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CHAPTER ONE
 

“You’re killing me!” the man in the Vikings cap screamed at the cheap TV. “Arceneaux was wide open!”

The crowd in Ziggy’s bar heartily agreed. Matt, who had no particular opinion on the subject, shouted, “Get some glasses!” He was in Minneapolis, and getting caught up in the excitement of the hometown crowd felt pretty good. Particularly when there wasn’t a lesion or pus-filled sore among them.

For the first time in recent memory, Matt was actually having fun. He was getting shitfaced with a bunch of strangers in a sports bar he’d wandered into, yelling at whatever game happened to be on. It was a welcome release after the horrific experiences of the past few months. He pushed those dark thoughts away. The Vikings had the ball.

A ruddy-faced drunk (Dave…or was it Steve?) clapped Matt on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. They’ll turn it around.”

“Course they will,” said Matt.

Probably…Dave waved at the bartender as he headed for the bathroom, gesturing back toward Matt. “Two more!”

Matt didn’t bother pretending to protest. Who was he to turn down free beer? He drained the last swallow from his mug, his face pleasantly numbed by alcohol.

As a matter of fact, the Vikes did turn it around and squeaked out a 26–25 victory over San Diego. In the ensuing celebration, Matt got to talking with Ty, a sociable young guy with baffling facial hair. Was that beard supposed to look like flames? Some sort of sea creature? Ty confided that he had a line on a job at a paper mill near Duluth.

“Nothing exciting,” he admitted. “Loading and unloading trucks. But any kind of work’s been hard to come by.”

“True,” said Matt.

Ty was seized by an idea. “You should totally come with me! They need more people. I could put in a good word for you.”

As a matter of fact, Matt’s funds were running low. He raised his mug in a tipsy salute. “Thanks. That’d be great.”

After one more each, they caught a local bus to the main depot in town. The place was bustling, with long lines at the ticket windows and the digital schedule board declaring several routes sold out. Then Matt remembered—Thanksgiving was two days away. Everyone was going home to their families.

He’d been trying not to think about the upcoming holiday, because it made him remember his last Thanksgiving with Janey. It had been a sad little celebration in her hospital room, with the traditional feast consisting mainly of pureed cranberries. She couldn’t keep down solid food anymore. Matt remembered telling Janey how thankful he was that she’d come into his life, however briefly. He still felt that way. He missed her every single day. Everything else in his life may have changed, but never that. He didn’t want it to. Being OK with Janey’s death would feel like a betrayal of all she meant to him.

Matt and Ty were lucky—there were still tickets available to Duluth. Later, Matt would wonder if it was luck at all. In the meantime, he was happy to listen to Ty chatter as their bus cruised down the highway.

“I’m not going to work in a factory forever. No way,” he insisted. “I’m saving up.”

“For what?” asked Matt.

“Ethiopia,” said Ty.

Through his fading beer buzz, he wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly. “Ethiopia? The country?”

Ty nodded emphatically. “Did you know that two-thirds of the people there can’t even read?”

“I didn’t,” admitted Matt.

“I’m going to teach them,” declared Ty. Then he laughed. “Not everyone, obviously, but kids in a village. With the Peace Corps or something.”

He looked at Matt earnestly. “I want to make a difference, you know? I want to do something that matters.”

Careful what you wish for, thought Matt. He often wished he could return to the quiet, inconsequential life he’d had before the avalanche. He’d spent nearly three months buried under the snow. Dead. At least until that assistant coroner had started cutting into his cold flesh and found something truly unexpected—a pulse. Matt’s recovery was nothing short of a miracle. That miracle brought him a weird kind of fame, and something far worse. He now had the ability to see the evil in people. It appeared to him as physical rot, reflecting the corruption within.

Matt had learned from hard experience that once he saw those signs, violence was soon to follow. Often innocent people got hurt. To protect them, Matt felt obliged to intervene. Which brought him into conflict with a spectral figure he knew only as Mr. Dark. Their battles were part of a much larger war that Matt didn’t yet understand. He was involved in something that mattered, all right. Something that forced him to confront more depravity, anguish, and death than anyone should have to bear.

He could tell all this to the naive idealist in the seat next to him. But it was nice to be reminded that some people, maybe even most of them, were basically good at heart. So Matt just smiled. “I know what you mean.”

They rode on companionably until the bus slowed to avoid a car accident near the town of Breckenridge, about half an hour from Duluth. Matt glanced out the window at the aftermath of a three-car pileup. A patrol car with “Breckenridge PD” emblazoned on the side was parked in the road to divert traffic. A cop wearing a gold star on his chest with the word “Chief” was talking to a tearful woman near one of the wrecks. She started sobbing, and he gave her a compassionate hug. She clung to him, her face inches away from the bloody, putrefying flesh that was the chief’s rotting face, his jawbone visible through his rotted cheek.

It was like she was being comforted by a corpse.

Matt barely had time to process what he saw before the bus edged forward and the two were out of sight. If he hadn’t been looking out at exactly that moment, he wouldn’t have seen the decomposing chief of police…

A man who was undoubtedly pure evil. With a badge.

And a gun.

Matt had a sudden, strong urge to pretend he hadn’t. Just for once, couldn’t someone else battle the forces of darkness?

He knew himself well enough by now to recognize that his irritation was fueled by fear. The last time he’d followed a lead on Mr. Dark, it had gone horribly wrong. He could still smell exhaust fumes and the stench of all that blood. Less than a month had passed and Matt didn’t feel ready for more.

Once again he wondered how much of his current life was chance and how much was fate. Maybe he had been destined to look out the window right then. Or maybe there were clues to Mr. Dark’s activities all around and he just didn’t see most of them. Either way, he still had free will, didn’t he?

Damn right I do, thought Matt, already knowing he was going to get off the bus and check out the rotting cop. The chief of police, no less. There was simply no one else to do it. A corrupted soul with a badge and a gun could do a lot of damage. As much as he might want to, Matt couldn’t stand by and let that happen.

The bus rolled into Breckenridge through a commercial area with a few “For Lease” signs and a boarded-up office building. Things improved as they approached the center of town, with a nice park surrounded by cute little stores. People were out with their families or throwing around a Frisbee. A pleasant enough place.

When they stopped, Matt got up. He gave Ty an implausible excuse about an urgent phone call he suddenly remembered he had to make. He’d catch up with him in Duluth, he promised as he grabbed his duffel and hurried off the bus.

As the bus pulled away, he considered his plan of attack. He’d find the police chief, then stick close until he figured out what horrible act the man was preparing to commit. With that much visible rot, something bad had to be brewing.

The cop would probably be at the accident scene awhile longer. At some point he’d return to the local police station. So that’s where Matt would wait for him. He got directions to the station and walked the few blocks there. It was a squat brick building, as tidy and generic as the rest of the town.

There was a coffee shop across the street from the station, conveniently located for surveillance. Matt bought a cup of coffee and a muffin and sat at a table by the window. For the next hour, he watched and waited. An old man walked by with his little terrier. The dog pooped and his owner dutifully bagged it. That was the highlight of the hour. Matt made a mental note to keep a paperback in his duffel bag for future stakeouts.

Finally a patrol car pulled into the open lot next to the station. Two cops emerged. Neither one was the chief. Both looked like they’d just crawled from the grave. The first officer was truly revolting, his face oozing putrefaction, his nose already rotted away, maggots spilling from one mushy eye socket. His partner was barely identifiable as female. She looked positively mummified, her desiccated skin clinging tightly to the bones beneath. Her uniform hung loosely. But her hair was perfect, pulled back into a neat braid. They walked through a side door into the station.

Matt’s stomach tightened into a tense knot. He’d come here to deal with one evil-infested cop. Now there were three.

At least three.

The whole damn police force could be armed, trained soldiers of Mr. Dark.

He fought a strong urge to flee.

Matt sat for a few more minutes, ordering himself to calm down. It mostly worked. He needed more information, he decided, to assess how bad the problem really was.

He went in the main entrance of the station and found himself in a small lobby. A sixtyish woman with unnaturally red hair sat behind the front counter, in the middle of a phone call. She held up a finger for him to wait.

Matt saw a group of photos on the wall nearby. They were portraits of uniformed officers, with a name beneath each. The largest picture was the man he’d seen at the accident site, identified here as Chief of Police Tom Lennox. He was a handsome guy, facing the camera with reassuring confidence. Below him was Deputy Chief Edgar Woronicz, his thin face dominated by a beak-like nose. Sergeant Alan Sheridan was heavyset and grim, barely turning up the corners of his mouth. Officer J.J. O’Neill, surely no more than twenty-five years old, grinned beneath a blond mustache. Finally there was the only woman in the squad, Officer Jessica Ross. She was one of the cops he’d seen in the parking lot. Her male partner could be any of the others. His face had been too decayed to identify.

“Can I help you?” The receptionist’s question startled him.

Matt recovered and put on an outraged expression. “I’ve been mugged.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Fill out this report.” She put a form in front of him.

“I want to speak to an officer. Immediately,” he demanded.

The woman gave him a patient smile, then turned to call into the bullpen. “Sergeant?”

In a moment, a cop approached. He was annoyed but unblemished, much to Matt’s relief. This was Alan Sheridan, looking as grim as in his photo.

“What seems to be the problem?” he asked.

“I was mugged,” Matt repeated.

“When did this happen?” The cop was in his midthirties, although his paunch and receding hairline gave a preview of middle age.

“Just now, at the bus station,” he answered. “He got my wallet. And my phone.”

“Did you get a good look at the guy?” As Sheridan spoke, Matt caught a whiff of something sour. Not the smell of rot, which he’d come to know all too well. It was whiskey on the cop’s breath.

“Not really. It happened so fast.” He certainly didn’t want to get someone arrested on the basis of his fake description.

Sheridan nodded absently. “Are you hurt?”

