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Editor’s Note

If you haven’t read The Blood Mesa, the fifth book in the Dead Man series, please note that this tale contains some spoilers.


CHAPTER ONE

Matt woke with a start. He was in trouble. He instinctively reached for his ax but didn’t find it on the leatherette seat beside him. He quickly assessed the situation. Where was he? On a bus. What was happening? From what he could tell, not much.

He took a breath as the panicky feeling from his nightmare faded. The dream had featured a group of rotting corpses surrounding him, grabbing his arms and legs and attempting to tear him apart. He had a lot of bad dreams like that. He never got used to them.

Matt counted six other passengers on the bus. All were sweaty and uncomfortable, including him. He looked out the window to see barren desert stretching to the horizon. He remembered now: he was in Nevada. He was currently cruising along State Route 305 on his way to a small town called Battle Mountain to combat the forces of evil. As usual.

The landscape had changed while he was napping. Before, they’d been on a flat plain, broken up by the occasional red rock formation, bounded by the Shoshone Mountains to the west. In the middle of August, there was nothing green in sight. The bus was now climbing into the foothills of the Shoshones. Windows on the left looked into a solid rock wall. On the right, Matt saw a steep drop-off into the canyon below. The road was barely wide enough for two vehicles to pass. There were no painted lines or highway markers. Clearly, they had left Route 305.

He looked across the aisle at Karen, the pretty single mom he’d been talking with for the first hour or so of the long, hot bus ride. She was a bank manager who happened to be out of work at the moment. She and her eight-year-old son, Daniel, were going to visit her sister in Battle Mountain for some “family love and support.” Karen was clearly uncomfortable as she said this. Matt guessed that she needed to ask sis for money. He had claimed to sell carpet for a living, which had proved reliably boring enough to discourage detailed questions.

Now Karen was reading a magazine while Daniel played a game on her smartphone. Matt leaned over to them. “Where are we?”

Karen looked up and smiled. “Detour. There was construction on the highway.”

Matt didn’t like this. Sure, it could be as simple as Karen said, but the past couple of years had taught him to be suspicious of any unexpected change. He was tempted to ask if she’d actually seen construction equipment or just a guy with a flag. Maybe an especially creepy-looking guy.

He looked up at the driver. When Matt had boarded the bus in Austin, the man seemed friendly enough, and free of visible decomposition. He was deeply tanned, with a shaved head to disguise a receding hairline. A patch on his shirt read “Frank.” From his seat, Matt could see the side of the driver’s head and face. Still no signs of rot.

Then he noticed something small wriggling in Frank’s ear. A single maggot dropped onto his shoulder.

Matt stood quickly and walked up the aisle. As he approached Frank, he caught the unmistakable stench of decomposition. Evil was festering within the driver, and could trigger an explosion of violence at any time.

Trouble was, Matt wasn’t sure what to do about it. He wasn’t about to try seizing control of the bus on a narrow mountain road.

Matt got close enough to hear Frank muttering angrily to himself. The driver glanced back at him. Fetid sores had bloomed on his face, dribbling foul liquid. He was also crying.

Frank turned forward and resumed his quiet rant. “Fucking bitch,” he hissed.

Matt decided to try sympathy. “You having woman trouble, too?”

“Couldn’t even tell me to my face. I find out from a fucking lawyer.” Hot tears leaked down his cheeks, mixing with the pus.

That’s how Mr. Dark got in, thought Matt. The creature had a particular talent for finding someone’s pain and stoking it into rage. “That’s cold,” he told Frank.

“That’s Ashley,” the driver said sourly.

“You should hear what my ex did,” Matt griped, trying to keep the guy talking. No answer. He kept his voice casual. “But good riddance, right?”

“She thinks she can just throw me away. Like I’m nothing.” Frank gripped the wheel tighter, as if he were choking it. He still wore his wedding ring.

“I hear you,” said Matt. “Hey, can we pull over for a sec? I hate talking to the back of your head like this.”

“I don’t want to talk.” The driver’s mouth twisted into a bitter smile. “I want her to have blood on her hands for the rest of her life.”

The bus weaved, alarmingly close to the drop-off. Matt leaned closer, ignoring the stench. “Leave these people out of it. They’re innocent.”

“Nobody’s innocent,” stated Frank. He jerked the wheel to the right. Matt lunged forward and grabbed it, but he was too late.


CHAPTER TWO

The bus was traveling at twenty-eight miles per hour when its front tires went off the cliff. The vehicle dropped sharply and the undercarriage struck the ground. It slid forward, grating against rock.

They reached the tipping point and the nose of the bus dipped into the canyon. For a fleeting moment, Matt felt weightless as the floor dropped away. Everyone was screaming. The front wheels touched down on the cliff wall. Frank pitched forward into the dashboard, knocking himself out.

The bus toppled over onto its side and the world went crazily askew. Everyone was thrown to the right. Matt slammed against the entry door. The back of his head hit metal and he grayed out briefly. Windows broke, raining chunks of glass on the passengers. Bags flew off the overhead shelves. Somebody’s soda can hit the wall, splitting open and spraying liquid. Matt felt like he was back in the avalanche that had buried him under tons of snow, tumbling helplessly out of control. It wasn’t a pleasant memory.

The bus jolted over rocks as it slid inexorably into the canyon. Among the terrified faces of the passengers, Matt caught a glimpse of the Dark Man in one of the seats. He was laughing, like a delighted kid on a roller coaster. Frank tumbled out of the driver’s seat, unconscious, and landed on Matt, blocking his view. Matt shoved the inert body aside. He looked for Mr. Dark again, but the creature had vanished.

The bus crashed into a stand of juniper pines at the base of the cliff. The windshield shattered. Thick branches thrust into the bus like enemy spears. One pierced Frank’s abdomen. Another scraped painfully across Matt’s back. He thought later that the trees had probably saved him. They cushioned the bus’s fall just enough, so that when it slammed headfirst into the rocky ground, the impact was less than lethal.

Then everything was still. Matt took a moment to confirm that, yes, he had survived. His back and head hurt like hell where they had hit the door. He touched his skull and felt blood, but it wasn’t too bad. Disoriented, he looked up. The body of the bus seemed to be vertical, with the rear exit door overhead. Rows of seatbacks jutted out like shelves. He realized that the bus had come to rest on its nose, with its right side leaning against the cliff wall. He was in the stairwell by the entry door, which was pinned shut against the rock.

Frank lay on the crumpled dashboard nearby, among a pile of bags and purses that had flown forward during the crash. Part of a branch still protruded from his gut and his shirt was soaked with blood. He was alive, Matt saw from the still-oozing sores on his skin. Which meant he could still be dangerous. Now Matt really did need his ax.

He saw his duffel bag over by the steering column. Matt tried to pull himself out of the stairwell. He couldn’t. His legs wouldn’t move. He remembered his spine hitting the metal doorframe. Cold fear crept in as he willed his legs to bend. They wouldn’t. From the waist down, Matt was paralyzed. He tried to process the thought. Paralyzed.

Above him, he could hear the other passengers groaning and crying. They had been thrown against the seatbacks in front of them, and now clung to them to keep from falling. A muscular young man jumped down to the front of the bus, barely missing Frank. The guy looked like he spent every waking moment at the gym, showing off the results with a too-tight T-shirt. His nose was smashed and blood streamed down his face. He turned toward Matt and, for a moment, it seemed like he was going to offer a hand. Instead, he reached down to grab a camo-print backpack.

Mr. Muscles looked up at his girlfriend, a pale young woman with a dozen earrings along the edge of one ear. “Come on, babe!”

She was gingerly trying to climb down the seats with a sprained ankle. She reached out to him for help. He took her hand, then simply yanked her down beside him. She landed on the hurt ankle and cried out in pain. Her boyfriend paid no mind. He spotted the broken window and shoved her toward it. She scrambled to the window and wriggled out. Muscles followed.

Matt saw Karen standing on a seatback about halfway up the aisle. She was trying to slide Daniel out to her across the seat. With a broken right arm, this was no easy task. It was a bad break. A jagged edge of bone poked through the skin of her forearm. She either ignored the pain or didn’t feel it yet.

Now Matt noticed the wisps of smoke drifting up through the cracked dashboard. The bus was starting to burn. He tried to control his panic as he looked for a way out. On the opposite side of the bus, the window by the driver’s seat was broken. It was less than ten feet away, but he’d have to climb over Frank and around the steering column to get to it. And he couldn’t move his legs. He was trapped.

A fiftyish Hispanic man in an Arizona Diamondbacks baseball cap climbed to the front of the bus beside Matt. Blood leaked down his neck from an unseen head wound. “Are you okay?” he asked.

Matt knew he couldn’t live with himself if he didn’t tell the guy, “There’s a woman up there who needs help with her son.”

The Diamondbacks fan saw Karen. He climbed back up a few seats, introduced himself as Javier, and offered his help. Together, he and Karen got the boy into the aisle and down. Daniel was sobbing in pain. His right leg and wrist were broken.

Karen climbed out the window. Javier passed Daniel through to her. Then he noticed the smoke. “Oh shit.”

He held out a hand to Matt. “Come on.”

“I can’t move my legs,” said Matt, as calmly as he could.

Javier grabbed his arms and pulled. But Matt was a big guy and it wasn’t easy to maneuver him out of the stairwell. Javier looked up at a young blond guy making his way down from the back—now top—of the bus. “Give me a hand.”

The young guy did. The two of them managed to haul Matt across the bus, over the steering column, and up to the broken window. Matt pulled himself through.

He slid down the side of the bus and landed awkwardly on the rocky ground. His legs bent beneath him, and he wondered if he’d broken anything. If so, he couldn’t feel it.

He immediately felt the intense heat of the day. The bus’s air-conditioning hadn’t been great, but it was at least twenty degrees warmer outside. Matt had seen a weather report in the bus terminal in Austin that called for a high of 117 degrees. That felt about right.

There was no movement at the window for a long moment, and Matt was afraid his saviors had succumbed to smoke inhalation. Then Frank appeared, his inert body being shoved out inch by inch. He slid to the ground. The other two men finally emerged, gasping in the clean air. They pulled the driver safely away from the bus, into the dry riverbed running through the narrow canyon. Javier was overwhelmed by a fierce coughing fit. He hunched over, fighting to catch his breath.

The other passengers were clustered together, still in shock from the crash. Karen sat with Daniel, stroking his hair. Muscles and his girlfriend stood entwined in each other’s arms.

The girlfriend leaned forward and peered at Frank. His shirt was covered in blood, and more oozed from his puncture wound. “Is he dead?”

“I don’t think so,” said the blond guy. “He’s breathing.”

“We need to stop the bleeding,” said Karen.

Mr. Muscles, Alex to his friends, pulled off his T-shirt, revealing a perfectly toned torso. He handed it to her. Karen knelt beside Frank and pressed the shirt over the wound. Blood quickly soaked the cloth.

“You should pull out the stick,” offered the pierced young woman. “So the wound can close.”

Javier struggled to speak as he coughed. “No…leave it in.”

Matt saw Frank’s eyes beginning to open. “That’s a myth,” he told Karen. “Pull it out.”

Javier continued to shake his head as he tried to catch his breath. Matt knew he was giving bad advice. Removing the branch would probably make the man bleed out more quickly. Which was exactly what Matt wanted. Frank had already tried to kill everyone on the bus. The rot on his face told Matt he’d try again if he got the chance. Matt had to make sure he never did. His own half-paralyzed condition would make it tough for him to kill the bastard himself. He needed Karen to do his dirty work.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“I’m sure,” said Matt with complete confidence.

She apparently decided to trust him. With her good arm, she grasped the branch and pulled. It came free and a new freshet of blood poured out. She tried to staunch the flow with the already soaked T-shirt, but it was no use.

Frank woke up. “What…?” He looked around wildly and stopped when he saw Matt. Their eyes met for a moment, Frank’s gaze full of hate.

Then, as Matt had witnessed so many times, the driver’s face relaxed and his eyes went dull. The hideous sores faded away. He was dead.

This became clear to Karen as well, even as she kept pressing on the bloody cloth. Matt felt horrible for doing this to her, but he hadn’t had much choice. Finally, she sat back, tears running silently down her cheeks.

