Orfamay’s steely look silenced them. “Say it clearly,” she said. “You are abandoning your responsibility as our lawgiver.”

“Don’t do this, Matt!” Mouse shouted, but her voice was drowned out by jeers.

“It’s not my responsibility to abandon or to exercise,” Matt said. “I’m not the lawgiver.”

This time there was no sound from the tables. Instead there was silence. A silence so deep and so empty Matt could practically hear the stars moving above the barn.

And then there was a scream from the Vetch side of the room. Ezekiel Vetch had jumped to his feet and was racing toward the Gilhoolie table.

“Fucking Hoggins killed my pig!” He launched himself at Alwyn Hoggins, who dived beneath to the floor. Vetch landed on the table and skidded across its breadth, sending plates and glasses flying. Before he reached the end, four Gilhoolies grabbed him and he was lost in a sea of fists.

“Let him go!” someone yelled from the Vetch table, and a group of men started across the floor toward the Gilhoolies.

“Stop them!” Mouse screamed. “Matt, you have to stop them!”

He hadn’t needed her to tell him that. But there was nothing he could do. He was shouting at the top of his voice, but his words were drowned out in the noise from the crowd. He fought to get up, trapped by the weight of the throne against the table.

And then the table was gone, sent tumbling into the center of the room. The giant was standing, arms raised to the room, tears in his eyes. “My cousin’s been roont!” he wailed, and then took off across the room. Heading for where the naked boy lay on the floor, curled into a ball.

“You have to stop this,” Matt told Orfamay.

“I can’t stop anything,” she said. “Only the lawgiver can do that.”

Matt jumped up from his chair and ran through the litter of broken crockery on the floor. But no matter how fast he ran he couldn’t beat the giant’s enormous strides, and before he could reach the boy, the giant grabbed him and hoisted him in the air.

“You roont my cousin!” the giant wailed. “You won’t roon another girl!”

He held the boy’s neck in one massive hand. With the other he reached down and grabbed the kid’s penis and testicles, which were swallowed up in the mighty fist. And he pulled.

The boy screamed in agony. His body spasmed as if he were in the electric chair. But the giant kept pulling and pulling.

Matt finally reached him, tried to peel off his hand, but the giant knocked him back with a sweep of an elbow to his head, and Matt sprawled to the floor next to Mouse.

“Stop him,” Mouse sobbed. “You’re supposed to stop him.”

Matt got back to his feet, felt the floor spinning under him, and took two staggering steps toward the giant.

Too late. Even as he reached to grab the giant’s hand the room was filled with a horrible sound of flesh tearing and a howl of agony from the boy.

“Oh, God, Cal!” Mouse screamed.

The giant hurled the kid back to the floor, and as he rolled Matt could see the bloody hole where his genitals had been. The giant opened his hand and displayed his prize. “Never going to roon another Vetch girl!”

“Vetch whore, you mean!” Mouse screamed “Trash like that’s only good for burning. Burn her! Burn her!”

The Gilhoolie table flew aside and eight men set out across the floor, heading toward the Vetches. Five more were heading for the girl, who was sobbing on the floor.

“Burn her!” Mouse screamed again. “Burn the Vetch whore!”

Matt moved in front of the girl, trying to shield her. But a heavy plate flew through the air and shattered at his feet, raking her naked form with ragged shards of pottery.

Matt looked around for help and saw Vern sitting frozen in his chair. “Stop them!” Matt said. “You’re the leader of the family. Don’t let them hurt her.”

Vern looked at him, lips drawn so thin they looked like pale worms stretched across his face. He whispered two words. His tone was so quiet Matt was sure no one in the room could hear them. But Matt could read them on those bloodless lips:

Burn her.

The Gilhoolie men were almost on top of him now. Some had steak knives they’d grabbed off the table. Others carried bigger blades.

“Stay back,” Matt warned, his hand itching for the axe he’d left back at Orfamay’s house.

“I’m not going to let you hurt her.”

The Gilhoolie in the front grinned at him, and Matt could see blood on his teeth. From where? And then Matt saw Ezekiel Vetch lying on the ground under the Gilhoolie table, one hand pressed to the side of his head where blood pulsed out from the mangled flesh that had been his ear.

“We don’t want to hurt you,” the Gilhoolie said. “You killed that bitch queen for us. But you don’t want to make this stand.”

“I’m not going to let you hurt this girl,” Matt said again, low and steady.

“The whore is going to die,” the Gilhoolie said.

“Not at your hands, Gilhoolie scum.” Orfamay’s voice came from behind Matt. “We take care of our own.”

Matt turned to see the old woman at the head of a mob of angry men and women.

“You’ll cover up the truth about what this whore did,” the Gilhoolie man said.

“If she’s a whore, she’ll burn for it,” Orfamay said. “But it’ll be Vetch fire that chars her flesh.”

“You’re both insane,” Matt said. “She’s just a girl. She’s—”

A heavy plate struck Matt’s forehead and sent him staggering back. He looked where it came from and saw Mouse preparing to launch another one.

“Burn her!” Mouse screamed. “Burn the whore!”