Behind the cop, Matt saw the two rotted officers walk across the bullpen to a break area.

“Sir,” said Sheridan again. “Are you hurt?”

“No.”

“Jean!” the man with no nose shouted. Jean, the receptionist, and Sheridan both flinched. “There’s no coffee.”

“I’ll make some right away.” She scurried toward the break area. She was scared. They both were. Even if they couldn’t see the rot, the decaying cops obviously had them on edge. Maybe that’s why Sheridan was half in the bag.

The sergeant pushed the form on the counter closer to Matt. “Here. Start by filling out this report.”

Matt wrote down some fake info, keeping an eye on the two cops. No Nose leered at Jean. He made a comment to Ross and they both laughed. The receptionist flushed but said nothing.

As he left, Matt looked at the photos on the wall again. One of the officers, Sheridan, seemed normal. Chief Lennox and Jessica Ross were definitely not. Neither was the man Ross came in with. There was one more cop Matt hadn’t seen yet. Which side would he be on? Matt had to assume the worst.

Outside the police station, he hesitated. He needed to find a cheap motel, if there was such a thing in this prosperous little suburb. The side door of the police station opened. Sheridan emerged and lit a cigarette. Matt watched him for a moment. This man could be his only potential ally. He strolled up to Sheridan.

“Bum a smoke?” he asked. He didn’t smoke but had noticed that sharing this particular vice seemed to create a rapport. The cop tapped a cigarette out of his pack, handed it over, and lit it for him.

“Thanks,” said Matt. “Rough morning.”

“Getting robbed, sure.” Sheridan nodded. “We’ll do our best to find the perpetrator.”

Matt knew the company line when he heard it. “But the chances aren’t very good, are they?”

The officer hesitated, then went with the honest answer. “Not really, no. Sorry.” He offered a wry smile. They were quiet for a moment, smoking and pretending to.

“You probably don’t get a lot of crime around here,” Matt said. “Compared to the city.”

“No,” the other man agreed. “Last year Breckenridge was named the safest place to live in the Duluth metro area.”

There was a definite note of irony in his voice. He knew something wasn’t right here, thought Matt, but it was too soon to push the topic. He noticed the wedding band on Sheridan’s finger and took a guess. “You moved out here with your family?”

“Yeah.”

“Kids?” asked Matt.

“Two girls. Three and five.” Sheridan smiled broadly, all tension vanishing. He pulled out his wallet and showed the obligatory pictures.

Matt looked them over. “Beautiful,” he said.

“Yeah.” He gazed at them fondly. “You have any?”

“No.” He and Janey had decided to wait a few years after getting married, not knowing that was all the time they had.

“You’re missing out. They really give your life meaning.” Must be nice, thought Matt. He wondered if Sheridan’s love for his family helped him resist the dark influence consuming his colleagues.

When he finished his smoke, Sheridan went back inside. He seemed like a decent guy, thought Matt, working in a nest of vipers. Matt suspected that Breckenridge was no longer the safest place to live in the Duluth metro area. He was surprised to discover that he was wrong.

Some research at an Internet café revealed that the crime rate in town had actually dropped since Tom Lennox was promoted to chief a year and a half ago. He was a popular public figure, judging from the photos of him and his lovely wife, Kathy, at a variety of occasions. According to a calendar of local events, they were attending the opening of a new elementary school library tomorrow.

There were also several pictures of Lennox with other local bigwigs. Here he was shaking hands with a city councilman, striking a heroic pose with the Breckenridge fire chief, getting an actual pat on the back from Mayor Perkins. Lennox seemed like a model public servant. If he and his officers were doing evil, they were leaving no trace of it, at least nothing Matt could find on the net.

The most disturbing incident in the local paper was the murder of a suspected drug dealer a few months back. His decapitated body was found at a construction site, just before it would have been buried in concrete. The citizens of Breckenridge voiced their strong concern in letters to the editor. Neighborhood watch groups were mobilized. Chief Lennox promised a vigorous investigation and kept a visible police presence on the streets. After a quiet month, people generally assumed that the drug dealer had been killed by a rival who had gone back to the urban jungle. Tranquility was restored.

Matt looked up a relatively cheap hotel in the area, which would still wipe out his current funds. He really could have used that job in Duluth. Oh well, he thought as he left the café, he’d just have to find something here.

He heard a gunshot and then felt the searing pain as a bullet hit him high on the back of his right shoulder and came out the front. Matt stumbled, smacking his knee against the sidewalk, before he was on the move again, scrambling for cover, trying to reach a nearby alley before the gunman took another shot.

Could it be the decayed cops? Had he given himself away somehow?

He ducked between the buildings, hugging the wall. He sprinted for a Dumpster down the alley and dove behind it, ignoring the howl of pain from his shoulder. Carefully he peered back toward the street.

It was a girl. Not the female cop, not any cop. Just a girl with curly dark hair, wearing jeans, a gray hoodie, and a long black coat who might or might not be legally able to drink. She showed no signs of decay. She stepped forward cautiously, clutching a revolver too big for her hand, looking for him. She made no effort to take cover herself. This girl obviously wasn’t a pro. She didn’t appear to be on Mr. Dark’s team. So why the hell was she shooting at him?

Matt stayed still. She would look behind the Dumpster pretty soon. She’d probably lead with the gun, the way people in the movies always did. He silently tensed, ready to spring. Slow footsteps approached. Blood oozed from his shoulder. Please, he thought, let her be a movie fan.

The barrel appeared first. Matt lunged forward, twisting the gun out of her grip. She stumbled back in surprise but didn’t fall. He showed her the revolver, now in his hand, but kept it pointed away. “Don’t move,” he said. “Let’s stay calm.”

The girl didn’t look calm, but she wasn’t scared either. She was pissed.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Elena Donatti. Peter was my brother.” She announced it defiantly. Clearly the name was supposed to mean something to him. He searched his memory. The searing pain in his shoulder made it hard to think.

She saw him drawing a blank. “What? You kill so many people you lose track?”

That hurt. In the nightmare of his postresurrection life, Matt had been forced to kill people who were under the Dark Man’s influence. Only with no other option. Only to save a life.

“Tell me what happened,” he said.

“You impaled him with a fucking tire iron, that’s what happened,” she spat.

The image brought back a painful flood of memories from the parking garage in North Carolina. He remembered whom Elena was talking about, a tattooed young guy who had taken significant damage and just wouldn’t go down. He’d lost an eye but still came at Matt with a broken bottle. Matt had only a tire iron for defense. He doubted whether yet another strike to the head would accomplish much. He raised it, then drove the sharp end into the man’s chest. It pierced his rib cage with a sickening wet crack. The guy…Peter, his name was Peter…looked down at himself with genuine surprise. He had looked so young.

Matt closed his eyes for a second, trying to block it out. He faced Elena. “I’m sorry.”

She blew out a snort of air. “Well, that makes it OK.”

“I didn’t have a choice.”

“Right.” Her dark eyes were full of hate.

What else could he tell her? The truth? Your brother was touched by the embodiment of evil, and his soul, for lack of a better term, started rotting. Which only I can see, by the way. He’d seem even crazier. Matt was very conscious of how he looked right now, like he was robbing this woman, or worse. The sound of her shot had probably attracted attention. Not to mention that he had a fresh gunshot wound to attend to. He had to get moving.

The real problem was Elena herself. If he left her here, he doubted she’d give up and go home. She might get another gun and come after him again. Or worse, enlist the help of the local police. Matt needed to stash her somewhere she’d be safe but unable to do any harm, and before the decaying cops showed up responding to the gunshot.

A hotel room? No, too many people around.

He remembered the boarded-up building he’d seen from the bus. That might work. Of course, it was all the way across town.

He pointed the gun at Elena. “We’re going to start walking. If you try anything, or say anything to anybody, I’ll shoot.”

This was a total bluff, but she didn’t know that. He hoped. Matt took her arm with his left hand. His right still held the revolver. He couldn’t carry it out in the open like that. Sticking it in his pants seemed like an accident waiting to happen. He painfully maneuvered his hand with the gun into his jacket pocket. He still wasn’t comfortable with guns, despite being forced into a better acquaintance with them.

He nudged Elena and they walked. He led her out of the alley, stopping to pick up his duffel. Matt moved them along the street. He felt extremely conspicuous, as if everyone would know instantly that he was kidnapping this woman. How the hell had it come to this?

Good question, he thought. He turned to Elena. “How did you know?”

“Know what?” she asked, cautious.

“Who killed your brother.” Everyone who could have seen him there that day was dead.

“You made a mistake. You didn’t finish him off right away. He lived long enough to tell the paramedics who you were.” She seemed proud of it. So there was probably an arrest warrant out for Matt in North Carolina. He wondered how many he’d accumulated by now.

A male pedestrian approached from the other direction. Matt tensed up, tightening his grip on Elena’s arm. He felt sure that she’d signal to the man somehow. But the man only gave them a pleasant smile as he passed. Matt could exhale. Until the next pedestrian.

He focused back on the conversation. “Why didn’t you go to the police?”

“We did. They’re ‘looking into it.’” Her voice was heavy with sarcasm.

“So you checked me out on the web,” he guessed.

“You were a big story for about a minute and a half. A miracle.” She shot him a glare. “People have been posting these sightings, like you were Bigfoot or something. I kept missing you by days, just a few hours once. But this time, I got you.”

He glanced down at his hand on her arm, silently questioning that statement. Of course, the searing pain of the gunshot wound in his shoulder supported her point.

After a nerve-jangling walk through town, they reached the building he remembered. It was set decently apart from the nearest occupied business. He led Elena to the back of the building and released her arm. “Stay there.”

He dropped his duffel and unzipped it. He pulled out his ax. Elena drew in a sharp, involuntary breath. Matt saw her staring at the weapon with horror.