Mr. Muscles, whom they would come to know as Alex, turned on Matt. “So what the hell happened?”

“There was nothing we could have…” Matt began.

But the other man cut him off angrily. “On the bus. I saw you grab the wheel.”

Now everyone looked at Matt. He tried not to sound defensive. “I didn’t steer us off the cliff, if that’s what you mean. The driver did. I tried to stop him.”

“Why would he do that?” Alex demanded.

Matt couldn’t tell them about the Dark Man and his evil influence. They wouldn’t believe him if he did. “He was upset,” said Matt. “Suicidal, I guess. His wife had just left him.”

The pale young woman with Alex asked, “Why take all of us with him?”

“I don’t know. He was obviously unbalanced.” This sounded weak, even to him. “I didn’t cause the crash,” he insisted. But in a way, Matt knew, he did.

He’d been looking through the tabloids, a habit he’d developed in his pursuit of the Dark Man. Where the specter went, violence and death were sure to follow. And not the everyday violence—shootings, robberies, drug deals gone bad—which hardly made the news anymore. Dark seemed to take special pleasure in the gruesome and the bizarre. Exactly the kind of stories typically splashed across the front page of the National Enquirer.

The story that had caught his attention featured the headline “New Hotel Cursed by Ancient Spirits?” It featured a picture of the hotel in question: the Washakie Lodge, a luxurious spa/hotel under construction on the Shoshone Indian Reservation in Battle Mountain, Nevada. The project had been plagued by accidents and, most dramatically, a murder spree. While working on a concrete foundation, contractor Ernest Tarkanian “suddenly went apes*#t,” in the words of one witness, and planted a metal trowel in his coworker’s neck. He attacked three other workers, two fatally, before the site manager shot him.

Matt was reading the overheated speculation about whether disturbing sacred land had unleashed supernatural vengeance, when a close-up of the hotel lobby stopped him cold. The parquet wood floor was inlaid with elaborate designs, including a snake consuming its own tail. The Ouroboros.

He had seen this symbol before, as a tattoo worn by soldiers of the Dark Man. He’d also seen it carved into an ancient stone altar uncovered by an archeological dig on Blood Mesa in Arizona. Once uncovered, the altar had radiated an evil energy that turned the grad students into vicious, cannibalistic killers. Matt and the few unaffected students had barely escaped.

The altar was gone now, blown to pieces. But there might be other objects out there with the same power to spread evil. The Ouroboros symbol at the hotel could be a sign that something dark resided there. Or maybe someone just thought a snake eating its own tail would be a cool pattern to put in the floor. He’d headed to Battle Mountain to find out.

It was no coincidence that Matt’s bus crashed on the way. It seemed that the Dark Man didn’t want him to reach the Washakie Lodge, at least not before the grand opening tomorrow night. The rest of the passengers were just innocent bystanders who had the bad luck to get on the same bus as Matt Cahill.

“Let’s not go accusing each other,” said Javier in a deep, soothing voice. “Let’s just get some help. Does anyone have their phone?”

The wreck was now fully engulfed in flames. Its long, vertical body served as a kind of chimney, concentrating the heat. Everything inside was being incinerated, including several of the passengers’ phones. Matt and Alex were the only ones who had taken their bags as they escaped. Alex kept his camo backpack close, as if afraid that some new disaster might snatch it away for good.

He pulled a cell phone out of the pack. Karen and the blond guy had theirs safely in their pockets. All quickly discovered that they had no signal. Alex glared at the high, steep cliff walls, which effectively blocked any cell reception. Refusing to accept defeat, he walked off into the canyon, phone held aloft, searching for bars.

Javier swayed on his feet slightly. “Are you all right?” asked the pierced young woman, putting a hand on his arm. Her nails were painted black, Matt noticed, and filed into triangular points.

“Just a little dizzy,” he assured her.

“Let me see.” She reached for his cap and he pulled back. “Hold still,” she scolded. She took off his cap, revealing a large gash beneath his close-cropped hair.

Their manner gave Matt the distinct impression that these people knew each other. They hadn’t been together on the bus, hadn’t acknowledged each other during the trip or since the crash. But there was a familiarity between them that hadn’t been there until just now, when Alex went out of earshot. Interesting.

Unless he was imagining the whole thing, maybe to distract himself from the fact that he still couldn’t move or even feel his legs. I’ll heal, Matt assured himself. I always heal.

Alex came striding back, frustrated. Sure enough, the two moved apart. “Nothing,” he fumed, flinging aside his phone.

Karen tried to stay positive. “Someone will come looking for us when we don’t show up in Battle Mountain, won’t they?”

“Of course,” agreed Javier. He checked his watch. “It’s just past two. We’re due in at around three. When we’re late, the Greyhound people will probably call the driver. When they can’t reach him, they’ll know something’s wrong and send someone out to find us.”

“One problem,” Matt pointed out. “We’re supposed to be on the highway.”

Javier was unfazed. “I’m sure they’ll know about the detour. That’s part of their job.”

The other passengers seemed reassured. Matt wasn’t. If the Dark Man had directed them off the road, no one else would know about it. A search party would have no idea when the missing bus had left its intended route, or where to start looking. And Matt had seen a map of Route 305. It cut through ninety miles of open desert. That was a whole lot of search area.

“Even so,” said Matt, “somebody should go for help.”

Alex gave a short laugh. “Go where? Up there?” He gestured to the road they’d fallen from. It was at least five hundred feet above them, up a crumbling sandstone cliff. It would be a challenging climb for anyone, functioning legs or not.

Matt nodded toward the northern end of the canyon. “Toward Battle Mountain.”

“Do you know how far that is? We were still an hour away. By bus,” Alex emphasized.

Matt thought back to the map. “We might not have to go all the way to town. There are other roads running through the desert where we could find people.”

“Easy to say when you won’t be the one stuck out there in the fucking heat,” said Alex, looking at Matt’s inert legs. Matt felt his face burn. He would really love to deck this asshole.

Javier intervened with that soothing voice. “Nobody needs to hike out into the desert. We should stay with the wreck.” He gestured to the plume of black smoke rising from the burning bus. “They’ll follow that and find us.”

That was the end of the discussion. Matt wished desperately that he could simply stand up and go look for help himself. But, as Alex had pointed out, he wasn’t going anywhere.

“Do we have any water?” asked Karen, looking to Alex and Matt, the only possible sources.

Matt dug through his duffel. He found a single, half-empty bottle of water and an iced tea. He put them on the ground in front of Karen. Alex pulled two full bottles from his pack and added them to the communal supply. That was it. Three and a half bottles of water and a single unsweetened iced tea to keep seven people hydrated for who knew how long. It wasn’t enough. But it would have to be.

“Let’s get out of the sun,” said Javier. He had a natural air of authority and he was emerging as the group’s de facto leader. Matt was happy to let someone else take charge for a change.

Javier gathered the drinks and looked for a shady place to keep them. There weren’t many options. In the middle of the day, a thin strip of shade ran along the base of the western wall of the canyon. The burning bus leaned against that same wall, still resting precariously on its nose. Javier moved a safe distance from the bus, and stowed the bottles in a small alcove in the rock wall. He sat in the shade nearby. Karen half carried Daniel over to sit beside him.

Matt started to drag himself over to join the group, when the blond guy took pity on him and asked, “Need some help?”

Matt hated asking for help, but it was too damn hot to insist on struggling along by himself. He nodded. “Thanks.”

“I’m Ryan,” said the guy.

“Matt.”

Ryan looked even younger than Matt had first thought. He couldn’t be more than twenty-two or -three. There was still some acne scattered across his forehead. He had a chaotic thatch of blond hair, with a liberal application of styling gel to keep it standing on end. Several shallow scrapes along his jaw were bleeding but not serious.

He hauled Matt into the shade, where it was marginally cooler. Karen had torn off a strip of her blouse and was attempting to tie it around Daniel’s broken wrist, hampered by her own injured arm.

“Let me,” said Matt.

She nodded gratefully and made room for him to scoot over to Daniel. The boy’s wrist was obviously painful, but he seemed determined to remain stoic. He didn’t make a sound as Matt bandaged it with the piece of cloth.

Daniel’s leg was a more serious problem. It was badly swollen, the skin around his knee and thigh an ugly purple, mottled with red. It was clearly broken, and Matt thought the boy’s kneecap might have been shattered.

“Let’s get a splint on that leg,” he said. As a kid, he’d spent a lot of time hiking in the Cascades. He’d acquired basic wilderness first aid skills by necessity. “I need two long, straight branches.”

Ryan went to collect them. When the bus crashed into the stand of pines, it had broken off the upper branches and scattered them around the canyon, out of reach of the flames. Ryan brought back several options. Matt chose the two straightest and snapped the smaller branches off the makeshift splints to make them as smooth as possible.

He placed a branch on either side of Daniel’s injured leg. The boy looked distinctly nervous about the whole operation. Karen sat beside him, holding his hand.

“I had to splint my own leg like this once,” Matt told Daniel, hoping to distract him, “when I broke my ankle on a hike.” He pulled an old shirt from his duffel bag and tore it into strips. “I was out by myself, which was kinda stupid. And I hadn’t told anyone where I was going, which was really stupid.”

He lifted Daniel’s leg to pass the strips of cloth under it. He tried to be gentle, but the boy sucked in his breath sharply. Matt confided, “Between you and me, I wasn’t the smartest kid on the block.”

Karen asked, “How old were you?”

“Nine.” He turned to Daniel. “Just a little older than you.” The boy smiled at that. Matt tied the makeshift bandages above and below his knee, to hold the splints in place. “It took me almost four hours to get home.”

He pulled the first knot tight. Daniel stifled a cry of pain. Matt kept talking. “My mom was so furious. Grounded me for months.”

He tightened the knot below the knee and this time Daniel yelled. Karen pulled him close.

“That’s it,” said Matt. “You did great.”

Karen smiled at him. “Thank you.”

The other passengers took refuge in the scant shade as well. They did their best to treat their injuries, using torn strips of their clothes as bandages. Javier held a piece of cloth to his head wound until it stopped bleeding. Ryan pulled off his shirt to examine a large, colorful bruise across his chest. He winced as he touched it. Matt guessed that he’d cracked a rib or two. He noticed that the kid wore an arrowhead on a chain around his neck.

Alex’s girlfriend gently dabbed at his broken nose, not really doing much to clean it off. Her name was Vanessa, but Alex rarely called her that, preferring “babe” or “hon,” or in less affectionate moments, “stupid bitch.”

Daniel settled into an uneasy doze, as much as the pain in his leg would allow. Karen let Matt take a look at her broken arm. Blood still oozed from the torn flesh around the jutting bone. He wiped it away with a torn piece of T-shirt.

“I should have rented a car,” she said.

He didn’t follow. “What?”

“For the trip to Battle Mountain. But the bus ticket was cheaper.” She shook her head, clearly angry with herself. “And I wanted to let someone else do the driving.”

Matt started to wrap a strip of cloth around her arm. “You can’t possibly think this is your fault.”

“Not the accident, but…”

“None of it,” he insisted. “You couldn’t have known this would happen.”

Karen looked at her son. “Doesn’t matter. He’s only here because of me.” Matt knew exactly how she felt. They were all stuck here because of him.

“That’s pretty arrogant.” Matt knew that voice. He closed his eyes, as if that would shut the Dark Man out. “Assuming this is all about you.”

Matt looked up to see Mr. Dark lounging in a beach chair, wearing sunglasses and a smear of white sunscreen on his nose, basking in the sun. Matt couldn’t react. Karen was right there but, of course, didn’t see the Dark Man. Only Matt had that privilege.

The specter pointed a long finger at Daniel. “See that little thing? He’s going to be a regular ass-kicker when he grows up. I don’t know if he can match your impressive body count, but he’ll give it a try. Much easier to take him out now.”

Now he nodded toward Vanessa. “Or maybe I’m here for that one. She’s studying mythology at OSU. Working on a master’s thesis about trickster gods in various cultures. You know, Loki, Coyote, Anansi…my kind of guys. She’s come across some very interesting ancient documents.”