There was a commotion on the Gilhoolie side, and a large man pushed forward holding a blazing torch. A broom, Matt thought as blood from his forehead dripped into his eyes. It’s a burning broom.

The man shoved the flaming end of the broom toward the girl’s face. Matt dived on top of her, covering her with his own body, waiting for the stench of his own burning flesh to fill his nostrils.

Instead he saw the broom fall to the ground, the bristles lighting the straw that covered the floor. He looked up. There was a pitchfork protruding from the Gilhoolie’s chest. He stood absolutely still for one moment, then crumpled down next to Matt.

That was the signal. On both sides of the room, men and women lunged toward each other, wielding knives and forks and broken shards of pottery and any other weapon they could grab.

For the moment, they’d forgotten him. In their blood lust they’d forgotten everything, even the girl whose sin had started the war. Even the flames that were spreading across the floor and licking the walls. Even the man who refused to be their lawmaker.

Matt folded the girl in his arms, then got to his feet. No one noticed as he made his way toward the door.

Almost no one.

“He’s taking the girl!” Mouse shouted. “Stop him!”

But they couldn’t hear her. The blood had stopped their ears.

Matt slipped out into the night.






CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 

The girl slept in the bed in Joan’s guest room. Matt hadn’t wanted to bring her here, hadn’t ever wanted to come back to this house. But he was afraid that the warring tribes would remember the cause of their fight and come looking for her. He couldn’t take a chance of being found on the road with nowhere to hide except for woods that everyone here knew much better than he did. He had a feeling they’d think twice before coming here, even if they were sure Joan was truly dead. He’d brought the girl here and put her to bed, then doubled back to retrieve his pack and his axe from Orfamay’s place.

He thought the girl was in shock. Her eyes were dilated and he could hear her shallow, gasping breaths from the living room, where he’d stretched out on the couch. Matt had tried talking to her as he carried her away from the barn, but she didn’t seem to hear him. Her lips moved continually, but no sound came out. Finally he was able to understand what she was trying to say:

It wasn’t rape.

Then what was it? Young love? Forbidden love? Cal Gilhoolie and Tally Vetch’s daughter, teenagers from warring tribes, in love despite their families, despite their knowledge of what would happen if they were caught. Romeo and Juliet in the Cascades.

Had they been lovers for long, sneaking around behind barns and in woodsheds in this tiny town? He thought of the trickle of blood that had been running down her leg when her uncle threw her onto the floor. Of the small red spot on the boy’s penis before the giant had ripped it off and held it up as a trophy.

This was their first time.

And their last.

The boy was dead or dying. Matt had no idea if the girl would make it through the night. For all he knew what he took as shock was evidence of massive internal injuries. She could be bleeding to death right now, and there was nothing he could do about it.

There had been. One moment he could have stopped everything. They had asked him to step in and take the role of lawgiver. If he had, maybe that boy would still be alive. Maybe that girl wouldn’t be gasping for breath in the next room.

Or if he’d never taken the highway exit to Heaven. If he hadn’t gone home with Joan. Hadn’t killed her. Before he came, there had been a lawgiver to enforce the rules. To make sure everything was even between Vetch and Gilhoolie. What would Joan have done if she’d found out about these two? Something worse than the burning the two families desired, he suspected. And they all knew it, and they all kept their passions in check. All their passions.

That’s why the girl had been a virgin until tonight. That’s why the boy had been alive until hours ago.

He’d killed a monster, but in doing so had he set free something worse? He thought of places like Yugoslavia and Iraq where warring tribes had been ruled by the iron fist of a dictator. Only when that despot was removed did anyone realize that he’d been the only thing keeping the sides from killing each other.

He was supposed to step in for Joan. He had killed her, and he was supposed to rule in her place. And with her methods. That’s why Ezekiel Vetch and Alwyn Hoggins had accepted his settlement in their fight. Because if they didn’t, they believed he would have done something to them … something terrible.

Now that fear was gone, and there was nothing holding them back. The last sight he’d had of the Grange was the assembled clans locked in combat as the flames grew around them. They were all so intent on killing each other, no one seemed to notice the barn was on fire. Matt assumed that wouldn’t last for long. They’d feel the heat and run out into the night, and once they were separated they’d begin to think again.

It was possible that they’d come to their senses, realize how insane it was to wage war against their neighbors. That they’d reach out and embrace as they faced the new day together. Yes, that was possible. In the same way it was possible that when the sun rose, Matt could gather the girl in his arms and fly back to the highway.

Most likely what would happen was that both sides, when given a chance to think through the evening’s events, would realize that they had failed to murder this poor young girl. They’d come looking for her.

And Matt had no idea what he’d do then.

There was a sound from outside the house. Matt started awake, and only then realized he’d drifted off to sleep. He listened, waiting for the sound to come again. It had been a sharp crack, a twig snapping or a pinecone kicked aside.

Not the mob. Maybe one person.

One person he could handle.

Matt went to the door, grabbing the axe from the coffee table where Joan had showed him photo albums of her son just one night earlier. Now the albums were gone, and Matt suspected they’d never existed, except as some kind of hallucination she’d planted in his head.