“No, it’s not… Never mind.” Great, he thought. Now he was an ax murderer. With his good arm, he swung the blade toward the thin plywood covering a window. It splintered easily. A couple more blows and there was an opening big enough for a person. He put down the ax and took the gun from his pocket. He gestured toward the window with it.

“Climb in.”

She did. Matt followed more awkwardly, since he had to keep her in sight and hold the gun while not straining his wounded shoulder too much.

They were in a bare room, maybe twenty by twenty feet, with sickly green carpet and off-white walls. Matt nodded to the corner. “Sit down.”

Elena sat. Matt sank down against the wall opposite her, setting down the revolver beside him. He took off his jacket painfully. The right side of his shirt was one big bloodstain. He peeled the shirt away from the front and back wounds. His shoulder hurt like hell, but he didn’t think any major blood vessels were damaged. If he was going to bleed to death, he would have done it already.

“Sorry,” he said to Elena. “I think I’m going to live.”

He needed antiseptic and bandages, not to mention a lot of painkillers. Of course, he didn’t have much cash or any way to earn more. Between his original mission to stop an evil police chief, the added complication of more rotting cops, and his new hobby of kidnapping, his schedule was pretty full.

He turned back to his captive. “I don’t suppose it would make a difference if I told you I was here to keep some bad people from hurting anyone?”

She looked back at him, impassive. “Say whatever you want.”

Matt nodded. “Yeah. If somebody killed a person I loved, I’d feel the same way. But I need you to know that I didn’t kill your brother out of anger or greed. He was involved with some people who were planning to blow up a mosque…”

Elena was already shaking her head. “Bullshit. Pete would never do something like that.”

“He wasn’t thinking straight. Somebody got to him,” said Matt.

“No,” she snapped. Was he hitting too close to something?

“The guy I’m thinking of is pretty persuasive. Especially with people who have problems of their own.”

“Shut up!” Elena shouted. She stood and took a step toward him.

Matt stood as well, holding the gun at his side. “Don’t.”

She stopped, seething with anger. He kept his voice calm. “I had to stop them. It was the only way.”
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Maple Grove, North Carolina

It had seemed too obvious when Matt discovered MrDark.com, a blog about one man’s struggle to suppress his violent impulses, a side of his personality he called “Mr. Dark.” Still, it was the only potential lead on the Dark Man he’d come across for weeks. The blogger had referred to his hometown of Maple Grove, so Matt decided to track him down. He’d caught a ride with an obliging long-haul trucker who had confided his family’s homemade sausage recipe in far too much detail. The secret ingredient, Matt discovered, was cumin.

The MrDark.com blogger turned out to be an overweight fifteen-year-old boy who fantasized about beating up the bullies who regularly tormented him. He was rot-free and more pitiful than dangerous. But while in town, Matt had discovered a real threat.

Maple Grove was a divided community. The minority population of Muslim Middle Eastern immigrants was kept at a cool distance by the conservative Christian majority. The recent opening of a new mosque had generated plenty of controversy. Worse, a Turkish store owner had been viciously beaten to death, with no apparent motive beyond sheer hatred.

Matt encountered the men of the Patriot League at their softball game against the Shriners. The Patriots wore red, white, and blue uniforms. The catcher and three other players showed visible rot. One of these was Elena’s brother, Peter, with two full sleeves of tattoos plus several patches of gangrenous, decaying flesh.

Matt attended the next league meeting, expecting a fiery, anti-immigrant mob rally. It was surprisingly civilized, even dull, with the angriest speeches reserved for the greedy restaurant owner who had overcharged them for the awards banquet. The decomposing men sat together quietly near the back. He approached the group after the meeting, asking if any of them could point him toward a job.

Brady, a squat, muscular man in his forties, whom Matt would later identify as their de facto leader, shook his head ruefully. He looked at Matt from two empty sockets where his eyes should have been.

“Sorry, friend. You can try the textile mill, but they’re not hiring these days.”

Another Patriot muttered sourly, “They hired plenty of ragheads.”

Matt felt the others watching him. He gave a derisive snort. “Same story everywhere,” he said. “No jobs left for Americans.”

The men nodded in agreement. He’d passed the first test.
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Elena’s sharp voice intruded. “Whatever you’re going to do to me, get on with it already.”

“I’m not going to do anything to you,” said Matt.

“Great,” she answered. “Then let me go.”

“I can’t. You’ll try to kill me again.”

She didn’t deny it.

Matt went on. “I have something I need to do here. Then I’ll leave. I’ll tell someone where to find you. You’ll be fine.”

But he’d already spotted the problem with this plan. Once free, Elena would probably keep coming after him. He’d just have to deal with that when they got there. “For now,” he told her, “I need for you to stay put. I have to get some things.”

Matt had no rope in his duffel. The best he could do was tear a T-shirt into strips and knot those together. He used that to bind Elena’s hands and secure them to a doorknob. There was nothing else in the empty room to tie her to. When he finished, he double-checked the knots, wondering how long they’d hold.

Elena saw his uncertainty. “Wow,” she said. “You suck at this kidnapping thing.”

He faced her. “Thank you. That’s the nicest thing you’ve said to me.”
  

CHAPTER TWO
 

Matt headed to the local big-box store with sixty-two dollars and fifteen cents to spend. He picked up antiseptic, bandages, and extra-strength ibuprofen. He was getting hungry. Elena was probably hungry too. Of course, she might not accept any food he gave her. That would be up to her, he thought, as he picked up a jumbo pack of granola bars and several apples.

He was more concerned that the makeshift rope wouldn’t hold. For all he knew, she’d already worked herself free. He needed something sturdier. He moved on to the hardware section.

Matt surveyed the selection of rope. He tugged on some nylon cord. Too stretchy. Would chain be better? He wondered whether this was what serial killers did on the weekend, went comparison shopping for the best restraints.

“I favor handcuffs myself.” The voice was right beside him. Matt jumped, startled. It was Mr. Dark, dressed in khakis and a plaid shirt, with a baseball cap perched jauntily on his skull. “You can get them at the local S and M shop. They even have some lined with fur. For her pleasure.”

“What do you want?” Matt muttered.

“Just offering some advice on the care and feeding of captives.” He leaned in close and Matt smelled his vile breath. “Take it from me—they’re more trouble than they’re worth. I say kill her now.”

Matt recoiled. “I’m not going to kill her.”

“Yet.”

“Ever,” he insisted.

Mr. Dark nodded thoughtfully. “So you’re going to let her kill you. Interesting strategy.”

“No,” said Matt. “I’ll find another way.”

“Such as?” Mr. Dark faced him with bright curiosity.

Matt was quiet for a moment. “I don’t know yet.”

“I do.” He put his arm around Matt’s wounded shoulder, hugging him close. Matt tried to pull away, but his grip was like iron. “I’ve gotten to know you since your unfortunate death. And I know that when it comes right down to it, you’ll save your own skin. Even if it means wasting your pretty little prisoner.”

He grinned. Then suddenly he was gone. Matt didn’t move. The Dark Man was wrong. Yes, he’d killed in self-defense, but the deliberate murder of a young woman with no decay and an understandable grudge was something else entirely. He wouldn’t cross that line. He wouldn’t.

Matt grabbed the nylon rope. He also picked up a camping lantern and a couple of fleece blankets on the way to the checkout. He stopped at a water fountain to refill his bottle. That, at least, was still free.
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He returned to the building. Elena was still tied to the doorknob. The T-shirt rope had held up surprisingly well. She’d obviously spent the time he was gone struggling to free herself. Her wrists were raw and bleeding.

Matt pulled the hydrogen peroxide from his shopping bag and approached her. “Let me look at your wrists.”

She kicked out at him viciously, barely missing his ankle. Matt backed off, raising his hands in surrender. “Fine.”

He sat down across the room and tended to his own injuries by lantern light. He cleaned and bandaged the entry and exit wounds. One benefit of his resurrection—he’d become a quick healer. Didn’t make it hurt any less, though. He took several pills with a gulp of water.

He turned to Elena. “You should drink some too. And have something to eat. Can I get close enough to untie you?”

She considered this and decided some cooperation was worth it. “OK.”

Matt picked up the revolver, which was still resting on the floor. He shouldn’t have left it in the room with her. He really did suck at kidnapping. Now he tucked the gun into the back of his pants. Elena still needed to think he might use it.

He untied her hands, watching to make sure she didn’t grab for the gun. He put a granola bar, two apples, and the water bottle on the floor beside her and stepped back. They both ate quietly. Matt knew he should say something, use this opportunity to…do what? Try to talk her out of avenging her brother? He didn’t know if that was even possible. He suddenly wanted Janey ferociously. She was always better at this kind of thing, soothing hurt feelings, sweet-talking the salesman into a lower price. She’d know exactly what to say.

“You probably have to pee, don’t you?” Matt winced as he heard himself. Smooth, Cahill, he thought.

But Elena nodded. “Yeah.”

“OK.” He stood, holding the gun at his side as before. “Let’s see if there’s a bathroom.”

She walked ahead of him out of the room and into a hallway lined with doors. She looked behind a couple and found the bathroom. There was no running water, but it would have to do. He nodded for her to go in. As she tried to close the door, he held it open.

“I’ll be right here,” he reminded her, then turned to face the other way. He heard her pull down her jeans and sit on the toilet. A pause, then a stream of liquid hit the bowl. Matt thought this might be the most uncomfortable moment of his life. Elena finished. No tearing of toilet paper. No flush. Just cloth sliding back over hips.

“Done?” he asked.

“Yes.”

Matt turned back toward her. He motioned for her to walk first back to the room. He took another stab at conversation.

“Does your family know where you are, what you’re doing?”

“No,” she said. “They think I went back to college.”

“You know they wouldn’t want you looking for revenge.”

They stepped back into the room. Elena turned to him. “Actually, Dad’s more concerned about whether Mom will try to OD on pills again when she comes home from the hospital.”