Mr. Dark looked thoughtful for a moment, but couldn’t hold a straight face. “I’m just messing with you. This really is your fault.” He laughed.

As he did, Ryan shuddered, as if a chill had gone up his spine. The presence of evil sometimes had that effect on people. Then the Dark Man was gone.

Matt turned his attention back to Karen. When he finished bandaging her arm, she insisted on examining his back. She ran her fingers over his vertebrae.

“I don’t feel anything broken or dislocated. Just some swelling at the base of your spine,” she told him. “When that goes down, you should be okay.”

He nodded. They both knew she had no idea what she was talking about, of course, but it was comforting nonetheless. I’ll heal, he assured himself. He always healed, and with impressive speed. At least, he had since he came back from the dead.

Nearly three years ago, Matt had been killed in avalanche. His body was buried under the snow for three months before being discovered by a little girl building a snowman. She probably still had nightmares about it. Matt had been taken to the nearest morgue. That’s where he woke up, just as the assistant coroner was starting his autopsy. The poor guy must have nightmares of his own.

Matt had no idea how or why he’d come back to life. He knew it had something to do with the Dark Man, a spectral figure who spread evil with his touch. Since his resurrection, Matt could see that evil as it took hold in people. It looked, and smelled, like physical decomposition. Other people couldn’t see it. He’d learned the hard way that whenever someone showed that kind of rot, violence and death were soon to follow.

But Mr. Dark didn’t touch people at random. He always had a plan. Matt had come to realize that he and the creature were simply soldiers in a much larger war. Good versus evil, right versus wrong—Matt didn’t know what higher forces might be at work. He was more concerned about protecting the innocent people caught in the crossfire. Like the passengers on this bus. He had to get them some help.

Matt grabbed his right leg and pulled the knee up to his chest. He did the same with the left leg, then the right again, with some idea of stimulating the nerves. Hardly scientific, he knew, but he had to try something. He’d never been good at just sitting around and waiting.

Vanessa announced, “It’s three o’clock!” Matt wasn’t sure why she was so happy about the time. Then he remembered—that’s when the bus was due in Battle Mountain. According to Javier, help would soon be on the way. The passengers looked up at the road eagerly, already anticipating the sirens and lights.

Matt didn’t have the heart to tell them it wasn’t gonna happen, at least not anytime soon. If the road really was part of an official highway detour, there would a steady stream of traffic going by. They should be able to hear it in the canyon—at least the rumble of a truck or the occasional squeal of brakes. But he hadn’t heard anything since the crash. Matt continued to work his legs. I’ll heal, he told himself again. I have to.


CHAPTER THREE

As the afternoon dragged on, the passengers’ hopeful expressions faded. Javier passed around the water several times. They finished the first bottle quickly. The second one went more slowly, as the passengers took smaller sips, starting to realize that the water might need to last longer than they’d thought.

Alex and Vanessa began to argue in low, intense voices, growing loud enough for the others to hear. “You’re so fucking paranoid,” snapped Alex. “If I say it was nothing, it was nothing.”

“She was hanging all over you,” Vanessa insisted.

“She was falling-down drunk. You know what that’s like, don’t you?” he shot back.

“Fuck you,” said Vanessa.

Alex grabbed her arm roughly and shook her. “You think you can talk to me like that?”

Ryan spoke up. “Hey, take it easy.”

Alex turned on him. “Mind your own goddamn business.” The two men locked eyes for a moment. Then Ryan looked away.

Vanessa wrenched her arm free and stood awkwardly. She limped away, mostly hopping on her uninjured foot, to a cluster of large boulders in the riverbed. She found a sheltered spot between two of the rocks and sat alone.

Karen decided to lighten the mood. She indicated the arrowhead around Ryan’s neck. “Where did you get that?”

“My grandfather gave it to me,” he said. The arrowhead wasn’t very big, maybe three inches long, made of shiny black stone.

“Is it obsidian?”

“Flint,” he told her. He saw Daniel leaning in to take a closer look. Ryan slipped the neck chain over his head and gave it to the boy. “This belonged to a great Shoshone warrior, who passed it down through five generations. Then Grandpa won it from a medicine man on the reservation.”

“How?” asked Daniel.

Ryan smiled. “With a lucky draw to an inside straight. Of course, he says it wasn’t luck at all. He was meant to win this arrowhead, so he could give it to me.” He looked at Karen and shrugged. “Or he bought it at a souvenir shop and made up that story to make it seem special for my birthday. I was ten.”

“You still wear it,” she said. “That’s sweet.”

“Not really. It’s been sitting in a box of junk in the back of my closet. I dug it out because I was supposed to visit him last week and he asked if…” his voice broke, “…if I still had it.”

Karen touched the young man’s shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

“He’s dead.” Ryan abruptly burst into tears. The other passengers stared. He tried to control himself enough to speak. “He asked me to come last week because he wanted my help with something. But work got busy and I blew him off. And now my grandpa is dead.” Sobs overwhelmed him again. “I was on my way to his funeral.”

Karen hugged him. Daniel gave back the arrowhead. That was the end of conversation for a while.

Javier chose the location of their makeshift latrine. He walked to the far side of the bus. The fire had died down to a smolder. The black smoke that might have signaled their location to rescuers had also died out. Javier stayed out of sight for a couple of minutes then reappeared. When Alex had to go a half hour later, he used the same spot.

When he returned, he went over to Vanessa. They kept their voices low as they talked. Matt couldn’t hear the specifics, but followed the general drift. He was conciliatory. She was still angry, then softening. He flattered. She smiled. Then they moved around to the far side of the rocks for some privacy, the reconciliation apparently complete.

This kind of volatile relationship was foreign to Matt. Sure, he and Janey had fought on occasion, sometimes followed by hot make-up sex, but for the most part preferred to keep things calm. Their communication tended to be more subtle, a raised eyebrow or stiffened back. They could read each other so well. Matt wondered sometimes if it would be possible to find that kind of connection again. Not in his current life of darkness and secrets, he knew. Until this was over, if it ever was, he would remain isolated.

That’s when Matt felt it…a twinge of sensation in his left foot, somewhere between a tickle and an itch. He grabbed the foot and pinched it hard. He felt that, too. Matt poked his finger into several spots on one leg, then the other, and grinned.

Karen saw this. “What is it?” she asked.

“The feeling’s coming back. Here…” He jabbed at his thigh. Karen did the same. Matt nodded happily. “You were right. I think I’ll be okay.”

“I’m so glad.” She smiled.

A female giggle floated out from behind the rocks. Matt saw that Javier was paying close attention to the unseen couple. He didn’t look happy. Matt recalled his earlier impression that Javier and Vanessa knew each other but didn’t want Alex to see it. Maybe he wasn’t imagining things. Maybe they did have a secret relationship. It wasn’t an obvious match between the heavily pierced young Vanessa and the fifty-something, frankly not very attractive Javier. Then again, why not?

Vanessa screamed. Javier’s hand went automatically to his right ankle, but he relaxed as Vanessa scampered from behind the boulder, smiling and letting out another playful scream. Alex came after her with something in his hand. It was a dead, dried-up lizard. He thrust it in her face and she backed away, but not so far that he couldn’t catch her. Alex tugged on the front of her tank top and dropped the lizard inside. Vanessa’s distress turned genuine as she pulled the dead animal out of her shirt and tossed it away. Alex laughed. Matt’s opinion of him did not improve.

He was more intrigued by Javier’s instinctive reaction to Vanessa’s scream, though. It looked very much like he was reaching for a weapon. Matt studied the man’s right ankle, searching for the telltale lump of a holster, but couldn’t be sure either way. If he was hiding a gun, Matt wanted to know.

He asked Javier to bring him the bottle of iced tea. As the older man bent down to give it to him, Matt put a hand on his right ankle. He felt the small holster strapped to Javier’s leg.

Their eyes met. Javier knew he was busted. The man had helped him escape from a burning bus, so Matt would let him explain.

Javier sat next to him, on the side away from Karen and Daniel, and spoke quietly. “I’m a cop,” he said. “Don’t say anything to the others.”

“Why?” asked Matt.

“I’m following a suspect. I don’t want him to find out.”

Matt had no doubt whom he meant. “Alex.”

Javier nodded. Matt wanted to know, “Is he dangerous?”

A pause. “He’s never killed anyone.” This wasn’t very comforting. Javier saw Matt’s concern and assured him, “He’s just a drug courier. I was tailing him to his buyer.”

That explained why Alex was so attached to his backpack. Matt thought about the exchange he’d seen between Javier and Vanessa. “What about his girlfriend? She seemed to know you.” The cop didn’t answer. Matt persisted. “Is she working with you?”

“Look, Mr…” Javier began.

“Cahill.”

“Mr. Cahill, this is a delicate situation. Help me out here and don’t say anything. The last thing I want to do is provoke a conflict.” His hand wandered absently to the wound on his head.

“I don’t, either,” agreed Matt. If Alex got suspicious, things could turn ugly. Fast.

As the shadows in the canyon lengthened, the stranded passengers began to realize they might be here all night. They hadn’t made much effort to conserve water, assuming that help was on the way. Only a half bottle of water and most of the iced tea remained. By now, they were hungry as well. Alex provided dinner in the form of two protein bars. The food, of course, only made people thirstier.

“We should build a signal fire,” said Daniel. “So they can find us.”

Karen hugged him. “That’s a great idea.”

The able-bodied collected firewood and piled it in the flat riverbed. Matt continued his improvised physical therapy. Full sensation had returned to his legs and feet. Movement couldn’t be far behind, could it?

Javier produced a lighter from his pocket and ignited the kindling. Soon, the wood was ablaze. Everyone, including Matt, scooted closer to the fire, feeling comforted by it. Matt kept an eye on Javier, Vanessa, and Alex, looking for any sign of tension. But Alex seemed perfectly content, lounging by the campfire with his girl. They leaned their heads in close, kissing and whispering to each other.

“Sorry about the meltdown,” said Ryan. He was sitting between Matt and Karen, looking embarrassed. “I didn’t know Grandpa’s death was hitting me that hard.”

Karen smiled. “You don’t need to apologize.”

“I was close to my grandfather, too,” Matt told him. “When he died…”

Matt trailed off as Alex pulled away from his beloved. His left eye was gone. There was now a raw, open socket that dribbled pus down his cheek. He’d been touched by the Dark Man.


CHAPTER FOUR

In the back of his mind, Matt could hear the creature’s rusty cackle: You thought things were bad before?

“Matt?” asked Karen.

He had to remember what he’d been saying. “Yeah. When my grandfather died, it hit me pretty hard, too.”

But he kept his eyes on Alex rubbing his putrefying face against Vanessa’s. The big man was now a much worse threat to the passengers than heat or dehydration. Anger and hatred would build up within him until, like Frank, he turned murderous. And Matt could do little to stop him. He couldn’t even move. Not yet.

Soon after sunset, they heard the first coyotes moving around in the darkness. Matt dug a flashlight out of his bag. He shone a beam all around the canyon, but the animals avoided the light. He caught a flash of gray fur, disappearing into a side canyon. Vanessa let out a short scream.

“Don’t be afraid,” Javier told her in that deep, soothing tone. “Coyotes aren’t very aggressive. They won’t attack a group of people.”

She wasn’t soothed. “Didn’t you see that movie? With Liam Neeson out in the snow?”

“Those were wolves, weren’t they?” asked Ryan.

Alex threw an arm around her shoulder. “Don’t worry, babe. I won’t let anything eat you.” Matt watched chunks of flesh oozing off the man’s skull. Vanessa had more to fear from her protector than from any wild animal. Javier kept an eye on them both as well.

Matt continued to work his legs. He was making progress. Painfully slow progress, but he would take what he could get. He could bend his knees now, lifting them several inches off the ground. Sometime soon, he’d attempt to stand.

Karen and Ryan resumed talking. She told him about her difficulties getting work. He sympathized. The best he’d been able to find was a hopelessly dull computer sales job. It didn’t help that he wasn’t exactly sure what he wanted to do with his life yet.

“Amanda, my girlfriend, she’s the ambitious one.” His expression lit up as he talked about her. “She’s starting law school next month. Vanderbilt,” he said proudly.