What had she wanted from him? Someone to rule by her side, she’d said. Someone to distract her from her loneliness. But why him? Because he’d been the first man she’d met who wasn’t with the Vetches or the Gilhoolies? The first guy who happened to stop by?

But he couldn’t have just happened by. He couldn’t have. This town, with its feuding families, its strange way of speaking and lack of anything modern, it wasn’t just some town lying off the highway in the Cascades. If there had ever been a town in Washington State with a feud like this, he would have heard of it. Everyone would have heard of it. It was simply not possible to be this isolated anywhere in the United States of America.

Not in the USA of the 21st century, that was.

How long had the Vetches and the Gilhoolies been locked in stasis under Joan’s rule? Years? Decades? Centuries? It didn’t seem possible. Hell, it wasn’t possible.

He tried to shut the idea out of his brain. To pretend that it had never crossed his mind that this was anything but a perfectly normal town that just happened to be inhabited by perfectly strange people. That the people of Heaven, Washington, were what he had originally feared, some kind of bizarre religious cult.

But he couldn’t.

There was too much that didn’t fit. And most of what didn’t fit was him. They’d known he was coming—known him by name. They’d prayed for him to come, that’s what the little girl Mouse had said.

Then he remembered—only after she had started to say something else. Summ. Summoned?

They’d summoned him, like some hero or demon out of an ancient story? If that was true, what did it make them? What did it make him?

The night outside was cold and bright; the stars shone down, white like a cleansing fire. He closed the door gently behind him and listened. For a moment there was nothing. And then he heard a rustling in the brush.

And then a cry, high and piercing, so loud he could feel blood trickling from his ears the way it had dripped down the young girl’s leg.

Matt whirled around as a black form exploded from a stand of trees. It was too big to see all at once, moved too fast to make out its form. He saw the black of feathers, the white of claw, jaundiced yellow beak.

Some kind of bird. Some kind of hideous black crow. But bigger than him, wingspan the length of the house, an eye as big as his head. And a jagged beak plunging down directly at his heart.






CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 

Matt dived to the ground and rolled, came up slashing at the giant beak with his axe. But in the time it took to swing the weapon through its arc, the bird disappeared. Didn’t jump, didn’t fly. It was there and then it was gone.

Matt stumbled forward, carried off balance by the weight of the blade, then heard the terrible shriek, this time from behind him. He whirled around just in time to see the beak flashing down at his head. Again he dived to the ground, but the hell crow was a fast learner. It tracked his movement with its giant head, then snapped its beak, tearing a ragged gash across his shin.

Stifling a scream of pain, Matt jumped to his feet. Then almost fell, his nearly severed calf buckling under his weight. The bird was on him, the beak open wide, the bright red tongue quivering as it let out another shriek.

Matt wanted to run. He wanted to drop to the ground and beg for his life. He wanted to open his eyes and realize he was still buried under 25 feet of snow, that everything he’d seen and done since the avalanche had been the desperate dream of a man suffocating to death.

Instead he stood his ground.

Stood absolutely still as the beak flew at him. Waited until he could feel the hell bird’s hot breath in his face.

And then he threw himself on the ground. Let himself fall out of the way as the beak passed by him, its knifesharp tip slashing open his shirt.

The bird crashed down next to him, its beak getting stuck in the dirt. The bird let out a muffled squawk and tried to pull free, but it couldn’t.

Matt jumped up on his good leg. The bird’s head was already swinging around, the bill pulling out of the soft ground. Matt whirled around, his axe at the end of his outstretched arm pulling him through the circle, gaining speed and momentum until it ploughed into the crow’s eye.

The bird screamed in pain, and Matt could feel his eardrum explode under the pressure. But he didn’t back away. He threw all his weight against the axe handle, felt it push through the foul jelly that had been an eye. The crow screeched again, but less loudly now. Matt fell forward on the axe handle and heard a crack as the head snapped the thin bones around the eye and plunged into its brain.

The hell crow spasmed violently, then fell over. Matt was nearly pulled off his feet as he held on to the axe handle. He gave it a yank and the blade came free, dripping blood and brains and optic fluid.

Matt leaned on the axe, gasping for breath.

And then heard another sound behind him.

The sound of hands clapping gently together.

Matt whirled around, expect to see Orfamay at the head of a Vetch army.

There was only one man standing there. He had the cocky grin and jaunty posture of a basic cable game show host. He wore a loud checked jacket with plaid golf pants. A lollipop dangled from his mouth.

“Bye bye birdie,” Mr. Dark said. “A ten-year-old with a BB gun couldn’t have done better.”

“You brought me here,” Matt said, his hand clutching the axe handle.

“As I recall, it was a lawnmower engine on bicycle body that brought you here,” Mr. Dark said. “Pity about your bike. You looked so heroic puttering along on it.”

“And if someone else had come down the highway, would that exit have been there for them?” Matt said.

“That’s a good question,” Mr. Dark said. “If there’s an exit and no one takes it, does it really exist? If you try to find your way out of Heaven, will it still be there?”

“You can’t keep me here,” Matt said.