Her words were like a physical blow. She kept going, wanting it to hurt more. “She always denied it, but Peter was her favorite. I don’t think she’ll ever get over losing him.”

At that moment, Matt hated himself. As horrible as he’d always felt about ending human lives, no matter how corrupted by darkness, this was a new dimension of guilt. How much grief had he caused, for how many families? They’d never know the circumstances, just that their loved ones were gone forever. Matt knew that Mr. Dark played a big part in those deaths, but he couldn’t dismiss his own role. He did kill those people. Maybe if he’d been a little smarter, thought a little harder, he could have come up with an alternative to at least one death.
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Once he’d found the half dozen corrupted souls within the Patriot League, Matt set about befriending them, stopping to chat after each meeting. Finally a well-timed gripe about the spinelessness of the so-called leadership of the Patriot League seemed to open the door.

As they walked out, Brady approached him. “A lot of us are frustrated,” he said. “Too much talk. Too much concern about our precious public image.”

Matt nodded. “The Patriot League seems more like the Junior League.”

Brady laughed. “Come on. We’re heading over to the firehouse.”

Matt joined the self-described “true” Patriots for drinks and some surprisingly good barbecue. Most of the talk was harmless griping about work and modern society. This led to a round of reminiscences about the good old days of family, God, and country.

All of the Patriots deferred to Brady, especially on this last subject. Brady had served with the army in Iraq. More than that, he’d earned a commendation for meritorious service by shooting a sniper. This Patriot was the real deal. He was also a font of anti-Muslim rhetoric and insights into the mind of the Arab enemy, coming from one who’d been there. The others ate it up.

Especially Peter Donatti, who was the honorary kid brother of the group. His eyes glowed with hero worship as he listened to Brady. He admired the man’s crucifix tattoo so much that he got identical ink on the side of his neck. Peter had just graduated from high school but had no plans to go to college like his sister. He had a job with a construction crew and was content to stay in the town where he grew up. Which might have worked out for him if he hadn’t fallen in with a group of angry bigots who grew more hateful as the night went on.

“You know who bought the Bingham place?” Everett, a Patriot who could have been the poster boy for obesity in America, asked the group. “Some Arab, with his five little sand monkeys.”

Grumbles around the table. Owen, another Patriot, shook his head angrily. “Great. Another terrorist in the neighborhood.”

“The cops don’t even monitor these people,” Peter complained.

“The Saudis own the whole government now. They won’t do a goddamn thing,” said Brady. “It’s up to us.”

He glanced at Matt, as if judging how much to say in front of him. Matt nodded. “Damn right it is.”

But Brady held back. He drank some beer as Peter continued to vent. “It’s getting worse. A couple of Arabs just took over that used-car lot by the post office.”

“Yeah,” scoffed Matt, “but now they’ll sell used camels.” He winced inwardly at the joke, but the guys all laughed.

Over the next couple of weeks, Matt found a niche for himself as the funny one in the group. It wasn’t hard. All he had to do was spew stereotypes, with bonus points for creativity. He was surprised and appalled at how easily the toxic jokes came to him. The tightness that occasionally gripped his stomach as he swallowed his disgust became a permanent, acidic burn.

One night Matt and a few of the guys closed down the local bar. Suddenly Brady stopped in his tracks. “Look at that.”

He pointed at a couple at the far edge of the parking lot. A young Arab man was kissing a pretty girl good night. A pretty white girl. Four drunk, angry men descended on the couple, with Matt reluctantly tagging along.

Owen shoved the girl aside. “Disgusting bitch.”

She bolted. The young man crumpled under a fusillade of blows. Brady landed a solid kick to his ribs, breaking at least one. Peter smashed his nose. Matt threw a couple of weak punches, desperately thinking how to stop this without giving himself away. For a moment he locked eyes with his victim. The undiluted terror he saw there made Matt look away.

He recognized the rusty laugh even before he saw the Dark Man watching the beating with delight.

“Thumb outside the fist, slugger.” He held up his own bony hand to demonstrate.

“Fuck you,” snapped Matt.

“What’d you say?” asked Brady, turning on him.

Mercifully, inspiration struck. “Cops!” Matt yelled.

The Patriots didn’t need convincing. They scattered, leaving the man in a heap on the asphalt. Matt knelt down and rolled him onto his back.

The bloody glob of spit struck Matt on the forehead. Mr. Dark whooped. “Bull’s-eye!”

The young man staggered to his feet and ran off, sparing Matt a last, contemptuous glare. Matt just sat there, stunned.

Mr. Dark spat out the lollipop stick. It landed in a splatter of blood. “So,” he asked companionably, “how’s that saving-the-world thing working out for you?”
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Matt settled down for the night in the corner of the room opposite Elena. He tried to get comfortable on the green industrial carpet, which was stained and sour smelling from a dozen different spills. Not to mention really cold. Still, he’d slept in places a lot worse than this. He made sure his ax and gun were safely in his duffel, cushioned them with some laundry, then lay back on the makeshift pillow. He pulled the blanket tightly around himself. The pain of his gunshot wound had receded from excruciating to severe. Which probably meant it wasn’t infected. Didn’t it?

He willed himself to concentrate on the memory of his wedding day and the vision of Janey walking down the aisle toward him. She had little white flowers in her hair. What were those called, baby’s breath? He started to relax.

He was idealizing his dead wife, Matt knew, turning her into a symbol of lost happiness. He didn’t want that. He wanted to remember Janey as a whole person, flaws and all. The first one that came to mind was the way she always waited until the last minute to get ready when they were going out, then raced around, frantically doing her makeup and hair. When Matt reminded her of this a little earlier before the next occasion, she assured him with perfect confidence, “I’ve got time.” And it happened again.

Remembering how annoyed this used to make him, Matt drifted off.
  

CHAPTER THREE
 

As the sun came up, Matt felt like shit. His shoulder was killing him and he’d barely slept. At least Elena was still tied securely to the door, leaning against it, asleep.

Matt downed more pills and ate an apple. When Elena woke, he took her on another bathroom excursion. Back in the room, he held out an apple and a granola bar.

“Your breakfast options,” he told her. She took the granola bar.

As she ate, Matt debated what to do with her. Could he really leave her alone here all day? A construction crew, new tenants, or even kids looking for a place to light up could come to the building and find her. Or someone could hear her if she called for help. He’d use the old T-shirt rope as a gag. It should keep her quiet, but she wouldn’t be able to eat or drink for however long he was gone. How long did it take for someone to get dehydrated? He had to admit that the Dark Man had been right about one thing. Keeping a captive was no simple task.

But Matt needed to find out what the Breckenridge police were up to, and he couldn’t do that here. So he tied Elena’s hands again and secured them to the door. He picked up the T-shirt rope and started to put it in her mouth.

“No way,” she protested, shaking her head violently from side to side. He was finally forced to grip her hair tightly, and no doubt painfully, to hold her head in place. He pulled down her jaw and got the rope in her mouth. Tying it behind her head without releasing her hair was its own challenge. By the time he succeeded, he was already exhausted and hadn’t even started the real work of the day.

“I really am sorry about this,” he told Elena. Her glare was poisonous.

Matt headed back into town. He forced his thoughts back to the cops. He needed more information, but how? Breaking into police headquarters and stealing secret files didn’t seem like an option. He’d have to tail the rotting policemen until he got some clue about what was happening in this idyllic little town. Fortunately he knew where Chief Lennox would be this morning.

A small crowd of Breckenridge residents, plus a couple of photographers, watched with pleasure as Lennox used an alarmingly large pair of scissors to cut the red ribbon across the front door of the new school library. Of course, they couldn’t see the rot on the chief’s face, which had completely eaten through his left cheek. He was surrounded by a group of photogenic young students, who applauded on cue. Matt had a sudden horrific vision of Lennox using the huge scissors to snip off their little heads. He shook it off. The real horrors of the past year and a half were filtering into his imagination as well as his dreams.

Grinning, Lennox pulled his wife to his side. Did she flinch or was Matt imagining things?

“Kathy’s the real star of the show,” he announced. “She led the fund-raising committee and oversaw construction of the new building. While planning that amazing Pioneer Days festival, of course.”

Kathy smiled. She was a very pretty blonde in a flattering blue dress, with perfect makeup and hair. She and Lennox were the image of a golden couple. But she definitely looked uncomfortable as she posed with her husband. A sign of ordinary marital tension, or could she sense the inner rot? Lennox kissed her cheek and smoothly removed himself from the spotlight.

As Kathy spoke about the benefits of the new library, Matt kept the chief in sight. He shook hands and chatted with several men in suits. Matt edged closer, trying to hear what Lennox was saying. But he was clearly wearing his public face and probably wouldn’t reveal much about his evil plans, whatever they might be.

Lennox glanced in his direction and Matt turned away. He saw that Kathy had finished speaking and was now making her way toward a supply of bottled water on a folding table. Matt got there half a step faster, snagged a bottle, and handed it to her.

“The library’s beautiful,” he said.

“Thank you.” She accepted the bottle. He could see her scanning her memory, trying to identify him and coming up dry. She smiled. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Kathy.”

She extended a hand and he shook it. “Matt.”

“Are you new in town, Matt?” Kathy focused her blue eyes on his.

“No,” he said, thinking fast. “Not yet, anyway. I’m relocating in the spring.”

She put a hand on his arm and leaned in. “You’ll love it here. It’s a fantastic place to raise a family.”

“So I hear. Your husband’s the chief of police, right?”

He watched her reaction. Kathy’s smile didn’t budge. She glanced at Lennox, who was still schmoozing. “Yes, he is.”

“You must feel really secure,” said Matt.

“Tom keeps everyone safe.” Nice canned answer, he thought, as Kathy boasted about the low crime rate. Did Matt know that Breckenridge was the safest place to live in the Duluth metro area? As a matter of fact, he did. Kathy proceeded to describe the wonderful schools, the great restaurants, and the scenic lake just a short drive away.