“That’s pretty far. Are you going with her?” Karen asked.

Ryan nodded. “Of course.”

“Your idea or hers?” demanded Alex.

The younger man looked at him. “What?”

“I’ll bet you a hundred bucks…five hundred bucks…that she never asked you to tag along.” He was grinning, firelight glistening on his bare white jawbone.

“She didn’t have to,” said Ryan.

“She didn’t want to,” Alex corrected him. “What the hell does she need with you trailing around after her like some stupid puppy?”

“It’s not like that,” Ryan objected.

Alex stood and approached the kid. He was enjoying this. Matt tensed, really hoping he wouldn’t have to attempt to intervene. At the same time, he heard an odd noise coming from near the wreck, like something ripping. Something wet. He glanced over, but saw only shadows.

“Sure, she’ll keep you around for a while,” said Alex. “To do the housework. Maybe throw you the occasional fuck when you’re a good boy and fold her undies just right.”

“Stop it,” objected Karen.

Alex ignored her. He leered at Ryan, looking for more tears. “How long do you think it will be until she decides to trade up? And you come home to find her riding one of her law school study buddies?”

“She’s not like that,” Ryan insisted.

The corpse leaned in closer. “What makes you so sure?”

Ryan met his gaze and said simply, “I love her.”

Vanessa smiled. She liked that. Matt heard the strange noises from the wreck again. He turned the flashlight to reveal three coyotes dining on the remains of Frank, the homicidal driver. They looked up at the light, their eyes glinting green, muzzles stained with blood. Karen cried out in alarm.

Alex, already spoiling for a fight, snatched a burning branch from the fire and ran at the coyotes with an incoherent yell. They were hungry and unwilling to surrender their meal. In the orange glow of the fiery branch, they bared their teeth at Alex. He bared his. The largest one snapped at him, which Alex seemed to take as a challenge. He jabbed the branch at the animal, forcing him back. This left an opening for one of the other coyotes to dart forward and snap its jaws around Alex’s arm.

He howled in pain and jammed the flaming end of the branch into the coyote’s side. It released his arm with a pained yelp. But the big coyote was already crouched to spring. As it leaped for Alex’s throat, a gunshot exploded through the canyon. The bullet hit the animal’s side and it collapsed.

The smaller coyotes ran. Alex turned, angry that his battle had been cut short, and saw Javier standing there calmly, gun in hand. “What the fuck?” he demanded.

“You have a gun?” asked Karen.

Javier pulled his badge and ID from his back pocket and showed them to the group. “It’s all right. I’m a cop.”

Karen and Ryan were relieved. Alex was furious. Javier didn’t need to explain why he’d been on the bus. Alex knew.

He walked back to the group, the smoldering branch in his hand an unspoken threat. Javier held the gun loosely at his side, an unspoken response. Alex tossed the branch back into the fire and returned to his place beside Vanessa.

Matt had instinctively tried to stand as soon as Alex picked up the branch. He got his feet under him, but couldn’t quite push himself up. It was incredibly maddening. For the first time, his rapid-healing ability didn’t feel rapid enough.

Vanessa clung to Alex. “You scared me, baby,” she murmured.

“Nothing to worry about,” he told her, and kissed her forehead. His remaining eye popped out of its socket. It fell onto her shoulder and slid off to the ground.

As Javier walked back to the fire, Daniel asked him, “Is it dead?”

“Is what dead?” he wondered.

“The coyote,” said Daniel. The boy had tears in his eyes.

Javier went to look. The coyote was lying where it had fallen. It was still alive, panting heavily, clearly in pain. He fired a single bullet into the animal’s head. Everyone jumped. Javier walked back to the fire, and resumed watching Alex.

Nobody slept. Daniel laid his head on Karen’s lap, but pain kept him awake. Ryan sat quietly, occasionally rubbing his fingers absently over the arrowhead. Matt pulled himself back to the cliff wall. He was going to stand up, damn it. He leaned against the wall and pushed with his legs, his back sliding up the rock. He faltered, almost falling, but recovered his balance and gave one more upward shove. Then he was upright. Matt stood there for a moment, grinning in relief. He swore to himself that he would never take the simple act of standing for granted again.

Feeling bold, he took a shuffling step away from the wall, then another. That’s when Alex ran at him with a flaming branch.

Matt stumbled back, raising an arm to ward off the blow. Alex abruptly stopped. “Shit,” he said. “I thought you were another fucking coyote.”

He looked Matt up and down, realizing that he was on his feet. Before he could comment, he was distracted by a female laugh. It was Vanessa.

He turned to her, annoyed. “You think that’s funny?”

In the firelight, Matt saw that lesions had appeared on Vanessa’s left arm, from shoulder to elbow, swollen with fluid and ready to burst. Evil was eating away at her, too. “You’re funny,” she said, her voice heavy with scorn. “Big man with a big stick.”

She turned to Javier, sitting next to her, and threw her rotting arm around his shoulders. “But you had to save the big man from the coyotes, didn’t you?”

Alex took a step toward her, raising the branch as if to strike. “You stupid, useless bitch.”

Matt got ready to jump Alex if he attacked. He didn’t know how well his legs would hold up in a fight, but he’d just have to find out.

Vanessa was unconcerned. She gave another derisive laugh. “Oh I’m stupid? You had no idea there was a cop right behind you for the past two months. And you certainly had no clue that Detective Beltran here offered me a deal to rat you out.” She turned back to Javier, giving him a friendly squeeze. “You have just about all the evidence you need to put my dear Alex in jail, right?”

“I don’t think this is the best time…” Javier began.

Vanessa reached down to his ankle holster, pulled out the gun, and shot him in the chest.

Karen screamed. She instinctively shielded Daniel, wrapping her body around his, pressing his face into her shoulder so he didn’t have to see. Javier let out a surprised “Oof,” as if he’d been punched in the gut. He looked at Vanessa, then down at the small red hole over his heart. Blood spurted out with each beat. He tried to get up and collapsed.

Vanessa hobbled to Alex. “I couldn’t let him do it, baby.”

He tossed down the branch and pulled her close. They kissed fiercely. Alex’s rotting face seemed to consume hers as putrid flesh oozed down her chin.

Matt shoved himself away from the wall, darted forward, and grabbed the gun out of Vanessa’s hand. Alex tried to grab it back. The two men struggled. Vanessa got an arm around Matt’s throat and began to squeeze. He desperately gasped for breath. When he did get air, the combined stench of the two corpses barely inches away made him gag. He managed to turn the barrel of the gun toward Alex and pull the trigger. A chunk of Alex’s rotting jaw vaporized, but he was unfazed.

Matt’s eyes briefly met Karen’s. She clung to her crying son as if he were the only thing keeping her from complete hysteria. Her gaze shifted as she saw Ryan picking up the smoldering branch that Alex had dropped. He swung it hard into the back of Alex’s head. The big man pitched forward, taking Matt and Vanessa down with him. The gun fell to the ground.

Ryan got ready to hit him again. Then he saw Frank, walking calmly toward him as if he hadn’t spent most of the day decomposing in the sun, only to have chunks of his flesh later torn out by coyotes. His abdomen had been chewed open, and the tasty organs eaten first. Ryan blinked. He truly couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

Matt got to the gun first. As Vanessa reached for his eyes with her black claws, he shot her in the head. She fell onto her back bonelessly. The lesions on her arm faded away, leaving her skin as perfectly porcelain as before.

“You fuck!” Alex threw a furious punch, which would have broken Matt’s cheekbone if he hadn’t twisted out of the way. The man’s bulky muscles weren’t just for show. Matt pressed the gun to Alex’s skull and fired. The chamber clicked empty. Shit! He tossed away the useless gun. Alex drove his elbow into Matt’s temple. His vision went black for a moment and he fell to his knees.

Matt lunged for his duffel bag and pulled out his trusty ax, which had never run out of ammo at the crucial moment. He swung the blade at Alex’s neck. The big man deflected the blow with one meaty arm. Matt buried it in his thigh instead. Alex looked down at the wound, annoyed that Matt had scored a hit, then slugged him in the kidney. The intense pain made Matt gasp.

Then he saw Frank, closing in on Karen and Daniel. She had her head bent down over her son’s and didn’t see the walking corpse. Frank staggered right past them, intent on his real target: Ryan. The kid just stared at the approaching danger, dazed. He was going to get torn to pieces unless Matt moved fast. Which meant getting past Alex.

Ryan snapped out of it as Frank got close enough to smell. He remembered the weapon in his hand, and swung the fiery branch into the side of the walking corpse’s head as hard as he could. Frank’s spine cracked as his head tilted sharply to the left. He staggered a few steps sideways, recovered his footing, and continued to approach.

Ryan took another swing at Frank’s mostly attached head in an effort to knock it off completely. Frank caught the burning end of the branch with a hiss of fried skin. He yanked it out of Ryan’s hands and tossed it aside. No more weapon. No more defense. Frank leaped on him.

Matt landed some good strikes with the ax, and a solid punch to Alex’s nose, which tore it off his increasingly skeletonized face. But Alex never flinched. He simply absorbed the damage and struck back at Matt.

The next time Matt went down, he stayed down. Alex drew back his foot to deliver a kick to Matt’s ribs. Matt swept his ax behind the knee of his opponent’s supporting leg and jerked it forward. Alex’s knee buckled and he fell. Matt brought the ax blade around and buried it in Alex’s head. The man tried to sit up, and for a nightmarish moment, Matt thought he would shake this off, too. Then he fell back and was still. Flesh rematerialized on his skull. He was dead.

Matt quickly yanked out the ax and hurried to help Ryan. The undead thing had him pinned. Frank closed one partially chewed hand around Ryan’s throat as he leaned in closer, teeth snapping inches from the young man’s face. As Matt closed the half-dozen steps between them, Ryan grabbed the arrowhead around his neck, yanked it free of the chain, and drove it into Frank’s eye.

Frank let out an unearthly wail. Thick black sludge oozed from the wound. Acrid smoke, hard to see in the firelight, floated like escaping steam out of the gaping tears in his flesh. Tiny particles danced in the rising heat of the fire, then dissipated into the night air.

Matt had seen this before. The smoke seemed to be the physical manifestation of whatever animating force Mr. Dark used to control human bodies. When the smoke left, so did Dark. But in Matt’s experience, it usually took a hell of a lot more damage to “re-kill” the body. In this case, a single stab to the eye had done it. Something about the arrowhead, or Ryan, or both, had driven the Dark Man out. Frank’s body collapsed. Ryan shoved it off and scrambled away. “You okay?” Matt asked him.

The kid nodded rapidly, his nerves clearly still on high alert. “We have to destroy the brain,” he told Matt, “to be sure.”

Matt had seen those movies, too. “He’s not a zombie.”

Ryan looked doubtful. “Then what is he?”

Partly to avoid answering, Matt went to check on Karen and Daniel. She was still curled in a defensive crouch around the boy. He spoke softly. “Karen? Are you all right?”

She raised her head, quickly looking around for potential threats. She loosened her grip on Daniel and examined him for further injury. She found none.

“I think so,” said Karen. She turned to Matt, trying to form a question. “What…?”

“Don’t worry,” he told her. “It’s over.” At least, the latest assault from the Dark Man seemed to be over, he thought. He didn’t want to imagine what might come next.

He expected to find Ryan keeping an eye on undead Frank, but the kid had moved over to Javier. As Matt approached, he said flatly, “He’s dead. I figured as much, but…” He gave a small shrug.

The young man seemed shell-shocked. Matt had been living with this kind of violence for so long that he sometimes forgot how a normal person would react. “What is going on here?” Ryan asked him. “You know, don’t you?”

Matt wondered how much to tell him. Even more, he wondered what Ryan already knew about the Dark Man and the weapon he’d used to drive him out of the body.

He plucked the arrowhead out of Frank’s eye and wiped off the black sludge. “Tell me about this.”

“I did,” said Ryan. “My grandfather gave it to me. He said it belonged to a great Shoshone warrior.”

“What else?” prompted Matt.

Ryan thought back. “He said the warrior used it to fight off evil spirits.”

Matt held up the arrowhead. “Did he show you what to do with it?”