“Of course not,” Mr. Dark said. “I wouldn’t dream of trying. After all, you’re the big hero. Rode into town on his trusty steed, killed the monster and saved the day. I wouldn’t dare mess with Sir Galahad. Even if the big bad dragon looks a lot more like a puppy.”

Matt didn’t want to look back. This was probably just one of Mr. Dark’s tricks. But his eyes betrayed him, casting a glance toward the carcass of the creature he’d killed.

It lay sprawled on the ground like a deflated balloon, ragged feathers spilling off and revealing a layer of black felt underneath. Matt couldn’t stop his hand from reaching down and touching the cloth. It crumbled at his touch. Underneath he could see a flash of pink.

Matt tore at the decaying cloth, pulling away fistfuls of feathers, scraping his fingers against a rusty zipper. It couldn’t be. The bird had been real. It had nearly killed him. He had killed it.

But there was no way to deny what he was seeing, feeling. The thing he had killed was a costume, badly constructed and sloppily sewn. He ripped open a seam and saw the truth of what he had killed.

It was the girl. The one he’d saved at the barn. She lay lifeless on the ground, sightless eyes staring up at him. Blaming him.

“It’s not possible,” Matt said, backing away.

“That’s what they said about putting chunks of cookie dough in ice cream, but just ask any fat girl what she eats when her date stands her up,” Mr. Dark said cheerily.

“It’s a trick,” Matt said, clutching the axe tightly. “I didn’t kill her!”

“You don’t have any idea what you’ve done,” Mr. Dark said. “Just pooted into town on your lawn mower and started swinging that axe. ‘Cause that’s what a hero does, right? Gotta say, my job’s a lot easier when I’ve got heroes doing my work for me.”

Mr. Dark chuckled and he reached down to stroke the dead girl’s cheek.

“Don’t touch her!” Matt shouted.

“Stop me, hero.”

Matt lunged for Mr. Dark. Or tried to. His feet were planted in the ground; he couldn’t lift his arms. He strained, but he was completely frozen. From somewhere he heard a girl’s voice.

“Take this one back,” the voice said. “Take him back to hell and send us what we need. Take him back and let him rot.”

Mr. Dark flashed a happy grin. “I think that’s for you. Bye now.”

Matt strained to lift his axe hand, but it wouldn’t move. Tried to scream but tongue, teeth, jaw were stone.

“Take him back, I beg you,” the girl said. “I give you the gift of blood.”

A blast of pain ran up Matt’s chest. It felt like somebody was opening his chest with a butcher’s knife, completing the Y incision the coroner had failed to finish the day he came back to life.

The pain came again, and Matt’s eyes flashed open on darkness.

Not in the woods. He was in Joan’s house, lying on the couch he’d never left.

He tried to sit up.

Thin ropes held him in place. His arms and legs were tied to the sofa’s legs.

There was a flicker of light. A candle. It dripped wax on his chest, burning him again.

Mouse stood over him. At first he thought she was dressed in red. Then he realized she was naked, her little girl’s body just beginning to turn into a woman’s. The red she was wearing, the red that covered her from her shoulders to her feet, was blood.

“Take him back to hell,” Mouse said.






CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 

Mouse walked slowly around the couch three times, holding the candle steady except when she would let it drip burning wax down on him. As she passed him, he could see that her body wasn’t a child’s at all. Her breasts were still unformed and her pubes bare, but her arms and legs were cabled with muscles. How many years, how many decades had she been trapped in the shape of a little girl?

Matt struggled to move, but the ropes held him tightly. Some hero, he thought. Tied up while I’m sleeping, and I don’t even notice. Except that maybe it wasn’t all her doing. Mr. Dark had been in his dream; maybe he had kept Matt unconscious long enough for the girl to get the ropes on him.

“Mouse, what are you doing?” he gasped as a bead of wax scalded his skin.

“Sending you back.” Her voice was hard and cold; the girl was gone from it. She sounded as old and weathered as Orfamay.

“You don’t have to send me anywhere,” Matt said. “All I’ve wanted since I got here was to get out.”

“I summoned you here just like I summoned her,” Mouse said, continuing to circle the couch. “And you ruined everything. I have to get rid of you and get a real lawgiver.”

It took him a moment to realize what she was saying. “You brought Joan here?”

“I called her and she came,” Mouse said. “The book told me how.” She stopped by a table where an ancient volume sat. It was bound in something that looked like leather.

“You brought that monster here,” Matt said. “You inflicted all that pain. And now you want to inflict more.”

“You don’t know anything.”

After what he’d seen at the Grange, Matt thought he did. “Constant war between the families. You said your parents died before Joan came. Killed by Vetches?”

“Killed by Vetches because they’d killed Runcibles who had killed Hogginses who had killed Vetches,” Mouse said. “Vern and Cal wanted to get revenge, and they would have done it. Then someone was going to get revenge on them. And it was going to keep going until there was no one left. I found the book my grandmother hid away in her root cellar and I figured out how to summon the lawgiver. And we didn’t have any fighting anymore.”

“And the price?”

“We all paid,” Mouse said. “I did, too. When she fed, it hurt so bad. But when she was done you were still alive, and so was your family. And she only fed off the ones who made trouble. You just had to learn not to make trouble. That wasn’t so hard, was it? That wasn’t so bad.”