“Sounds like paradise,” he told her.

“I don’t know about that.” She sounded pleased. Then she asked brightly, “Are you working with a Realtor yet?”

Ah, thought Matt, now he understood the sales pitch. “Not yet.”

Sure enough, she whipped out a business card and slipped it into his hand. “What kind of home are you looking for?”

“Nothing too big,” said Matt, improvising. “A yard would be nice.”

Kathy smiled. “I know just the place. An adorable little two-bedroom. If you have some time, I’d love to show it to you.”

She was an efficient saleswoman, he’d give her that. Matt looked over at Lennox, who was laughing at somebody’s joke. It stretched the tattered flesh of his cheek, tearing it all the way back to his ear. He turned back to Kathy, hoping she could provide some clue to her husband’s activities.

“Great,” he said. “I’d like to see it.”

They got into Kathy’s sensible sedan. As she drove, she asked, “Do you have a family?”

“No.” His thoughts went to Janey, but he didn’t mention her. He still wasn’t ready to discuss his dead wife with strangers.

“How about you? How long have you been married?” he asked.

“Thirteen years. We have a wonderful son, Christopher.”

Matt nodded. “Does he want to be a cop when he grows up, like his dad?”

Kathy contained a small laugh. “I don’t think so. He’s more of a reader and an artist. His pencil sketches are really quite good.”

She continued extolling her son’s various talents. Whenever Matt tried to steer the conversation back toward Lennox, she neatly sidestepped with a vague pleasantry and changed the subject. She inquired about Matt’s background and got him talking about growing up in Washington, spending summers at his grandfather’s cabin.

“We always spent the whole time working: chopping firewood, fixing the roof. But I loved it. He never treated me like a kid. We were just two guys, doing useful work.”

“You miss him,” she observed.

“Yeah,” Matt agreed. “I think about him every time I use his ax.” He glanced at her, aware how odd it might sound. “I kept it after he died. Kind of a strange family heirloom, I suppose.”

Kathy grinned. “Not that strange. Mine is a fork.”

He gave her an inquiring look. She explained, “My family lived in Florida, near the coast. My father used to take me for walks along the shore, collecting seashells. One day…I must have been five or six…I found an old fork tangled in some seaweed. My father said it must have fallen off a pirate ship and washed ashore. He described the exotic meal that the pirate captain would have eaten with it, while his crew had to eat cold gruel.” She smiled to herself, remembering. “I still have it. In my jewelry box.”

This smile seemed genuine, not a forced, cheerful front. Matt returned it. He liked the real Kathy. The saleswoman reappeared as they reached a cute little house. She walked him through it, pointing out amenities like new kitchen appliances and a large backyard. Matt nodded and hmm’ed thoughtfully, feeling bad about wasting her time. He solemnly promised to think about it.

He directed Kathy back to the hotel where he claimed to be staying. “I’d be glad to look up more listings for you,” she told him, “but I assume you’re heading back to Washington tonight.”

“No. Why?” As soon as he asked, he remembered the date.

She seemed genuinely concerned. “You’re not going home for Thanksgiving?”

Matt shrugged. “It’s a scheduling thing.”

“So where are you going for dinner?”

“I think the hotel has a buffet… ,” he said vaguely.

“That sounds awful,” she declared. “Come to my house.”

He pictured sitting at a table with Lennox, watching him eat with half of his face missing. “That’s really nice of you, but I don’t want to intrude on your holiday.”

“You won’t be,” Kathy insisted. “We always have an orphan or two.”

Pushing his disgust aside, Matt realized that dinner at the Lennoxes’ would be an opportunity to go behind enemy lines and snoop. It wasn’t as if he had much else to go on.

“In that case, I’d love to,” he said. “Thanks.”

She wrote her address on the back of another business card and gave it to him. “Dinner’s at one o’clock. See you then.”

“See you,” he replied, struck anew by how truly strange his life had become.

As Kathy drove off, Matt went back to the empty building to check on Elena. He’d left her alone for nearly four hours. For all he knew, one of Kathy’s fellow Realtors was showing the vacant building right now.

When he got there, the place was empty except for his captive. Elena treated his return with conspicuous indifference, refusing his offers of food, water, and a trip to the bathroom. He took a pointless look around the building. Nothing amiss. Now he felt antsy about the evil cops again. He had two big problems to solve and felt like he was doing a half-assed job on both. He went back out the window and returned to town.

Elena breathed a sigh of relief. She’d been able to hide the frayed section of rope. Now that Matt was gone, she opened her fist to reveal a tiny carpet tack. With some effort, she’d been able to dislodge the thing from the floor with her bare toes. She’d wriggled her cold feet back into her shoes and gotten to work. She’d spent the morning using the tack to pick at the nylon rope, pulling apart one tiny thread at a time. She maneuvered it back into her fingers and got back to it.

Matt returned to the police station, hoping to catch up with Lennox again. Instead he saw two cops emerge into the parking lot. One was the badly decomposed No Nose. The other man had rot spreading from the neck of his uniform across the bottom third of his face. It hadn’t yet reached the thick blond mustache on his upper lip. So this was O’Neill, which made the other man Woronicz. Sheridan seemed to be the only cop in Breckenridge still holding on to his humanity.

The two corpses got into an unmarked sedan. Matt wanted to follow but knew he’d never be able to keep up with them on foot. Fortunately he’d seen another option. There were two bicycles chained to a rack outside the library nearby. As the cops drove off, Matt used his ax to break a chain, then pulled the bike free and rode after them. Add it to my list of crimes, he thought, grand theft ten-speed.

They stopped at a pet store. Matt stayed outside, peeking in through the window on occasion. He saw Woronicz pick out a dog collar, a big leather one with metal studs. The cop could probably wear it around his own neck if he wanted. He probably had some huge attack dog at home, which Matt hoped never to meet.

They moved on to a liquor store, where they picked out an impressive selection of alcohol. O’Neill went to the register. He took a bag of powder from his pocket and gave it to the cashier as payment. The cops returned to the patrol car with their booze.

Matt was almost relieved to see the police engaging in criminal activity, confirming that the rot he saw really did indicate a problem. Of course, drugs were a milder sin than he usually saw with people who’d been touched by Mr. Dark.

He remembered the story about the murdered dealer. The theory was that he’d been killed by a rival. Yeah, thought Matt, rival dealers in the Breckenridge PD. Maybe this was how they dealt with any competing criminals who invaded their turf, by eliminating them. That was certainly one way to reduce the town’s crime rate.

Matt followed the patrol car to the parking lot of the local high school, which was closed for the holiday weekend. The two cops got out, climbed a grassy hill by the football field, and sat in the sun. O’Neill pulled out another bag of powder and offered it to Woronicz. The decaying officer took a pinch and snorted it into the hole in his face. O’Neill helped himself to some and they sat in the grass getting high.

After a while Woronicz took another hit. He picked up a few small rocks and began throwing them at the squirrels in the nearby trees. His aim was pretty good. He hit a squirrel and it fell off its branch. O’Neill applauded. Woronicz moved quickly to grab the little animal. He pulled a knife from his belt. He cut the squirrel open, ignoring its shrieks of pain. Bright red intestines tumbled out. He poked around curiously in its gut, pulling out a few organs. Matt looked away. When he dared look back, the cop had tossed the dead squirrel aside and was cleaning the gore off his fingers with a tissue. Matt felt chilled by the casual cruelty. This was more like what he’d expect from the seriously decomposed. There had to be more going on in Breckenridge than drugs. He was missing something.

He needed to talk to Sheridan again, to find out if he really was one of the good guys. The absence of visible decomposition was no guarantee of virtue. Some people didn’t need Mr. Dark’s evil touch to become corrupt all on their own. Was Sheridan just hiding his moral rot better than his colleagues were?

He asked for Sheridan at the front desk, only to be told that he was out. Matt figured he was responding to a call somewhere. He decided to look around town for a police car. He could always check back at the station later.

Matt spotted the black-and-white parked in front of an Italian restaurant. He went inside. Sheridan was sitting alone in a booth near the back, apparently in the middle of an early dinner. There was a half-finished bowl of pasta in front of him and a nearly empty glass of red wine.

Matt walked by the table and feigned surprise at seeing him. “Hi there.”

“Hi,” said Sheridan, then recognized him. “We haven’t had any luck on your case, I’m afraid…”

Matt waved this off. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to give you a hard time about it.” He slid into the seat opposite him, with a perfunctory “May I?” The other man didn’t protest.

Sheridan was polite enough about the intrusion and asked what brought Matt to town. Matt repeated his story about relocating for work. He asked Sheridan’s opinion about living in Breckenridge and got the same rosy picture that Kathy had painted for him. As they talked, the cop finished his wine. Matt hailed the waitress and ordered Sheridan another. He had less than twenty dollars in his pocket. He hoped that would get Sheridan drunk enough to talk about his fellow officers.

After another glass disappeared, Matt asked what it was like to be a cop in suburbia. It was OK, said Sheridan. Mostly pretty quiet. The biggest downside? All the paperwork needed for every little parking violation or noise complaint.

“When I came in the other day, you seemed to have a lot of it,” said Matt sympathetically. When Sheridan nodded, he went on. “And the other officers weren’t doing any.”

“They never do,” he answered, with an edge of bitterness. “I get all of it.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” Matt observed.

“Lennox doesn’t like me.”

“Why not?”

Sheridan took another drink. “’Cause I don’t kiss up to him like the other cops. They can get away with anything.”

“What do they get away with?” Matt was hopeful that he’d get some real information. He was disappointed.

“Falsifying their hours, skipping entire shifts,” Sheridan griped. “If I tried that shit, I’d get reamed out. Even fired.”

“But not Woronicz. Or Ross,” Matt prompted, stoking his annoyance.