The young man gave a short, humorless laugh. “You mean like ‘Here kid, go stick this in somebody’s eye?’ No. It was just a good-luck charm. I thought he made up all that stuff, but he didn’t, did he?” Matt could see Ryan reeling, suddenly forced to reevaluate everything his grandfather ever told him.

“I don’t know about the rest of it, but there really are evil spirits,” Matt told him. “The one we’re dealing with is called Mr. Dark.”

Ryan nodded uncertainly. “Mr. Dark. Okay.”

Matt felt bad for the kid. He remembered his own confusion and fear when the Dark Man entered his life. “He spreads evil by touching people. That’s what happened to Alex and Vanessa. That’s why they turned violent.”

Ryan seemed vindicated. “I knew there was something wrong with that guy. Besides being an asshole. He gave me the creeps.”

The kid had shuddered when the Dark Man was around, too. He seemed to pick up a bad vibe in the presence of evil. He obviously couldn’t see Dark or the rotting effects of his touch or, Matt assumed, he would have mentioned it. Matt had met only one other person who could, and she’d turned out to be a monster herself.

“What Mr. Dark did with Frank was different. He inhabited the body, controlling it from within,” explained Matt.

Ryan glanced back at Frank’s torn, bloody corpse. “That’s gross.”

“Yeah. He doesn’t like it, either.” Mr. Dark had told him how utterly repulsed he was by the “nasty meat bag” of the human body. But he’d set aside his disgust to inhabit Frank. Why? Why not to talk to Matt, as he’d done before? The corpse hadn’t even glanced at him, or at Vanessa and Daniel. It had gone straight for Ryan.

Now Matt realized, “He’s after you.”

Ryan didn’t follow. “What?”

Matt put it together. “I thought the Dark Man crashed the bus to keep me away from Battle Mountain. But it was to keep you away. Well, maybe both of us, but definitely you.”

Now the kid was alarmed. “Why me?”

“Because you’re a threat.” Matt indicated the little arrowhead. “You have this.”

He held it out to Ryan, but the younger man backed away. “Keep it.”

“It might not work for me. It was a gift to you.” Ryan didn’t move. Matt went on, “Your grandfather asked you to bring the arrowhead when you came to Battle Mountain, right?”

“Right…”

Matt remembered what had gotten Ryan so upset. “He wanted you to help him with something. Did he say what?”

“He said something dark was coming. And that it would cast a shadow across the land.” He looked to Matt for understanding. “That sounds like some fairy tale, right? How could I know?”

“You couldn’t,” Matt assured him.

Ryan turned to him, struck by a new fear. “What if that’s how he died? The cops told us it was a mugging gone wrong, but what if it was really the Dark Man? What if something like that”—he pointed at the remains of Frank—“killed him?”

Matt thought that was a distinct possibility. “There’s no way to know.”

Ryan shook his head, overwhelmed by guilt. “I should have been there for him.”

“Be there now,” said Matt. “Come with me to the Washakie Lodge. We can still stop the Dark Man.”

The young man walked restlessly around the canyon. Then he grew calm and turned back to Matt. “Okay. I’m in.”

Matt held out the arrowhead again. This time Ryan took it. “We need to get there before it opens tomorrow night,” said Matt. He realized it was already early morning. “Tonight.”

“How?” asked Ryan.

“We walk.”

The kid looked at Matt, just now registering that he was on his feet. “Holy shit. You’re walking.”

“My spine was just bruised. I was lucky.” And an incredibly fast healer, which he supposed was another piece of luck.

“That’s great.” Ryan seemed genuinely pleased for him, then remembered what they were discussing. “You sure you’ll be okay walking across the desert for…do we even know how far?”

“No. But we can’t wait for rescue. They won’t get here in time, trust me.” Matt got ready to argue his case, but once Ryan decided he was in, he was all in.

“Okay,” he said again. “Let’s go.”


CHAPTER FIVE

They found an unexpected bounty in Alex’s backpack. The drugs he was carrying turned out to be oxycodone, the painkiller that created so many suburban addicts. Karen gave a quarter of a pill to Daniel to ease the agony of his shattered leg. She kept a few ounces of water for her son and herself. The two men would need the rest. They’d need a lot more than three-quarters of a bottle to cross the Great Basin Desert, of course, but would have to make do.

Matt and Ryan left Karen and Daniel with enough wood to keep the fire going until dawn. If hungry coyotes showed up, Karen would fend them off as best she could with a heavy branch she kept close at hand. Matt thought the animals would be more likely to go for the smorgasbord of dead bodies that couldn’t fight back.

“We’ll send back help for you. I promise,” he told Karen.

“I know you will.” She smiled at him with perfect confidence. Matt leaned in and gave her a brief kiss good-bye. He never saw Karen again.

He and Ryan started walking through the canyon at four a.m. They knew the bus had been heading north along Route 305, but didn’t know how far east or west it had taken them off the highway. North still seemed like the best direction to go. According to Matt’s compass, the canyon they were following curved toward the east. They had to climb out.

Matt ran his light over the sheer walls as they went, looking for a gentler slope they could climb with no expertise and no equipment—and wearing only sneakers and work boots, respectively.

As the sky began to lighten, they came to a pile of fallen rock that had sheared off the wall in a heavy rain. It created a hill that reached almost halfway up the cliff. It was the best prospect they were likely to find.

Ryan went first, stepping carefully across the gaps in the pile. He reached the top without incident and smiled. Matt held off celebrating. The hard part was next.

They both found usable handholds and started to climb. Matt prided himself on staying in decent shape, but this required a set of muscles he wasn’t accustomed to using. His calves had to support him as he balanced on his toes on shallow ledges. His forearms strained to hold his body against the rock wall.

Ryan was having no easier time of it. He was smaller than Matt, with less weight to support, but his activities were mostly limited to sitting, typing on a computer, and working the phone. He reached up to a promising handhold. When he shifted his weight onto it, the rock crumbled.

With a short cry, he slipped. Matt flung out an arm to catch Ryan, but he was too far away. Ryan’s fingers clawed at the wall until they found a narrow crevice. He caught himself and quickly grabbed rock with the other hand as well.

“Okay,” he said breathlessly. “I’m okay.”

Matt exhaled. They were about forty feet up the wall. A fall from this height might not have been fatal. It might have just broken his legs.

Ryan stayed where he was for a long moment, hugging the wall. “I took a lesson once,” he said.

Matt was nonplussed. “What?”

“A climbing lesson. In Yosemite. My folks took me there on vacation. They wanted us to all go climbing together.” Ryan was frozen in place, eyes fixed on the wall. Matt realized he was talking himself down from panic.

“Yeah? How was it?” he prompted.

“We never went. I quit after the first class,” Ryan admitted. He forced himself to look over at Matt. “Kinda wish I hadn’t.”

Matt had to smile at that. Ryan started to move again, slowly and carefully but steadily.

When they reached the top of the canyon wall, the sun was barely up. The view, they had to admit, was spectacular. They were in the foothills of the Shoshone Mountains, looking across the Reese River valley. They could see the river itself in the distance, but unfortunately not in the direction they were headed. A swim would have felt awfully good.

They took a few minutes to rest and had a sip of water before continuing. The compass led them north. They walked downslope for a while, then up and over a low ridge. The sun, and the temperature, began to rise. There were precious few trees, providing inconsequential shade. Once an hour, they stopped for another small sip of water. It wasn’t very satisfying.

By unspoken agreement, they’d avoided talking about the Dark Man, but Matt figured the kid would have more questions at some point. He’d answer them as best he could. Ryan was in the fight now. He needed to know what he was up against.

Ryan pulled the arrowhead from his pocket and ran his fingers over it as he walked. Finally, he asked, “So…how does this thing work, exactly?”

Great, thought Matt, let’s start with a tough one. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anybody force the Dark Man out of a body like that.”

“Would it work on a living person? Like, would it have worked on Alex and Vanessa?” He was clearly troubled by this, as if he could have, or should have, done something more.

“No,” Matt told him. “They weren’t possessed. They were…consumed. Once evil takes hold in someone, it keeps growing and spreading until there’s nothing else left.”

Ryan frowned. “So how do they get back to normal?”

“They don’t,” Matt said flatly. “They’re gone.”

“But there has to be some way…” Ryan protested.

“There isn’t,” snapped Matt. It was a touchy subject. “Believe me, I wish there was.”

It grew hotter as they walked. Matt rifled through his bag, hoping to find a baseball cap, or anything to help protect them from the relentless sun. The best he could come up with was a bandanna for Ryan and a ratty T-shirt for himself. They tied the cloths on their heads, and it did help. A little.

They crested one last peak and found themselves looking down into an open valley, which stretched as far as they could see. At the far edge of the horizon to the west, Matt thought he saw a road. Of course, he was looking directly into the sun, but as he squinted, he was sure he could make out a thin, dark line across the desert.

“Look!” Ryan saw it, too. “That can’t be more than…what, five or ten miles?”

Matt guessed it was closer to twenty. It was hard to judge distance across a flat plain with no other points of reference. But it didn’t really matter. If the road was a hundred miles away or a thousand, they still had to reach it. They had seen no other signs of civilization as they descended through the hills.

They drank a celebratory sip of water, a full ten minutes before the hour. The bottle was down to a quarter full, but that didn’t seem so important with salvation in sight. They’d make better time walking on even terrain than they had in the mountains. But Matt could also see waves of heat rising from the valley floor. It might feel a lot like walking across a nice, flat frying pan.

It did. By one o’clock, the heat was cruel. They finished the water, waiting as long as they could between sips. Matt noticed that he had stopped sweating. That couldn’t be good. He kept walking, until a sharp cramp in his abdomen made him stop. He doubled over and dry-heaved painfully. Then again.

When he looked up, the Dark Man was there, still relaxing in his lounge chair, sunglasses perched on his hooked nose. “I don’t think you’re going to make it to Battle Mountain,” he said.

Ryan had drifted ahead, out of earshot, but Matt still spoke quietly. “We still have time.”

“No, I mean you won’t make it at all. You’re due for heatstroke in…” he checked his watchless wrist, “…forty-two minutes.” Mr. Dark lifted a tall glass of ice water to his lips and took a long drink, letting some water dribble down his chin. Matt tried not to stare.

“We’ll see,” was all he could manage.

Dark laughed. “I’ve always admired that crazy determination of yours. Here you are, actually killing yourself in a futile effort to score one for the righteous. You’re like those…what are they called?” He snapped his bony fingers, trying to recall. “Suicide bombers.”

Matt glared at him. “I don’t slaughter innocent people.”

“Of course not,” said the Dark Man. “You only kill the bad people: the evil…the corrupt…the infidels.” He took another long, satisfying drink of ice water and waved his arm casually at Ryan. “And, of course, your little friend. If you knowingly lead him to his death, does that count as murder?”

“He chose to come with me,” said Matt.

“Sure, with a little persuasion.” He did a disturbing imitation of Matt’s voice. “Come to Battle Mountain and we can stop the Dark Man together. Do it…for Grandpa!” He laughed again.

Matt was quiet. Then something seemed to occur to Mr. Dark. “I’m being awfully rude. I haven’t offered you a drink.” He held out the glass. It looked real enough, with little droplets of condensation. Matt guessed the water would feel pretty real going down his parched throat, if the Dark Man wanted it to. Or it could be pure arsenic.

“So suspicious. What makes you think I want to kill you?” He leaned in closer, the stench of death even more pungent in the heat. “More to the point, what makes you think that if I wanted to kill you, you’d still be breathing?”

Matt had wondered this himself. The Dark Man was obviously more powerful than he. If Matt was any kind of threat, why hadn’t Dark simply squashed him like a bug? “What do you want from me?” he asked, knowing he wouldn’t get a straight answer.

The creature smiled with hideous beneficence. “I’m already getting it.”

What the hell was that supposed to mean? Mr. Dark held out the glass, shaking it slightly to make the ice dance. Matt thought it really might contain plain water, and that drinking some really might save him from dehydration. But accepting the water would put him in the Dark Man’s debt. That felt more dangerous than poison.

“No, thanks,” he croaked. “I’m good.”