Matt thought he saw something behind her words—guilt maybe. Every time that Joan thing took away one of the townspeople for a feeding, it had been her fault. And in that guilt Matt found a glimmer of hope.

“If it worked so well, why summon me to kill her?”

“It was for Cal,” she said, and this time Matt was certain he saw a flash of the little girl she’d seemed to be when they met. “He was all sweet on that Vetch whore. Mixing like that, if Joan found out that was a lifetime of pain. But he wanted her so bad. Kept telling me he loved her and she loved him. Then you saw. She said he raped her and they killed him.”

“She was afraid,” Matt said.

“I’m afraid every day of my life,” Mouse said. “I’m afraid of what I did, and I’m afraid I’m going to do worse. I opened that book at it changed me and I changed everything. But I would never do what that whore did. And now they’re all killing each other and they won’t stop until there’s another lawgiver.”

“I wasn’t sent here to be your lawgiver,” Matt said. “I think we were both tricked, and I know who did it.”

“I saw you in my head before you came,” Mouse said. “Knew your face and your name. I paid the price of blood to bring you here. Only those lives were too small to bring the one we really needed.”

The lives were too small, Matt thought. All those bones hidden in Joan’s woodpile. Sacrifices to summon her replacement?

“I need more blood,” Mouse said. “The right kind of blood.”

Mouse disappeared from his view. After a moment, he heard the thud of a body falling on the floor. The girl.

“Don’t do this,” Matt called.

“I can’t do anything else.”

Matt strained his neck to look around and saw Mouse bent over double, dragging the unconscious girl across the floor. Amazing how much strength there was in that little body.

“Thought I could do it the easy way, using animal blood, not having to hurt anyone,” Mouse said. “But look what they sent me in return.”

“Maybe they sent you what you needed,” Matt said.

“You already said you’re not the lawgiver,” Mouse said. “No one’s going to listen to you.”

She dragged the unconscious girl to a spot on the floor where she had marked out a pentagram in chalk and aligned her limbs with the star’s points.

“When you needed a lawgiver to stop the killing, they sent you Joan,” Matt said. “When you needed to stop the pain she was causing, they sent me. Maybe that wasn’t a mistake.”

“I saw what happened at the Grange,” Mouse said.

She picked up a knife from the table where the book lay and ran it across her thumb. Blood sprung up in its wake.

Matt pulled against the ropes, but they wouldn’t budge. “I didn’t kill those people at the Grange,” he said. “You did.”

She whirled around, raising the knife. She looked like she wanted to plunge it into his heart.

“You could have stopped it before it started,” she said. “You refused.” She thrust the knife at his throat. He felt its point pierce his flesh.

“How long ago did you summon Joan?” he said. “Years? Decades?”

“Don’t know how long,” she said. “Time went all funny here. But it seems like forever. Not going to make the same mistake with you.”

The knife pressed deeper into his throat. “All that time, and what did you do?” he said, fighting the urge to panic, to try to thrash himself free and force the blade in deeper. “You didn’t even try to change anything. You let Joan keep you from killing each other, and that was all. Did you ever give one second’s thought to making peace between the families?”

“We had peace until you came along.”

“You had a cease-fire. You couldn’t kill each other, but you never stopped the hating. Why was that, Mouse? Do you even know how this feud began? Do you have any idea why you’re killing each other?”

“Doesn’t matter why it started. It just is.”

“It doesn’t have to be,” Matt said. “If you don’t want it.”

Matt could feel the knife blade tremble under his skin. And then it slid out, a drop of blood falling on his shoulder as it went.

She was staring down at him, but he didn’t think she was seeing anything in the room. “What are you?” she said finally.

“I’m not the lawgiver,” he said. “And I’m not a hero riding in to save the villagers from the monster that’s been terrorizing them. I’m just a stranger passing through.”

“Then why should I listen to you?” The knife was getting closer to his throat again.

“You shouldn’t.” Matt fought to keep his throat calm and under control. “Not to me, not to Joan, not to that book. Because none of us can stop this for good. There’s only one person who can. And that’s you.”






CHAPTER NINETEEN
 

Matt had never been to war. By the time he was old enough to enlist, the age of the existential battles that had consumed entire generations of Americans seemed to have been over forever, and by the time the country was actually attacked for the first time in his life, he was too enmeshed in his parents’ slow slouch toward eternity to think about anything bigger.

So he’d never seen what the Earth looks like the day after a battle has ended. Not until the red sun rose over Heaven.

The fight had started in the Grange, now nothing but a wisp of smoke rising out of the trees, but had spilled out into the town. Main Street was dyed crimson; potholes turned into drinking fountains for the crows, which lapped at the thickening pools of blood. There were mangled pieces of bodies scattered along the roadway, the town’s gene pools strong enough that even in death Matt could identify a Gilhoolie nose or a richly furred Vetch forearm.

Maybe we’re too late to make peace, Matt thought as he walked toward the general store, the white flag of pillowcase on his axe handle held high. Maybe they’ve all found the only peace they’ll ever know. The peace of the grave. Except that if that was true there would be no graves, just food for crows.