“Hell no. They’re all buddies, always hanging out together.”

“Drinking, partying… ,” suggested Matt.

Sheridan nodded, his movements getting unsteady. “For all I know, they’re having orgies up there.”

“Up where?” He tried to sound casual.

“You want more garlic bread?” asked Sheridan. “I want more garlic bread.”

“Sure,” said Matt. He gestured to the waitress.

He tried to get more detail about where the other police went and what they did but got nowhere. Sheridan was more interested in bitching about Lennox. “He doesn’t know what the job’s really about. With him, it’s all photo ops and schmoozing. I mean, sure, he gets more money for the department, but if you ask me…” He lowered his voice. “He’s got something on those city council guys.”

“Like what?”

Sheridan shrugged. “Hell if I know. But they’re afraid of him all right.”

“Maybe you should find out why,” Matt said. “Investigate.”

The cop let out a short chuckle. “Why bother? That’s how things get done. You think it’s different anywhere else?”

Matt wanted to think so but didn’t argue the point. Sheridan continued, “Nobody wants to hear about all the backroom shit. They just want to live their nice little lives in their safe little town, and who cares how it happens.”

Matt listened to Sheridan complain for a while longer, then asked for the check. Fortunately his drunken pal slapped down a few bills to cover it.

It had gotten dark by the time they left the restaurant. Sheridan tried to get in the driver’s seat of the patrol car, but Matt stopped him and confiscated the keys. There was no point in taking Sheridan back to the police station. He was obviously done for the day. Matt got directions to take the man home.

Sheridan and his family lived in a neat little bungalow with a play set in the front yard and a nicely restored seventies-era Mustang in the driveway. Matt pulled him out of the patrol car and to the front door. The woman who answered his knock was already irritated. She became even more so when she saw them.

“Jesus Christ, Alan.” She glanced at the neighboring houses to see if anyone was watching and hustled him inside.

Haley Sheridan was tiny, barely scraping five feet. But she supported most of her husband’s weight as Matt helped her maneuver him to the couch.

“I’m OK,” Sheridan protested as they set him down.

“Sorry about this,” said Matt, not sure why he felt the need to apologize.

“So who are you again?” she asked, efficiently pulling off Sheridan’s shoes and laying him back. She’d obviously had practice.

“Matt,” he said. “I’m a friend.”

She looked doubtful about this. “Right.”

He handed her the car keys. They stood there for a moment, looking down at Sheridan, who was already snoozing.

“Things were supposed to get better,” said Haley. “That’s why we moved here.”

Matt nodded. “This place isn’t really so great, is it?”

“No,” she agreed. “It kinda sucks.”
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After the beating, Matt was embraced by the Patriots as one of their own. One afternoon he sat with Brady and Peter at a backyard cookout, sipping lemonade. It was a scorchingly hot day and nobody strayed too far from the pool. Matt could feel the back of his neck getting crispy, despite three layers of sunscreen. He wondered how soon he could politely excuse himself and leave. At the moment, he could barely get in a word as Brady went on yet another rant about how so-called multiculturalism was undermining American morals.

“We need to strike a blow,” he declared.

“Sure thing,” agreed Matt. He’d been hearing that sentiment for weeks.

“The problem is that fucking mosque. It makes them feel like they’re welcome here,” said Brady.

Peter smiled, excited. “Tell him.”

The older man considered this, then leaned closer to Matt, lowering his voice. “We’re going to bring it down.”

Matt nodded, trying to keep his expression even. “Great. How can I help?”

Brady laughed. “You’re a man of action. I like that.”

“We’re going to slip them an IED, just like they use on us,” said Peter.

Matt kept nodding. “You need any more parts for it?”

“No. We’re all ready to go,” Brady assured him.

“Great,” Matt said again. “When?”

“Wednesday,” said Brady. He raised his empty lemonade glass to his lips, trying to coax out a few more drops. No luck.

Peter added, “It’s some Arab holiday. The place should be full.”

Matt looked thoughtful, as if considering the logistics. “It’ll be tough to get it into the mosque. A white man can’t exactly waltz in there with a big package under his arm.”

Brady gazed contentedly at the kids splashing in the pool. “The gate protecting the front is weak. We ram through it with a truck, drive into the courtyard, and…” He mimed pressing a button with his thumb.

“You’re using a remote trigger?” asked Matt.

“Course,” said Brady. “Nobody’s trying to be a martyr.”

“I don’t know,” joked Peter. “What about those seventy-two virgins?” He and Brady both laughed. Matt forced a chuckle, trying to think of some way to get to that bomb.

“What kind of trigger are you using?” he asked.

Brady shook his head. “No idea. Everett put together the electronics.”

Vamping desperately, Matt said, “You know, some of those remote receivers are kinda twitchy. Like if there’s a cell phone on the same frequency…”

The other man hesitated, and Matt feared that his bullshit had been detected. But Brady only said, “Ask Everett about it.”

“Sure.” Matt shrugged, deliberately casual. “I could also look over the circuitry. Never hurts to have an extra pair of eyes on a job, just to be sure.”

Brady took the bait. “Yeah, have a look. We’re loading the truck in the morning.” He looked supremely satisfied. “It’s time for some fucking payback.”
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“You think it would make you feel better, don’t you?” Matt asked Elena that night as he swabbed his wounds with disinfectant.

She was immediately defensive. “What?”

“Blowing me away.”

Elena didn’t answer, but she didn’t have to. Matt went on. “You think it will make losing your brother less painful. Let you move on and get back to your life. Assuming you don’t get locked up for murder, that is.”

She didn’t blink. “That’s the risk I have to take.”

“For justice,” he said.

“Yes.”

He nodded, taping a fresh square of gauze on his shoulder. He’d been lucky, he knew. If she’d shot a couple of inches to the left, he’d probably be dead. “What do you plan to do about the nightmares?” he asked.

She started to protest, but he cut her off. “I know…you won’t have any nightmares. Because I deserve it and you’ll be doing the right thing.”

“Yes,” she said again. Matt remembered that kind of certainty. He missed it.

“Problem is,” he told her, “that won’t make any difference.”

Elena stared at him, dubious. “What do you mean?”

Matt allowed himself a wry smile. “Turns out that even if the person you kill is undeniably bad, even if you do it to save innocent lives…you will never forget that person’s face. You’ll see it every night. You’ll see all of them.”

He turned on her, pointing at his own face. “You ready to carry this with you? To have the image of your bullet going through my skull haunt you for the rest of your life?”

For a moment he thought he’d made a dent in her armor. She looked away. “You’re just trying to talk me out of killing you.”

“That too,” he admitted. “But I’m not lying.”

She didn’t answer, her face still turned to the wall. Matt let her be. He settled down on the carpet, head on his duffel. It promised to be another long, sleepless night.
  

CHAPTER FOUR
 

As soon as Kathy Lennox opened the front door, Matt wanted to apologize. She looked appropriately festive in a skirt, sweater, and pearls. His “best” clothes were a pair of gray pants and a faded blue shirt he’d slept on last night. Still, he’d felt presentable enough, at least until he worked up a sweat riding here on his purloined bicycle. Now, he knew, he was a mess.

To her credit, Kathy didn’t hesitate to give him a warm hug. “Happy Thanksgiving,” she said. “I’m so glad you could come.”

The Lennox home was beautiful, much bigger than Sheridan’s. Matt wondered how much a civil servant pulled down these days. It was decorated in tasteful neutrals with bursts of color from several large flower arrangements. The only flaw Matt could see was a section of wall that had been patched but not yet painted.

Kathy caught his glance. “Sorry for the mess. We just moved in a month ago.”

Now Matt was even more impressed by the showroom elegance of the place. Kathy led him into the living room, where Lennox was sitting with a couple in their early sixties. All were dressed impeccably. Of course.

She made the introductions. “You’ve met Tom. This is my aunt and uncle, Diane and Edward Williamson.”

Her uncle stood and held out a hand. “Call me Eddie.”

“Matt Cahill.” He shook the man’s hand and smiled at Diane, who looked briefly dismayed by Matt’s appearance but recovered quickly.

“Get you a drink?” asked Lennox as he went to the wet bar. The rot had continued to spread across his face. Most of his jawbone was now exposed, a few scraps of bloody muscle tissue still clinging to it.

“Please,” said Matt. “Scotch would be great.”

He sat on the overstuffed couch and chatted with the relatives as Kathy returned to the kitchen. He spun a tale about the new job he’d be starting at a furniture company in Duluth, keeping it boring enough to avoid a lot of questions. Eddie reciprocated with the story of how he’d opened a single stationery store twenty-two years earlier and now owned a chain of five stores across the state. Matt was duly impressed.

Lennox had clearly heard this before. He paid little attention as he finished one gin and tonic and made himself another, light on the tonic.

Kathy announced dinner. As the others moved into the dining room, she stepped into the hallway and called, “Chris, time for dinner.”

She had to call twice more before a slight twelve-year-old boy reluctantly appeared. He had such a bad case of acne that Matt had to look twice to be sure the lesions weren’t something worse.

Kathy plucked the earbuds from her son’s ears and turned him toward Matt. “This is Mr. Cahill.”

“Hey,” Chris muttered.

“Nice to meet you,” answered Matt.

Everyone took their seats, as indicated by place tags adorned with little pilgrims. Lennox sat at one end of the table, Kathy at the other. Matt was between her and Diane.

Everyone joined hands as Eddie said grace. Then the chief went to work on the turkey. Matt felt even less comfortable watching him wield a carving knife than he had watching him with the big scissors at the library opening. When the suppurating sores on Lennox’s face started to drip on the sliced meat, Matt had to look away. He reminded himself that the decomposition he saw on people was metaphorical, an indication of moral rot within. There was no, repeat no, actual bodily fluid on the food.