Mr. Dark scowled and snatched back the glass. His clownish face became something truly dark for a moment. Then he was gone.

Matt stood there for a moment, puzzling over the Dark Man’s words. What could he be giving Dark that he actually wanted? Stop, he ordered himself. He wouldn’t get sucked in to the specter’s mind games. He wouldn’t.

It was a struggle to make himself move. The temptation to sit down and rest, just for a minute, was very strong. If he did that, of course, he wouldn’t get up again. Not for the first time, Matt wished that he believed in an afterlife. Technically, he supposed, he was already living a kind of “after” life. But it was hardly what he’d been promised in Sunday school—a heaven with white clouds and pearly gates, where he would spend eternity with everyone he’d ever loved. With Janey. That had always seemed too good to be true.

“Matt?” Ryan stood a short distance ahead, waiting. “You coming?” So Matt caught up with him and they went on.

When he first saw the line of asphalt across the desert, he hadn’t believed it. The Dark Man was creating an illusion to torment him. But as he and Ryan got closer, it didn’t vanish. Now, they could actually see cars zipping by. The two men exchanged a smile and broke into a shambling run.

A black Porsche was approaching. Matt and Ryan stood by the road, waving their arms. The car didn’t slow, and Matt thought the driver was simply going to ignore them. Couldn’t he see they were in trouble?

Then the car swerved sharply and headed straight at them. Matt pulled Ryan out of the way, feeling the rush of air as the Porsche passed within inches. He quickly got out his ax, for all the good it would do against a speeding car, and prepared for the next charge.

But the black Porsche just made a wide arc, got back on the road, and drove away. The two men stood there for a moment, watching, in case it returned after all.

“What the hell?” asked Ryan. “Was that Mr. Dark?”

Matt hadn’t gotten a look at the driver, but didn’t really need to. “Seems likely.”

The approach of another car made them back away from the road. Which pissed Matt off. He and Ryan had survived the bus crash and the Dark Man’s evil minions and made it all the way to the goddamn road. He wasn’t going to let Mr. Dark yank away the possibility of rescue now. Matt had no doubt that Dark had corrupted or inhabited the driver of the black Porsche, but he couldn’t do that with every single driver on the road. There were always some people, good people, who could resist his influence.

So when Matt saw a red pickup truck coming, he planted himself beside the road and waved. He told Ryan to stay back, though. No point in making them both an easy target. As the truck got closer, Matt prepared to dodge out of the way. But this time, his faith in humanity was rewarded. The driver stopped and got out. He was a thin, middle-aged man, deeply tanned from years of working outside.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

They didn’t look all right, exhausted and filthy from the walk, any exposed skin burned deep red by the sun. Matt just nodded. “Got a little turned around on our hike. Are you heading into Battle Mountain?”

“Passing through there,” said the man. He caught sight of Ryan, who was barely keeping himself upright. “I can drop you off at the hospital,” he offered.

Matt knew that Ryan needed a doctor and a few gallons of IV fluids. But it was already past five o’clock and the Washakie Lodge was scheduled to open at seven. They had no time for the hospital.

“No, thanks,” said Matt. “We have friends waiting at the Washakie Lodge. Can I borrow your cell phone?”

The driver handed it over. Matt called 911. He directed emergency services to Karen and Daniel as best he could, based on the time and route he and Ryan had traveled.

He returned the phone to its owner, who had given Ryan a bottle of water. The kid looked positively blissful as he chugged it down. The driver gave Matt a bottle, too. He had space for them to ride in the truck bed, and there was a tarp they could use for shade.

Matt and Ryan thanked him and climbed into the back. They found room to sit among piles of boxes and car parts. They hung the promised tarp across the stacks and settled back in relative comfort as the truck got moving.

Ryan grinned at him. “We made it.” With that guileless smile, he looked so very young. Matt didn’t have the heart to remind him that they were nowhere near the finish line. The Dark Man was waiting.

“Yeah, we did.” He’d let the kid rest. For now.

Ryan had been sleeping for about a half hour when Matt noticed the blisters on his face. He immediately feared the worst. Matt realized he’d been assuming that the arrowhead would protect the kid from the Dark Man’s evil influence, but maybe that was wishful thinking.

Matt made sure his ax was within easy reach as he leaned in closer, trying to detect the foul odor of decomposition in the whipping wind of the open truck bed. Nothing. He examined the big blister on Ryan’s forehead, just below the white tan line left by the bandanna. The liquid inside was clear. The young man was afflicted with nothing more sinister than a really bad sunburn.

What a relief, Matt thought darkly, I don’t have to put an ax through his skull after all. He was starting to consider Ryan a friend. Even better, he was one of the few people Matt could actually be honest with. Most of the time he had to lie constantly, making sure not to let anything slip about evil clowns, walking corpses, or the fantastic new skills he’d acquired since returning from the dead. It was exhausting.

He also appreciated having a real ally in the fight against the Dark Man, someone who actually made the creature worry. Those had been rare, too. He shook Ryan awake. They had to prepare.

He told Ryan about the excavation on Blood Mesa and the stone altar they had unearthed there. It contained an ancient evil that had turned the archaeology grad students into vicious killers. They had tried to sacrifice a fellow student on the altar, believing that would expand the range of its evil influence. Who knew how far it would reach, or how many people it would change into bloodthirsty monsters? With a few sticks of dynamite and some help from the dying student, Matt had destroyed it before they found out.

Ryan listened, then spoke quietly. “Grandpa said something dark was going to cast a shadow across the land. Was he talking about another altar? In Battle Mountain?”

Matt nodded. “I think so. But I want you to stay away from it.”

Ryan was confused. “From what? The altar? Aren’t we going there to destroy it?”

“I’ll take care of that,” said Matt.

The truck jolted over an uneven patch of road. “So what am I supposed to do? Cheer you on?” asked Ryan.

“I was immune from the altar’s effect. I don’t know if you will be,” Matt explained.

“I will.” He pulled out the arrowhead. “I have this.”

Matt wasn’t reassured. “It might protect you. It might not.”

“It has so far,” Ryan pointed out.

“Yeah. So far,” Matt began.

The younger man cut him off. “My grandfather asked me to come here to help him stop the Dark Man. He wouldn’t have done that if he didn’t know that this would keep me safe.”

“We have no idea what he knew,” argued Matt. “He didn’t tell you.”

“I trust him,” Ryan said simply. While Matt certainly thought it was nice that Ryan had such confidence in his grandfather, that didn’t mean the old man hadn’t made a mistake.

Matt told the kid, “There’s only one way to find out if you’re wrong, and if you are, it’ll be too late.”

“I understand,” Ryan insisted.

“You don’t understand.” Matt held up the ax. “If you’re wrong, l will have to kill you.”

“I get it, okay? The altar and the Dark Man are really, really dangerous. But you said it yourself: he wanted to stop me from getting here because I’m a threat to his plans. That’s why I just walked across the goddamn desert. I know I can help.” Ryan faced him, challenging him to disagree.

For a bleak moment, Matt was sure the Dark Man had been right. He was going to lead this kid to his death. The hateful creature was making Matt question himself again. He thought, Fuck that.

“All right,” said Matt. Ryan was a grown man, capable of making his own decisions. “We find the altar and we destroy it.” How that was going to happen, Matt didn’t know. He doubted there would be stray dynamite lying around the hotel.

The pickup driver—they never did find out his name—dropped Matt and Ryan in front of the Washakie Lodge at a quarter after seven. Matt felt it immediately, pulsing like a second heartbeat in his chest. There was evil here.


CHAPTER SIX

The Washakie Lodge was a high-end resort trying to look like a rustic cabin. A ten-story cabin with carefully weathered timbers, huge windows, and an artfully “natural” landscape. After reading the National Enquirer article, Matt had researched the place. It was the latest project of wunderkind real estate developer Gregory Nash, built on the Shoshone Reservation just outside Battle Mountain. There had been the usual controversy about preserving native lands versus economic revitalization for the tribe. Nash, as he seemed to do with everything, prevailed. Which was what angered the ancient spirits, according to the Enquirer. Matt wished that was all they were dealing with.

The hotel was brightly lit and people were heading in through the front door. The grand opening party had already begun.

“So, we’re looking for a big stone slab?” asked Ryan.

“Maybe,” said Matt. “Whatever it is will be marked with symbols. A snake eating its own tail, and the face of the Dark Man.”

Ryan, of course, had never seen the Dark Man. Matt continued, “He looks like a demented clown, with white skin, a red nose, and…” He wondered how to describe the pure malice in its expression. “Really fucking ugly. That face is what we need to destroy.”

“Right.” Ryan gripped the arrowhead in one hand. To Matt, it looked pathetically small. They went through the big wooden door and into the lodge.

The lobby was an open, two-story space. Huge windows faced west toward the beautiful sunset. The faux rustic style continued in here, with “rough-hewn” wood furniture and overstuffed distressed leather chairs in front of a cavernous stone fireplace. In August, the fire wasn’t lit.

There had been a less successful effort to incorporate a Native American motif into the decor. The knotty pine reception desk was flanked by fake totem poles. Coyote-skull wall sconces dotted the walls. The elaborate inlaid pattern of the floor included “Native” images including feathers, bear tracks, and arrows.

Then there was Chief Washakie himself, the great Shoshone leader and namesake of the lodge. A huge figure of the man, carved from a hundred-year-old piñon tree, stood just to their left. With the base and headdress, he was nearly eight feet tall. The statue was a gift of the Shoshone Nation, perhaps as a reminder of who really owned this land. A big, ugly reminder.

Thirty or so guests wandered the lobby, chatting and admiring the sunset. Waitstaff circulated with trays of hors d’oeuvres. A live band played. No one seemed remotely interested in tearing one another to pieces.

“Everything’s okay,” said Ryan, relieved. “Maybe we were wrong…”

Matt squelched that idea. “It must not be close enough to affect the people in this room. But it’s here.” His skin was crawling and his nerves were screaming. Just like they had on Blood Mesa. “Don’t you feel it?”

Ryan shook his head weakly. The kid didn’t look so good. Matt had recovered much of his strength during the two-hour truck ride. Ryan, like any normal person, would need more time. They didn’t have it. Matt grabbed two glasses of watery punch from the tray of a passing waitress and gave them to Ryan. There was little more than a gulp of liquid in each.

Matt led the way through the lobby, surveying the layout of the place. He passed the reception desk, then an open hallway, which presumably led to the guest rooms. On the back wall, a set of French doors opened out to the swimming pool behind the hotel. A few guests stood around the pool, drinking and laughing in the pleasant evening air. They appeared no more homicidal than the people in the lobby. Which was good, of course, but Matt couldn’t bring himself to relax. Something bad was going to happen here. He knew it.

“Matt.” Ryan had stopped. He looked down. Beneath his feet was the image that had brought Matt here in the first place: the Ouroboros, built right into the lobby of the Washakie Lodge.

“I feel something now,” said Ryan. “Something bad.”

Matt stepped onto the snake. He immediately felt it, the same terrible dark energy that had radiated from the black stone altar on Blood Mesa. Matt knelt down and touched the floor of the lobby. It was painfully hot. Just like the altar.

He jerked his hand back. Ryan asked, “What?”

“We’re standing on it,” Matt realized. “This floor, this room, is the altar.”

Ryan looked around at the peaceful guests. “But they’re not turning evil.”

Matt’s mind was racing. “So the Dark Man’s face must be somewhere else in the building. Which means the whole goddamn building is the altar.” He tested this theory by touching the nearest wall. It was hot, too.

“Wow,” concluded the kid. Matt couldn’t have said it better himself.

“We have to find the face. That’s where this bad energy is coming from.” He could feel waves of it radiating through his body, from his feet to the top of his skull. “It’s below us. Somewhere downstairs.”

“Okay.” Ryan headed for the elevator, only now noticing the Out of Service sign.

“Wait.” Matt stopped him. “First, we have to get these people out of here.”

Ryan looked around, making the connection to Matt’s story and what the altar on Blood Mesa had been used for. Human sacrifice. Between the guests, the band, the caterers, and assorted hotel employees, there were at least forty people in the room. “Shit,” he muttered. “Oh shit.”