One of those crows cawed and beat its wings. Matt turned to the sound and saw a body hanging from the eaves of Mabel’s Eat Fresh Diner Café. The birds had taken the sign literally and plucked away at the corpse’s eyeballs and tongue. But they had been especially drawn to the bloody hole where its genitals had once been. They’d pecked and bitten at the raw flesh until they’d broken through to the rich, sweet innards. Now a long rope of intestine hung down between the body’s legs like a parody of the penis it had once possessed.

Matt could hear Mouse’s sharp gasp, could practically feel her muscles tightening even though she walked two feet away from him.

“They didn’t have to do that to Cal,” she said in a voice choked with anger. “They didn’t have to do that.”

“No one had to do any of this,” Matt said. “What do you think your people have done to theirs?”

There was a long silence before she uttered one short syllable: “Worse.”

They walked in silence, Matt holding the flag of truce, Mouse gripping the rope that trailed behind her and wound around the neck of the Vetch girl, the one who had been Cal’s only lover.

This had been Mouse’s sole demand when she acceded to Matt’s plan. He’d wanted to leave the girl behind in Joan’s house, let her sleep off the horror she’d lived through and wake up on her own if she decided the rest of her life was worth living.

Mouse insisted they bring the girl along. If things went the way Matt hoped, she’d be a sign of the Gilhoolie’s good will. If not, she was a hostage.

It had taken a long time to wake the girl up, and by the time her eyes finally opened the sky above the mountains was beginning to turn the cool gray that comes just before dawn. Even after she’d shrugged on the robe and sandals they found for her, though, it seemed that the girl never woke up completely. Her limbs moved and she could follow their instructions, but her eyes were blank and hollow, and she never said a word.

The walk into town was a voyage through hell. The farms they passed had been attacked and the animals slaughtered, their corpses left to rot where they lay, the structures torched or simply torn apart. And everything had been looted. The road was littered with shattered glass and torn clothing. Jars of preserves that had been carefully laid away for years lay smashed on the ground, their contents slathered over books and photographs and anything they could be used to destroy.

There hadn’t been bodies though. Not yet, anyway. This must have been a raiding sortie, not a battle. This was one side destroying the other’s supply lines so there could be no retreat.

The bodies started when they turned onto Main Street. There was a ditch that ran along one side of the road. It had been filled with corpses, as if someone had come by with a snowplow and shoved them all in. They were mostly men, but Matt could see a woman’s delicate hand, covered in blood and torn flesh, sticking up between two faces. A disembodied head crowned the pile; one ear had been chewed away. Matt thought it must have been Ezekiel Vetch.

There was no way to tell how many people had died, how many homes destroyed. Matt knew how many more would be gone if his plan didn’t work. All of them.

He didn’t dare look over at Mouse as they came up Main Street. He didn’t want to see the hate burning in her eyes. And he didn’t want to give her the chance to explode at him, to break away and give up what they had planned.

They stopped when they reached the front door of the general store. Mouse stood absolutely still, looking at the building with hate so strong he thought it might knock down the structure on its own. Then she called out in a cool, clear voice.

“Orfamay Vetch, or whoever now leads the Vetch family if Orfamay is dead, this is Mary Elizabeth Gilhoolie. I stand here under the white flag of truce and ask for parlay.”

For a long moment nothing happened. Maybe all the Vetches are dead, Matt thought. Maybe this war is already over.

Finally the front door cracked open. Matt saw a flash of eyeball behind it, and then the door swung all the way. Orfamay stepped out onto the porch. Her bonnet had been replaced with a soiled, bloody bandage that wound around her head. Her right hand was gone, another dirty bandage wrapped around the stump where it had been.

“You here to beg for brother Vern’s life?” Orfamay croaked. “If so, that flag’s a waste of a white sheet that could have been used for bandages.”

“Vern?” Mouse said.

Orfamay moved out of the way and the giant stepped out next to her. In his left hand he held up what Matt first thought was a heap of dirty rags and used bandages. Only when he shook it and the bundle let out a moan did Matt realize it was Vern Gilhoolie.

Vern’s face had been pounded so long and so hard that even the strong Gilhoolie genes couldn’t make the features look like anything but heaps of ground meat. His hair had been torn out with such force pieces of his scalp were missing. His fingers were smashed and twisted beyond recognition; there were nail holes through his feet.

“You bitch,” Mouse said. “I should kill you.”

“Should have done that first, sweetie,” Orfamay said. “Someone takes off my hand, I just get mad.”

Matt could feel Mouse moving toward the door, drawn by a force of hate stronger than gravity. If he couldn’t pull her back, the fighting would start all over again. And never stop until they were all dead.

“We’re here under the flag of truce, and with your girl as evidence of our good intentions,” Matt said. That was supposed to be Mouse’s line, but she didn’t seem capable of saying the words just yet.

“Am I supposed to swoon away in a fit of gratitude?” Orfamay said. “That cow has been tainted by Gilhoolie flesh.”

“We could have fucked her to death with this axe and sent her back in pieces,” Mouse said. “If that’s what you want, we can do it right here in the road.”