Even so, it took some willpower to eat enough turkey and trimmings to avoid insulting the chef. The moment anyone’s plate looked half-empty, Kathy offered them more food. When she brought the dish of sweet potatoes to Lennox, he pushed it away.

“Stop your damn hovering,” he snapped. She stepped back quickly. Matt saw a flash of fear on her face.

She replaced it with a pleasant smile as she turned to Chris. “Sweet potatoes?”

“No.” He didn’t look up from his plate. Kathy retreated to her seat. Eddie and Diane exchanged a glance but said nothing.

Everyone ate in silence for a moment. Diane turned to Matt with deliberate cheer. “Where are your people from, Mr. Cahill?”

“Washington State,” he told her.

“I hear it’s just lovely there.” She beamed.

“It is,” said Matt, distracted by Lennox emptying a bottle of Chardonnay into his glass. “Especially the mountains.”

Kathy served herself green beans. “We took a vacation in Washington once. Near Spokane.”

Lennox added, “You were pregnant.”

His wife smiled at him, pleased. “You remember.”

“I remember that you couldn’t hold your bladder. And how you wet the bed at that hotel.” He faced her across the table, looking for a reaction. She betrayed none. He went on. “Got so bad you had to wear a diaper. That was real sexy.”

Kathy stood and headed for the kitchen. “I’ll get the pie.”

Eddie turned to Lennox. “Tom… ,” he began.

The cop looked at him. “What?”

Whatever Eddie saw in the younger man’s face was enough to shut him up. Lennox scooped up a big forkful of cranberry sauce and put it in his mouth.

Matt sat there, not sure if he should go after Kathy. What could he say? That’s not really the man you married? He looked at Chris, whose eyes were still fixed on his plate. He played with the napkin in his lap, his hands twisting and retwisting it silently. Matt wanted to talk to the boy, but what about?

“So, Chris,” he asked, “what are they reading in English class these days?” It was a pretty lame question, he knew.

“Lord of the Flies,” Chris muttered.

“That’s a great one.” Matt was sincere. He loved that book.

“Yeah.” The boy looked up at him. “Mr. Hamill says it’s about bullying.”

“Really?” said Matt. “I always thought it was about how quickly a so-called civilized society can break down.”

Chris considered this. “Yeah. I can see that too. With Jack, and the Beast.”

“Exactly.”

Kathy came back to the table with a warm apple pie and set it down in front of Chris. For a moment the kid looked almost happy. Then his father spoke up.

“This one’s in private school now.” He took a gulp of wine and turned to Matt. “Guess how much tuition I have to pay.”

Matt assumed this was a rhetorical question until Lennox insisted, “Guess.”

He had no idea what to say. “Uh…ten thousand dollars?”

“Hah!” said Lennox. “I wish. Twenty-six thousand fucking dollars a year. And now I’m supposed to pay even more for a tutor to keep my little angel from flunking math.” He waved a derisive hand toward Chris, who had withdrawn again into silence.

“That’s enough.” Kathy’s voice was quiet but firm.

All eyes went to Lennox, anticipating an angry response. Matt felt his muscles tense, ready to intervene if things got physical.

Maybe it was the five glasses of wine, but Lennox stayed calm. He even seemed amused. “Whatever you say. Dear.”

Chris stood abruptly and left the room. Kathy went after him. Eddie and Diane exchanged another concerned look.

“Fuck it,” said their host. He grabbed the wine bottle and left. A moment later they heard a car start up and drive away.

Matt, Eddie, and Diane returned to their pie with minimal chitchat. Matt excused himself and headed toward the bathroom. He didn’t really have to go, but he needed a chance to think. The Dark Man had touched Lennox, but he was poisoning the man’s family as well. Matt had been agonizing about the pain he caused innocent families when he killed someone they loved. But at least it freed them from the corrosive damage he was seeing now. He thought about Elena’s family, how her mother must have felt watching Peter slide further and further into darkness, unable to save her boy.

He wanted to find some way to help Kathy and Chris. Could he persuade Kathy to leave her husband? Matt doubted it. Once again he wished he could turn to Janey for advice. And was again reminded that he was on his own.

On his way back to the table, he glanced through an open door into a home office. There were two desks, presumably his and hers. Matt paused. He’d love to get a look at Lennox’s papers, search through his computer files. He could take a quick peek right now if he dared.

That idea was quashed by the appearance of Eddie, making his own bathroom run. His lips were pinched into a tight line, suppressing his own helpless anger. He nodded at Matt as he passed. Matt returned the nod and continued on to the dining room.

The three of them were clearing the table when Kathy returned to the dining room. “You don’t have to do that,” she insisted.

“We got it,” said Matt.

Diane approached her niece, concerned. “Are you all right? What’s wrong with Tom?”

“He’s just stressed. Issues at work.” But even Kathy didn’t look convinced by that excuse.

Eddie joined in. “You and Chris could come and visit us for a while.”

“He has school.” Kathy faced them. “We’re OK. Really. This will pass.”

After the Williamsons took their leave, Matt stayed behind to help wash dishes. Kathy kept up a steady stream of chatter, to avoid any serious topics. “It’s a shame my mother couldn’t join us this year. Eddie’s her little brother.”

“I liked him,” said Matt. “And Diane.”

“They’re good people,” she agreed.

Matt added, “I liked Chris too. He seems like a smart kid.”

“He is.” Kathy rinsed a serving platter. “He’s really a good boy. He’s just at that age…”

He nodded. “I remember what that was like. Wanting to be your own man, but still needing approval from Dad.” Which Chris obviously wasn’t getting from Lennox. Matt felt shameless, exploiting Kathy’s maternal sympathies. He knew she’d be more sensitive to any harm to her son than to herself.

“Chris knows his father loves him,” she said, her voice more brittle now.

Matt dried a plate. “Are you sure about that?”

He knew right away that he’d crossed the line. She gave him a long, even look. “You don’t know my family,” said Kathy.

“You’re right. Sorry.”

They spent a quiet moment fussing with the dishes. Kathy brought up the innocuous subject of movies and they resumed chatting about that.

Matt was still thinking about Lennox’s files. He needed some idea of what the man was really up to and didn’t have a lot of other options. He hadn’t seen a keypad for an alarm system at the front door. There wasn’t one by the door from the kitchen to the garage either. Maybe he could get into the house when the family was out or asleep. It seemed odd that a policeman wouldn’t have an alarm, but they had just moved in. Maybe they hadn’t installed it yet. But even without the challenge of an alarm system, the doors would presumably be locked. He really needed to learn to pick locks one of these days. In the meantime, maybe he could leave himself an opening.

Matt used the bathroom excuse. He went to the side door he’d spotted at the end of the hall. The doorknob had a small button that locked it. He unlocked the door and confirmed that it now opened from the outside. Of course, anyone in the family could notice this and relock the door anytime, but he might get lucky.

When cleanup was finished, Kathy packed some leftovers and gave them to Matt. On his way out, he paused at the door. “Thanks for inviting me,” he said.

“Thanks for coming,” she replied. Matt stood there for another moment, not wanting to abandon her. But there was no good reason to stay.
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Maple Grove, North Carolina

It was another hot day in Maple Grove when Matt accompanied Brady to the parking garage. The man’s empty eye sockets had collapsed and his entire face caved inward, as if being slowly pulled into a black hole. At first Matt wondered why Brady was wearing a jacket in such weather. Then he saw the shoulder holster concealed beneath.

Everett was already there, squeezing his bulk into the back of a black SUV, presumably assembling the explosive inside. Peter was there too, handing him tools. Owen was pacing the garage nervously, serving as lookout. Matt realized he’d never seen the man in anything but a plain black T-shirt and jeans. He wore the same outfit today. Below the short sleeves, his arms were streaked with inflamed red veins, which had burst into blood blisters in a few places.

Brady approached Everett. “How’s it coming?” he asked.

“I think we’re set.”

“Good work.” He waited as the man extricated himself from the SUV, then reached back in and brought out the remote trigger.

He handed it to Brady. “Just flick this switch and it’s live.” Brady nodded. Owen and Peter looked at the little device with awe.

Matt asked Everett, “Can I see the device?” He tried to look as excited as everyone else. Everett clearly knew his work was being evaluated and didn’t appreciate it. He glanced at Brady, who said nothing.

“Sure,” said Everett, stepping aside. Matt climbed into the back of the truck.

The cramped space inside was even hotter. It smelled of stale sweat. Matt saw three steel barrels connected by wires and pipes. He was tempted to disconnect something but had no idea what might disarm the bomb and what might set it off. He looked at the small circuit board wired to the device. This was probably the trigger that the remote activated. He could unhook a couple of wires but had no idea if that would work either. Not to mention that Everett would spot the sabotage easily if he checked the device again.

Right on cue, he poked his head in. “Problem?”

“No,” said Matt. “Looks good.”

He crawled out of the SUV, trying to come up with another plan. He could disable the vehicle, maybe deflate the tires, or pull out a fuse. But could he do it and get away before Brady drew his gun?

The veteran soldier addressed his fellow Patriots. “I can’t tell you how proud I am to be here with you boys today. The world is full of people who complain about the problems they see. Not many have the balls to do something about it.”

Everett and Owen chuckled. Peter fairly beamed with pride. Matt had a sudden inspiration.

“Would you lead us in a prayer?” he asked Brady.

Brady smiled, flattered by the suggestion. “Of course.”

The four men lowered their heads and closed their eyes as he began to speak. Matt stepped slowly and quietly toward the driver’s door. He’d pop the hood, grab the distributor wire, and take off down the exit stairs before the Patriots figured out what was happening. He took a few more silent steps and reached the door. Matt glanced inside and saw something shiny. A ring of keys, hanging right in the ignition. He grinned. This might actually work.

Brady was still praying. Everyone’s eyes were still closed. Matt swiftly pulled the door open, leaned in, snatched the keys, and ran like hell.