Matt kept his voice low. “Start moving people outside, nice and calm. Tell them there are going to be fireworks or something.”

Ryan nodded. He headed toward a young couple, preparing to lie his ass off. That’s when the front door started to burn.

Nobody noticed the first small flames along the bottom edge of the big wooden door. The fire quickly spread upward, fueled by the surprisingly flammable acrylic paint. A waitress saw this and screamed.

Panic. Some people ran for the French doors, out to the pool. But the large area rug in front of the doors was already on fire. It would soon spread to the wood paneling, and to the tall bookcases in the cozy reading area by the windows. The two main exits had been cut off.

It was even worse than Matt had feared. They were all sacrificial victims, to be burned alive inside the massive altar. He couldn’t imagine how powerful its evil influence might become if that happened. But he wouldn’t worry about that right now. He’d worry about saving a lot of people from a horrible death.

Ryan saw a woman with a walkie-talkie on her belt directing guests toward the hallway leading to the guest rooms. He started urging people that way, too. Suddenly, a line of flame raced from the front door along the wall to the authentic Shoshone canoe mounted directly above the entrance to the hallway. The preserved old wood caught quickly. Eight of the guests managed to dash past it before the cheap pegs holding it to the wall cracked in the heat, then gave way. The woman stepped back just as the whole flaming mess crashed to the floor, blocking the hallway.

That’s why the canoe had been placed there, of course. Everything in the lobby, from the wood floors to the furniture and the area rugs, had been selected because it would burn.

Matt had seen the little moving flame. Not only had someone set this fire, but he or she was still controlling it. Right now, the how seemed less important than the who. Matt scanned the crowd of terrified faces, looking for the person who wasn’t scared.

He saw the man standing perfectly still in the panicking crowd. His lips were moving, as if he were talking to himself. No, Matt realized, not talking. Chanting. Like the demented professor on the mesa.

Matt pushed through the crush of bodies, pulling the ax from his bag. As he got closer, he was surprised to realize that he recognized the guy, from a magazine article about the Washakie Lodge. He was Gregory Nash, the genius real estate developer who had built this hotel. He looked positively happy to be watching it burn.

Nash looked up at him and smiled. “You must be Matt,” he said pleasantly. “He told me to expect you.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

“He…?” Matt was stunned. Nash couldn’t be talking about the Dark Man, could he?

Nash looked at Matt as if he was being coy, pretending not to know whom he meant. “Our mutual friend,” he clarified. “I think he’ll be especially grateful for your sacrifice.”

Matt had a lot of questions, but no time to ask. He swung the ax at Nash’s head. The other man brought up an arm to block it, and the blade cut just below his elbow. His hand and a chunk of arm fell to the floor. But Nash didn’t bleed. Fire spurted from the stump instead.

The flames quickly spread across his body. They weren’t burning him, Matt saw, but changing him. Or maybe, revealing him. Nash was fire, in the shape of a man. Including a fully restored arm.

Matt had seen a lot of strange things in the past couple of years, including a spider demon in a little girl’s body and a man who could turn into a dog. But this, he had to admit, was impressive.

Nash reached for Matt, who swatted away his hand with the ax. He half expected the ax handle to pass right through the flames, but Nash still seemed to have some physical substance. Matt drove the blade into Nash’s chest. The blow pushed him back a few steps, but seemed to do no more harm than that. Nash dislodged the ax from his body. The wound was quickly filled by fire. He grabbed Matt’s wrist.

Matt actually smelled his cooking flesh in the few seconds it took him to wrench his arm free. The burning pain was intense. He backed away from Nash, trying to come up with a strategy. He glanced toward the pool, but the whole back wall of the lobby, including the door, was engulfed in flames.

A loud crack made him turn briefly, to see Ryan by the big picture window facing the sunset. He had picked up one of the chairs in front of the fireplace and thrown it into the glass. Several cracks spidered out from the impact point. He retrieved the chair and launched it into the window again. More cracks. Hopeful guests gathered to watch the effort.

Nash flicked a hand casually in their direction, as if brushing away a fly. A line of flame sped along the baseboard to the cushy fur rug laid out in front of the fireplace. It spread quickly across the rug to where Ryan was standing. Flames ran up his legs. Ryan jumped off the rug and beat frantically at his burning jeans. Two of the guests helped him smother the flames.

The would-be sacrifices might stand a chance of getting out if it weren’t for Nash. Matt had to take him down but couldn’t immediately think how. At the least, he needed to distract Nash or get him away from the guests. The guy knew him, seemed to think he was important. Would he come after Matt if he seemed to be escaping? One way to find out.

Leading Nash out of the hotel wasn’t an option at the moment. He would have to go up, into the hotel. The elevator was conveniently, or deliberately, out of service. He hadn’t seen any stairs off the lobby. There was just Chief Washakie, standing tall and nearly reaching the open second-floor landing.

As Nash watched Ryan, obviously amused, Matt ran to the statue and started to climb. Nash turned and saw him as Matt stood on the chief’s shoulders and jumped to the second-floor railing. He swung his body over the banister and dropped onto the carpet. Matt looked back down at Nash. It was hard to read the expression of solid fire, but he didn’t seem happy. Follow me, you bastard, thought Matt. He flashed his best “fuck you” smile and headed down the second-floor hallway.
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Ryan observed the man made of fire with surprising equanimity. His capacity for astonishment had been pretty well exhausted over the past couple of days. When he saw Nash climb up to the second floor to pursue Matt, he recognized the opportunity.

He turned to the woman with the walkie-talkie on her belt, whom he assumed was a hotel employee. She was a tall olive-skinned woman in her early thirties with a name tag that read “Sofia.” She was barely holding it together.

“Sofia,” he said calmly, “is there any other way out of this room?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know.” She shook her head.

He touched her arm. “Something like a ventilation shaft, plumbing, garbage chute…?”

She perked up. “The elevator!”

Ryan hated to argue, but…“I thought it was out of service.”

“The elevator shaft, I mean.”

She hurried to the elevator, Ryan right behind her. They tried to squeeze their fingers between the doors, unsuccessfully, for a few moments. She dashed to the reception desk and returned with a metal clipboard. Together, they wedged it into the narrow space and pried the doors apart just enough to get their hands in there and pull the doors open all the way. Sofia took off her shoes and used one sensible heel as a doorstop.

Ryan peered into the elevator shaft. The car sat at the bottom of the shaft, basement level three. He saw a service ladder on the wall to his left.

Sofia said, “There’s an exit to the garden on L1. First lower level.”

“Right.” Ryan stepped into the shaft and onto the ladder. The rungs were thin and awfully close to the sheet metal wall. He moved down carefully, one step at a time. The sound of the panicked guests was slightly muted, and he realized what he wasn’t hearing: a fire alarm. No help was coming.

He stopped by the next set of doors. Sofia stretched down to pass him the clipboard. Ryan reached over and wedged it between the doors. He got a grip on the closer half of the door and pulled it open.

By now, several guests had noticed the open elevator. They crowded around as fire consumed the lobby. Sofia held her arm across the doorway and announced, in her most official tone, “Hold on. In just a moment, we’ll be ready to get you out.”

And to her surprise, they listened. She tossed her other shoe down to Ryan and he jammed it between the door and the track.

He jumped onto the landing of lower-level one. Nothing here was on fire, and that was good enough for him. “Okay, send them down!” he called.
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Matt moved quickly through hallways lined with guest rooms. The lights in this part of the building were off, but he still had his flashlight. He shone it along the wall, looking for a fire hose or a fire extinguisher, anything he might be able to use against Nash. He saw none. Which made sense when he thought about it: if you were planning to torch your hotel, you wouldn’t stock it with fire-suppression gear. To hell with building codes.

He stopped and looked back to see if Nash was following. A guy made of fire shouldn’t be too hard to spot in a dark hallway. Unless he could change back into an ordinary-looking man. Matt waved the flashlight around, broadcasting his location. He hurt. Just about everywhere. There were patches of burned skin all over his body. His polyester-blend shirt had melted into his flesh in a few spots.

Matt shoved the pain to the back of his mind. It was there, but he would deal with it later. He had to avoid getting killed first. He saw the glow of firelight on the walls and Nash rounded the corner. The carpet burned beneath his feet. When he saw Matt, he sent a line of flame racing toward him.

Matt ran. He turned down an adjacent hallway and he kept going. Now he was looking for stairs, to lead Nash farther up, away from the lobby. He spotted an exit door. He went to it and waited a moment, letting Nash see him there before ducking into the stairwell.

He climbed to the third floor, then the fourth. He heard Nash on the stairs behind him, and felt the heat in the enclosed space. At least there was nothing flammable in the concrete-and-metal stairwell. Matt wondered if he should try to keep Nash in here. But a close-quarters fight would work to Nash’s advantage. All he had to do was touch Matt to hurt him. And Matt had no way to hurt him back. His ax hadn’t been very effective. He’d really been hoping to find a fire hose.

He kept going. No better ideas came to him as he climbed up the next six floors. He pushed through the last door and came out onto the roof.
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The terrified party guests, of course, didn’t form an orderly line to climb down the ladder in the elevator shaft. The first few people clambered over the edge of the floor and swung their bodies into the opening on the basement level. Ryan grabbed their clothes to pull them onto the landing.

More people tried to cram themselves through the doorway, shoving each other out of the way. “Stop it! Please!” Sofia urged, but they weren’t listening anymore. She grabbed one man as he was about to topple into the open shaft. She almost got pushed in herself. The heat from the fire grew steadily more intense.

Ryan helped a seemingly endless stream of people to the safety of the lower level. His muscles began to tremble from fatigue, and his heat-induced headache had returned. Finally, the guests stopped coming. Sofia climbed down the ladder and hopped over to Ryan.

“Is that everyone?” he asked.

She nodded. Forty-two people now waited in the dark hallway, not sure where to go next. Sofia went to the light switches, flipped them on, and turned to the group. She had regained her professional bearing. “This way,” she told them, and strode off in her bare feet.

The guests followed. Ryan brought up the rear. The Native American theme continued here, as they passed doors marked with names like Sacajawea Room. There were displays of authentic Shoshone artifacts, like clothing and jewelry, on the walls. Ryan thought it was a little overdone. Then he saw the bow and arrow and stopped.

They were mounted beside a small sign, which read that they had belonged to the great warrior/shaman Joseph Wedu. He examined the arrowhead, then held up his own to compare. They were about the same size and shape, made from different kinds of stone. Ryan knew perfectly well that this wasn’t the same Shoshone warrior who had once owned his arrowhead. It couldn’t be. The coincidence would be…unbelievable.

But was it a coincidence that the bus bringing him to Battle Mountain had crashed? Or that Matt had been on the same bus? Or that Ryan happened to have the perfect weapon to use against that zombie? No. There was a larger story playing out.

Sofia had come back to find him. She asked, “Are you okay?”

“I was meant to find this,” he told her, his eyes on the display.

“What are you talking about?”

Ryan turned to her. “Go on ahead. Get everyone out.”

She stared at him in disbelief. “Let’s all get out, then we can…”

“There’s something else I have to do. I’ll be all right,” said Ryan.

His confidence must have convinced her, because Sofia didn’t argue. She led the party guests outside to the garden. As the sky darkened, they watched the hotel burn.

Ryan carefully pulled the warrior’s bow and arrow from the wall. He slung the bow over his shoulder. Matt had said they had to find the face of the Dark Man. He’d also said it was somewhere underneath where they’d been standing in the lobby. Which couldn’t be far from where Ryan was right now.

He went still, trying to sense the prickly, dark energy he had felt standing on the Ouroboros. He could feel it, like an unspoken fear in the back of his mind. It seemed to be drawing him forward. Ryan walked ahead.
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Matt moved away from the stairs. The patch of flat rooftop was maybe forty feet square. The only cover was a large HVAC unit. There didn’t appear to be anything flammable up here. Other than Matt himself. He had no solid plan at this point, besides keeping his distance from Nash.

His foe emerged onto the roof. He was unmistakably angry now. He closed in on Matt, who dashed behind the HVAC. Nash circled around it. So did Matt, keeping the HVAC between them. The game of keep-away was a little childish, but he would play all night if he had to.