“Big tongue for such a little mouth,” Orfamay said. “Especially when there are fifty Vetches still in fighting fit ready to take you out right now.”

Matt could see movement behind her in the store. He couldn’t count the bodies, but there were a lot of them, and they were straining to come out.

There was a bang from across the street. Matt turned to see that the diner doors had been thrown open and dozens of Gilhoolies were spilling into the street.

The war was about to start again.






CHAPTER TWENTY
 

“The truce still holds,” Matt said sharply, before the assembled Gilhoolies could start across the street. “For both sides.”

“For the moment,” Orfamay said. “But all this parlay wears me out. You got something to say, say it fast.”

Mouse took a deep breath and held it. Matt waited. This was the moment everything depended on.

“Orfamay Vetch,” Mouse said, then broke off.

“You get ten more seconds, girl,” Orfamay said. “Then I tell Tiny here to start breaking off one of your brother’s fingers for every second you make me wait.”

The giant grinned at that.

“Orfamay Vetch,” Mouse said, and this time the words came tumbling out. “Since my brother is a prisoner, I am the acting head of all the Gilhoolies and the Hogginses, too. And in that role, to you and to all the Vetches and Runcibles who are now or who ever have been, I have come to apologize for all the harm we have ever done you.”

There were gasps from inside the store. Across the street, a confused muttering arouse, as Gilhoolies tried to determine if they’d heard what they thought they did.

Orfamay peered at her closely, as if looking for evidence of trickery. “Am I supposed to fall down in gratitude for those words, girl?” she said finally. “And then let you stick a knife in my ribs when I’m down on the ground.”

“I don’t give a fuck what you do,” Mouse said. “I’ve said what my family needed to say. And now we’re done fighting forever. You can do whatever you want. We’re out.”

Now the confusion from the other side of the street was gone. In its place was an angry murmur. Mouse whirled around to face her relatives. “We’ve lost too much for too long,” she shouted to them. “We are done. Now one of you get up there and cut my cousin’s body down. He’s going to have a proper funeral.”

Mouse started to walk back across the street. Orfamay’s hand shot out and grabbed her shoulder, pulling her back. “You think you can just stop this feud all on your own?” she hissed. “Blood goes back generations.”

“And ends with this one,” Mouse said.

“You think this pathetic excuse for a lawgiver’s going to protect you, he’s the first one going down,” Orfamay said.

“He’s not our lawgiver,” Mouse said. “There’s only one law for the Gilhoolies from here out. No more fighting.”

Orfamay studied her carefully. “It’s not going to work.”

“I told you, there’s nothing to work or not work,” Mouse said. “It just is.”

Matt felt a swelling of pride. This girl, or this woman who was stuck in a girl’s body, had just stood up to endless years of bloody tradition. And he had led to her this point. Killing Joan had been nothing compared to this.

“Almost,” Orfamay said, a thoughtful tone creeping into her voice. “It’s almost enough.”

“I don’t have anything more to give,” Mouse said.

“This fight didn’t start between families,” Orfamay said. “It was a cause between two individuals, one Vetch and one Gilhoolie, over a piece of land. The others were all dragged in. We need to finish this the way it started. Then it can end.”

Mouse froze, then turned back to Orfamay. “The two family leaders?” she said. “We fight it out, and then everyone else is out forever.”

Orfamay chuckled and held up the stump where her hand used to be. “I’m not at full strength, girl. Neither is your leader.” She gave the giant a sign, and he dropped Vern to the ground in a heap. “We each choose our champion.”

Mouse looked uncertain. “And then it’s over? Whoever wins?”

“And then it’s over.” Orfamay raised her voice so she could be heard by everyone in the store and on the street. “Whoever wins, the fight is over.”

Mouse looked at Matt, but turned back before he could offer his opinion. “I’ll fight for our side.”

Orfamay broke into a wide grin. “And my petite nephew will fight for ours.”

The giant held up his hands as if the victory was already his.

Mouse paled. Matt pulled her aside. “You can’t do this,” he hissed. “You’ll be killed.”

“And the others will be free forever,” Mouse said. “As they would have been years ago. You’re the one who told me that, remember?”

He did. At every stage he had made a choice, and while they all seemed to be the right ones at the time, they had led inexorably to this point. To the brutal death of this woman who had shown so much courage.

Orfamay spoke out to the crowds again. “These are the terms: We will have one fighter from the Vetch family and one from the Gilhoolies. Whatever happens, this ends our feud forever. Does anybody object?”

There was silence from the crowd. And then Matt stepped up to the porch. “I object,” he said. “If you set Vetch against Gilhoolie, the hate will go on forever no matter what you say in advance.”

Orfamay sneered at him. “Do you have a better suggestion, lawgiver?” she said.

“I do,” Matt said. “I will fight in her place.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 

The rules were simple: two men start, one man finishes.

Matt and the giant faced off against each other in the center of Main Street. Matt clutched his axe; the giant held a curved blade so large it must have come from some kind of harvesting machine. The sides of the street were packed with Vetches and Gilhoolies, each sticking with their own people. Mouse and Orfamay stood together on the porch in front of the general store, the girl he’d rescued cowering behind them.