Nash stopped. He laid both of his fiery hands on the big metal box. Nothing happened for a long moment. Then the thing started to melt.

The sheet metal housing glowed orange. It oozed slowly over the equipment inside. The copper heating coils melted quickly. Fan blades folded down over their motors. One of the compressors sparked briefly, then sank into the unit’s molten base.

If flames could look happy, then Nash was clearly enjoying himself. He mushed the fused mass together like he was sculpting with it. Matt took the opportunity to retreat to the far side of the roof. Movement on the ground caught his eye. He looked down to see the party guests gathered in the garden. They were safe.

Nash came at him. Matt dodged aside. “Your sacrificial victims escaped,” he said with satisfaction.

Nash spared a glance down into the garden, then turned back to Matt. “I still have you.”

He reached for Matt and his arm stretched out longer, becoming a jet of flame. This took Matt by surprise and he didn’t get out of the way quite fast enough. Fire brushed the side of his face, alarmingly close to his right eye. Pain exploded across his cheek.

He dashed across the roof, as far as he could go. It wasn’t far enough. He looked over the edge of the roof again, this time down the back of the hotel, hoping to see a fire escape. He wanted to get away from Nash and regroup, come up with a new strategy.

He didn’t see a fire escape. He did see the big blue swimming pool. Throwing Nash into it might be very effective. He would need to maneuver the guy to the edge of the roof by the pool, then hit him with the ax to knock him over the side. Could work. If he didn’t land on the patio next to the pool. Which, in his fiery state, probably wouldn’t be enough to kill him.

Nash charged him again, both arms extended.
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It was here. When Ryan reached the door to the Golden Eagle Ballroom, he knew that the Dark Man’s image was inside. He could feel its pull.

The door was locked, of course. He landed a solid kick next to the knob. Then another one. The third blow did it, and the ballroom door swung open. Ryan took a moment to catch his breath from the brief exertion. He took his grandfather’s arrowhead from his pocket and gripped it in his hand. It would protect him from the Dark Man’s evil.

He walked into the ballroom. Nice parquet floor, ornate chandelier, room to seat a hundred people or so. Totem poles had been placed along the walls to give the room some personality. Most of them were decorative fakes. One wasn’t. It had been installed by Gregory Nash himself.

Ryan went right to it. A stack of carved wooden faces scowled at him. The one at the top had white skin, orange circles painted on either side of his head, and a red ball on the end of his nose. It was, as Matt had advised, really fucking ugly. The face of Mr. Dark.

He held up the arrow and pulled the stone arrowhead out of the notch in the wooden shaft. He replaced it with his own arrowhead. Perfect fit. Ryan nocked the arrow in the bow and stood about ten feet in front of the totem pole. He took aim and fired.

The arrow struck the Dark Man right in his beady black eye. Ryan waited, not sure if he would actually see the evil departing. Nothing happened.

Ryan didn’t understand. The arrowhead had penetrated a good two inches into the wood. But waves of dark power still radiated from that face. Somehow, he had failed.
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Matt knew he was losing this fight. He had tried to get Nash to the edge of the roof over the pool, but the guy wouldn’t go there. He knew what lay below. Matt had tried to reach the stairs, but the fiery bastard stopped him every time. He had managed to evade or block most of Nash’s strikes, but some got through, leaving painful burns that would eventually become debilitating enough to give Nash the opening he needed. Then he would get hold of Matt and incinerate him.

Even if Matt decided to go down fighting, there was another problem. This entire building was a sacrificial altar, designed to amplify the Dark Man’s corrupting power. Would it still work if Matt were the only one to be sacrificed? He couldn’t take the chance. He couldn’t let himself get killed on this roof, and he’d found no way to escape.

He really didn’t like the last option he’d come up with. If Nash wouldn’t let himself get knocked off the roof, then Matt had to forcibly drag him over. If they hit the water, there was a chance Matt would survive the ten-story fall. If they landed on concrete, then at least he wouldn’t be on the altar when his skull went splat.

He circled Nash, lining him up with where he remembered the pool to be. Nash reached for him, shooting out a hand toward Matt’s face. Matt ducked under it and charged. He tackled Nash, planting a shoulder below his ribs and grabbing him around the waist. He drove the man back. His skin seared where it touched Nash. They hit the low wall around the edge of the roof and toppled over. Still locked together, they fell.
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The mental and physical exhaustion of the day hit Ryan all at once and he let himself collapse, defeated. He had been so sure of what he was supposed to do. He’d been wrong.

But Ryan had been right about his grandfather’s arrowhead protecting him. He had walked right up to the image of the Dark Man with no ill effect. Now the arrowhead was out of his hands, stuck uselessly in the totem pole. And the evil started creeping in.

Ryan knew it. Instinctively, he resisted. But he was so very tired.
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Water feels a lot like concrete when you slam into it at fifty miles an hour, Matt discovered. But it did douse Nash’s flames. He became a flesh-and-blood man again, struggling to free himself from Matt’s grip. Matt had broken several bones when they landed, including two in his left arm, but he locked his right arm around Nash’s throat and held the man’s head underwater. Nash clawed desperately at Matt, raking his nails through burned skin. Matt didn’t let go. Finally, Nash’s blows grew weaker and then stopped. Matt held him down a couple of minutes longer, just to be sure. Then he released him.

Nash’s pale, thin body floated on the surface. Matt wondered again how he’d known about Mr. Dark, and what kind of deal they must have made to build this elaborate altar disguised as a hotel. Now, he’d never know. Matt dove to the bottom of the pool to retrieve his ax, which had fallen from his hand on impact. He surfaced and breathed in a welcome lungful of air. The pain of it let him know he’d broken several ribs. His left arm hung at an odd angle, and was charred black from wrist to shoulder, just like his right arm, his chest, and the right side of his face.

He felt something else, even worse. Pure evil, radiating from the building in waves. Mr. Dark’s image still existed somewhere inside. The hotel was burning merrily by now. The face very well might get destroyed with it, but Matt couldn’t count on that. He had to be sure it was eradicated.

He climbed out of the pool, noting at least two more broken bones as he did. He went around to the garden on the side of the hotel, where he’d seen the people from the lobby. When they saw Matt, there were several gasps and a small scream or two. He could only imagine how he looked, badly sunburned and then scorched, limping, dripping wet, and carrying an ax.

He didn’t see Ryan. With growing concern, he approached a couple of guests. “Was there a blond guy with you? Young, sunburned?”

“Yes.” Sofia looked worried as well. “He stayed behind. He said he had to do something.”

“Where?” asked Matt.

She pointed to the lower level entrance. “Through there.” He went.

Matt hurried through the basement hallway. The fire hadn’t spread down here yet. That would change as the floor of the lobby weakened and collapsed. He passed several closed doors, then reached the Golden Eagle Ballroom.

He saw Mr. Dark’s face on the totem pole, and Ryan on the floor in front of it. He ran to the kid. Ryan was conscious. He also had two new lesions on his forehead. This time, they were fetid and rank.

“It didn’t work,” said Ryan. “The arrowhead…” He gestured to the totem pole and the chunk of flint protruding from it.

He was resisting Dark’s influence, Matt saw, like Jerry had on the altar on Blood Mesa. But Jerry had needed to hold on to his humanity only for a few moments before he died. All the other grad students had succumbed. Ryan surely would, too.

“Fight it,” Matt ordered him. He half lifted, half dragged the younger man away from the totem, but neither of them had the strength to get far.

Ryan was fading. His voice was quiet. “I’m sorry.”

“Fuck sorry,” snapped Matt. He wouldn’t be responsible for the kid’s death, and certainly not at his own hands. “Fight. Think about Amanda. You love her. Hold on to that.” His love for Janey had helped Matt keep his humanity through even the worst moments. He wished Ryan the same.

He turned to the totem pole, raising his ax with one arm. He would reduce this monstrosity to splinters. Matt brought down the blade through the Dark Man’s forehead.

As it split the wood, the metal blade scraped the flint arrowhead and created a spark. The tiny flicker flared into a spectral blue flame, which engulfed the entire totem pole in seconds, turning it instantly to ash. The flame vanished. The pile of ash collapsed. Just that quickly, it was over. Mr. Dark and his evil presence were gone.

Matt still gripped the ax as he looked back at Ryan. He didn’t want to be forced to do this. He never did.

The lesions had disappeared. Matt was impressed. Ryan had real strength, apart from the arrowhead. Matt wasn’t too comfortable with the idea of destiny dictating his life, but it sure seemed like they had been meant to team up for this.

“Come on,” he told Ryan. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Yeah,” the kid agreed. He reached into the pile of ashes and retrieved his arrowhead, then tucked it safely back in his pocket.

They staggered out of the hotel together, to the sound of approaching sirens. Several party guests had called 911. Firefighters tried their best, but the hotel was beyond saving. Paramedics tended to Matt’s and Ryan’s various injuries and pumped them full of saline on the way to Battle Mountain General Hospital.

At the hospital, Matt inquired whether a woman and her son had been rescued from the bus crash in the desert. Yes, the nurse told him, they were both in the ICU and expected to make a full recovery. Did Matt know anything about the crash? No, Matt told her, he didn’t.

He overheard enough hushed conversation among the hospital staff to gather that everyone was talking about the mysterious group of dead bodies at the crash site. Two had been shot. One actually had his head split open. What had happened out there? The two survivors, Karen and Daniel, were both claiming not to remember a thing after the accident. This only fueled more speculation.

After getting his arm, wrist, ankle, and jawbone set, Matt checked himself out against strong medical advice. His rapid healing would raise too many questions. His experience with Janey’s final illness had put him off hospitals anyway, a feeling that had only gotten stronger after he’d woken up in a morgue and later been abducted by a team of doctors who tried to dissect him while he was still alive.

Ryan planned to stay at his grandfather’s place for a while to rest and recoup. He offered Matt the spare room. Over the next week, Matt slept, drank copious amounts of water, and endured the unique torture of debriding his burns. Ryan got the patches he couldn’t reach on his back, apologizing constantly as he tore away the dead skin.

Matt resumed his work of checking news sites for clues to Mr. Dark’s activities. He came across a suspicious murder spree near Galveston, Texas. He had healed up sufficiently and decided it was worth the trip.

He showed the article to Ryan. “It might turn out to be your average psycho, but I want to be sure the Dark Man isn’t involved.”

The kid examined the accompanying photo of a bloody crime scene. “Wow. You never get a break, do you?”

Matt gave him a half shrug: that’s life. “I could always use a hand. You up for a road trip to Galveston?”

He said it casually, but as long as he’d been fighting the Dark Man, he’d been hoping to find some help, a partner to watch his back. He had met a few other people with special abilities. One was a carnival psychic whose powers became real when Matt was around. But without him, she could go back to a normal life. So he walked away. Ryan was different. Dark knew he was a threat. Normal was no longer an option.

Ryan stayed quiet for a moment. Then he told Matt, “No. I’m going to Nashville, to join Amanda.”

He’d been on the phone with her every night. He had told her about the crash and his trek across the desert, leaving out the undead corpse and everything about the Washakie Lodge. Amanda knew him well enough to realize he was holding back, but she didn’t push. That wasn’t her style.

“I know the Dark Man is out there,” said Ryan. “If he comes after me, I’ll defend myself. But I won’t go looking for him.”

He pointed to the gory photo on the computer screen. “I don’t want this to be my life. I want a boring job. I want to marry Amanda and have kids and go to school plays. And if it’s selfish of me to do that instead of fighting the forces of evil, then I guess you’re a better person than I am.”

Matt didn’t think so. If he had the choice to go home to Janey and let Mr. Dark wreak his havoc unopposed, he’d probably do just that. Could he really blame Ryan?

It was time to get back on the road. He sincerely wished the kid well. He obviously felt guilty about his decision. Matt wondered how much it would eat at him over the years, especially when he heard about something particularly horrible happening in the world. There would always be a slight shadow over his “normal” life. The Dark Man would be so pleased.

Matt drove out of Battle Mountain in the Ford F-150 that Ryan had insisted he take from Grandpa’s garage. It even had a GPS. He plotted out his route, got onto the I-40 heading east, and headed for Galveston. Alone.
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