Matt took one step toward the giant. “We don’t have to do this,” Matt said. “We can set an example for both families. Just set down our weapons and walk away.”

The giant thought this over. “I can set down my weapon,” he said finally. He dropped his blade on the ground.

Matt allowed himself a sigh of relief. He’d had his share of fights before, but he’d never even seen anyone this big, let alone tried to battle him. And even if he fought and won, what would be the point? The big man would be injured or dead and how would anyone be better off?

But the giant wasn’t done yet. “I don’t need a weapon.” Before Matt could drop his axe, the giant reached out and grabbed him in his enormous palms. He raised Matt above his head and threw him down on the asphalt.

Matt landed hard on his shoulder, his left arm going numb from the impact. The axe flew out of his hand. He felt his clothes, then his skin tearing away as he skidded down the road.

Somehow the giant got ahead of him before he came to a stop. He put out one massive foot and stomped. Matt could hear his ribs crack. He let out a strangled scream.

“I am a weapon,” the giant crowed. He bent down and picked Matt up again. He didn’t throw him this time. Instead he held Matt off the ground with one hand, then slapped him across his head with the other. It was like being hit by a steamroller.

For a moment, everything went black. When Matt’s eyes worked again, what he saw was the asphalt rising toward him. While he was out, the giant had hurled him back in the other direction.

Matt threw up his arms to protect his face and landed on both wrists. Jagged bolts of pain shot up through his wrists. He tried to get up, but as soon as he was on his knees, one of the giant’s boots slammed into his stomach, sending him flying back down the street, his head bouncing off the asphalt.

Matt gasped for breath and felt blood filling his mouth. He spit it on the ground, where it merged with all that had spilled from Vetch and Gilhoolie the night before. He was one of them now, another victim or, increasingly unlikely, another victor in this endless war.

Was this why Mr. Dark had sent him to Heaven? To show him that’s all he ever was, just another faceless combatant in a conflict that would never end? Or just to get him caught up in a fight that didn’t matter so he’d forget about the one that did?

There was a skittling noise on the ground and Matt felt something hard hit his hand. It was the handle of his axe. One of the spectators had kicked it to him.

Matt grabbed his weapon and felt a strength flowing through him. It was nothing magical. The axe was no Mjolnir and he couldn’t be further from godhead. But it was him. He was whole.

Matt looked up and saw the giant standing over him again, one mighty foot raised in the air, ready to bring it down on his skull and smash his brains out on the ground.

As the foot came down, Matt rolled out from under it. The foot slammed into the ground and Matt thought he could feel the vibration through the asphalt. The giant wheeled toward him, lifting his foot.

Matt saw exactly what he had to do. He lashed out with the axe, striking just under the giant’s kneecap. The giant let out a howl of pain, but Matt didn’t stop. He brought the axe straight up, slamming it between the giant’s legs. The giant doubled over, clutching his groin. Matt jumped to his feet, ignoring the screaming pain from his ribs, and brought the axe down on the back of the giant’s head.

The giant tumbled to the ground, one hand on his groin, the other on the back of his neck.

“You would be dead right now,” Matt said to him, “if I’d used the blade instead of the butt.”

Matt became aware of a chanting from the Gilhoolie side of the street. “Kill him. Kill him. Kill him.”

And then realized with a shock that the chant had spread to the Vetches as well, as they urged him to finish off their own champion.

“Is that what you want?” Matt said to the giant. “Do you want me to kill you? Or do you yield?”

The chant grew louder. Matt could see the giant’s lips move, but he couldn’t hear the words over the shouting. Matt put his ear to the giant’s lips.

“I want to live.”

Matt turned to the crowd. He held up his axe, and they fell silent.

“It’s over,” he said. “It’s all over.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 

The road curved down the mountain in front of him. Matt walked slowly toward the switchbacks that led away from Heaven. He was feeling pain now, but he knew that would ease as his body healed.

He couldn’t tell if the people of Heaven had been sorry to see him go. He hadn’t stuck around to find out. What he’d seen at the very end had filled him with such disgust he couldn’t bear to stay another second.

It had been while the giant was down on the ground and Matt was waiting to see if he’d yield. The whole crowd had been pumping their fists into the air, calling for the giant’s death.

And on the porch of the general store, Mouse and Orfamay had been united in bloodlust, calling for Matt to murder the Vetch champion. And the girl he’d rescued, the girl who had been stunned into shock by the violence that had been done to her and her lover, was yelling with them.

He’d done what he could. He got them to agree to peace after so many years of war. The looks on the faces of both family leaders told him they might be killing each other again soon.

Or maybe not. Maybe he really had made this place better than it was before he got there.

As he passed beyond the town limit, a thick fog had come down and settled over Heaven and blocked it from his view. When the fog lifted he wasn’t even sure the town would be there anymore.

What he did know was that he wouldn’t be around to find out.

Matt made the turn around the first switchback, heading for the highway and never looking back.

 
 

THE END



But Matt Cahill will return in
THE DEAD MAN #4: THE DEAD WOMAN
by David McAfee
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