“Matt?” he heard Brady call. He was almost halfway to the exit door.

“Stop!” said Brady more forcefully. A gunshot echoed loudly in the enclosed garage. The bullet hit the concrete a few feet in front of Matt. He stopped instinctively. He looked up at the exit again. Not quite close enough…

Brady strode up to Matt, pistol in hand. “What the fuck are you doing?”

Matt tried to think of any possible innocent explanation, then gave up. “This is wrong,” he said. “And you know it.”

“The hell I do.” The rest of the Patriots gathered behind Brady. Everett glared at Matt fiercely. The other two looked confused, waiting for some explanation that would clear this up.

Brady held out his hand. “Give me the keys,” he demanded.

Matt put them into his pocket. “No.”

The Patriot hesitated for only a moment before raising the gun to fire. It was just long enough for Matt to dive behind the nearest car, a white Volkswagen bug. Brady shot at him twice. A window shattered and chunks of safety glass fell on Matt.

He crouched behind the car, with the ring of keys sitting heavily in his front pocket. He’d stopped them for now. He just had to keep himself alive long enough to figure out his next move. But he could already hear Brady’s footsteps as he closed in to finish the job.
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Matt returned to home base with the Thanksgiving leftovers. He’d give them to Elena. Small compensation for spending the holiday tied and gagged, he knew. The sun was getting low as he went inside, throwing long shadows into the room. One fell across Elena, lying on the floor, asleep. Another barely concealed the dark figure kneeling beside her.

Matt charged at him. “Get away from her!” he shouted.

Elena woke with a start. She saw him coming and retreated as far as the rope would allow. The Dark Man turned to Matt reproachfully. “Now look what you did.”

Matt stopped. He examined Elena’s face, the exposed skin of her hands and feet, looking for any sign that she’d been touched by Mr. Dark. No decomposition. At least none that he could see.

He made an effort to calm down for Elena’s sake. “I’m sorry,” he told her. “I thought I saw someone in the shadows.”

Elena was shaking with adrenaline and anger. “Yeah. God forbid I was getting rescued.”

“She’s right,” said Mr. Dark. “We couldn’t have that.”

Matt tried to ignore him. He checked the clear skin of her face again. “Are you OK?”

“Fuck you,” she retorted.

Mr. Dark chuckled. “I like this girl. You can keep her.”

Matt turned away, speaking quietly so Elena couldn’t hear. “Leave her alone.”

“But we have so much in common.” He appeared in front of Matt, counting the similarities on his fingers. “We’re both Gemini. And we’d both get a real kick out of hearing you scream in agony.”

Matt walked past him, dropping his duffel in his corner of the room. Mr. Dark was right there. “You didn’t really think that if you were a nice kidnapper and gave her some leftover pie she’d hate you any less, did you?”

When Matt didn’t answer, the creature clapped his hands in glee. “You did. You thought a few days in your delightful company would soften her right up and she’d abandon her silly quest for revenge.”

“No,” muttered Matt, refusing to admit the speck of truth in this.

Mr. Dark leaned in close, whispering confidentially. “She won’t give up, you know. You will have to kill her eventually.”

“No,” said Matt more loudly.

He turned back to Elena, who’d been watching the one-sided exchange. She shook her head in wonder. “I was wrong about you. I thought you were just some homicidal asshole. But you’re actually insane. Did the voices in your head tell you to murder Pete?”

“Would that make it easier to forgive me?” he wanted to know.

Elena hesitated, then said, “No.”

“Well, there you go,” said the Dark Man with a smile. He held up his hand, making a gun with his fingers. He aimed it at Elena and mimed firing.

“Pow,” he said quietly as he faded from sight.

[image: image]

Matt waited until almost two in the morning to return to the Lennox place. The family should be asleep by now, especially after that huge meal. He hoped.

The house was quiet and dark. He approached cautiously and peered through a small window into the garage. There were two cars inside. At some point Lennox had returned. Matt checked a few more windows. No movement, at least on the first floor.

He circled around to the side door he’d left unlocked earlier. Quietly he tried the knob. It turned. He’d gotten a lucky break, a rare enough event. He hoped his luck would continue as he pushed the door open—that he’d been right about the alarm system and hadn’t just missed the outward signs of one. As the door opened, there was no blaring siren, no warning lights. So far, so good.

Matt went to the office. It was easy to tell which desk belonged to Kathy. It was adorned with photos of the family in happier times. A stack of real estate listings sat neatly in a plastic tray. The other desk was almost completely bare, except for a computer. Matt turned it on. The log-in was password protected, of course. He tried a couple of the obvious ones, like password, which a surprising number of people actually used. No luck. He guessed he’d used up his allotment for the day.

He tried to pull open the file drawer and found it locked. Matt examined the construction of the desk. It was made of wood in a modern, sleek design. No rock-solid antique here. He thought that if he slid a tool into the right spot, he’d be able to pry open the drawer. The problem was that the damage would be obvious to Lennox. He’d know that someone had broken into his files. He might think it was Chris or Kathy and punish them accordingly.

Matt considered a different angle. He knew that the underside of a drawer was likely to be its weakest point. The bottom of this file drawer was about a foot and a half above the hardwood floor, so he could get at it. Matt lay on his back under the desk and scooted under the drawer. He pushed on the bottom panel. It bent inward slightly. As he’d hoped, the wood was relatively thin. Carpenters rarely wasted good, solid wood on the bottoms of drawers. This piece was probably resting in the dado slots in the solid sides of the drawer, nailed in place but not glued. He might be able to pry it loose.

He stole quietly through the hall, into the kitchen, and through the door to the garage. Lennox must keep a box of tools somewhere. Even if he never touched them, it was something most homeowners felt the need to have around. Matt found the toolbox on a low shelf. It was heavy and impressive looking, with a decent selection of tools. Some even looked like they’d been used.

Matt brought the box back to the office. Halfway down the hall, he thought he heard a footstep upstairs. He froze. For a few endless moments he stood and listened. There was nothing else. He finally allowed himself to keep moving.

He took out a chisel and got back under the desk. He stabbed the sharp end of the chisel into the thin wood where it met the back of the drawer. The space he had to work in was cramped and awkward, and it was tough to get any momentum with the chisel, but he hit the same spot a few more times and broke through. He used the tool to pry the bottom piece away from the back, popping out the small nails that held it in place.

Matt worked his way around the drawer, removing all the nails. He twisted his bad shoulder and the wounds opened again. He could feel blood oozing into the gauze pads covering each. He ignored the pain and pried out the bottom panel of the drawer.

He reached up to the files, which were hanging on two thin metal rails. He maneuvered the folders loose one at a time and pulled them out. Most were uninteresting, containing insurance paperwork and escrow documents. He confirmed that the new house was pricey, more than a quarter of a million dollars. He found evidence of other big purchases, including expensive art and a new Mercedes convertible. The drug business must be doing well.

As he removed files, Matt could see the underside of the smaller drawer above. There was an unmarked manila envelope taped to it. He reached up and pulled the envelope down.

Inside was a collection of glossy five-by-seven photos. Each one showed a different young woman sitting on a folding chair with her hands tied behind her back. One girl looked no older than fourteen. Some had fresh bruises on their faces and arms. An Asian girl had a broken nose. All faced the camera with wide, terrified eyes.

There were twenty-three pictures, each a tragic story of its own. Had he discovered Lennox’s stash of sick jerk-off material? Mementos of S and M encounters with prostitutes? Or were these women really in trouble? He saw a number written on the back of one girl’s photo: ten thousand dollars. Matt didn’t have much experience with hookers, but that seemed like a lot to pay for a night with one, with or without bondage. Maybe that wasn’t the cost of a night with the girl, he thought. What if it was the cost of the girl?

He tucked the picture in his shirt and put the rest back into the envelope. He taped it back in place. Then he replaced each of the file folders. He’d been careful to keep them in order. He slid the bottom of the drawer back into place and put the bent little nails in his pocket to throw out elsewhere. He was fairly confident that Lennox wouldn’t feel the need to inspect the undersides of his desk drawers anytime soon. Matt snuck back through the house and out the side door, locking it again before he left.

As the sky lightened to gray, he thought about those pictures. It didn’t escape him that he was holding a young woman captive himself. He certainly wasn’t hitting her, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t scared. Could Elena be as terrified as those women seemed to be? Maybe she just hid it better. He needed to know what the pictures, and that price, really meant. And he’d be glad for some help.

Matt lurked outside the Sheridan residence as the sun got higher in the sky. Finally he heard stirring inside. He knocked at the front door. Again Haley answered. And again she wasn’t too pleased.

“The friend,” she said.

He offered her a smile. “Good morning. I need to speak to Alan. It’s important.”

Haley looked up at him, unmoved. “He’s still asleep. Try him at work later.”

“I’m sorry to bother you like this, but could you wake him for me? It’s really…”

“Important, yeah.” She considered it. Matt was gearing up for a charm offensive when she said, “Hold on,” and disappeared into the house.

He stood on the porch in front of the open door for a few minutes. Inside, a five-year-old girl poked her head out from the kitchen to peer at him. When he smiled at her, she retreated. Then Sheridan came out, closing the door behind him.

“What are you doing here?” He squinted in the sunlight.

“I found out a few things about your fellow cops. Woronicz and O’Neill are dealing drugs. And using them.” Sheridan didn’t seem surprised. Matt went on. “I think they’re also involved in prostitution. Maybe even slavery…”

“Stop,” said the sergeant. He looked pained.

“You already know,” concluded Matt.

“No,” Sheridan protested. “Nothing specific. I don’t ask.”

“You don’t ask,” Matt repeated, with growing anger.

The other man wouldn’t meet his eyes. “You don’t know how it is. Anyone who crosses Lennox…”

“Gets dead.” Like the decapitated drug dealer.

Matt pulled out the picture he’d taken from Lennox’s house and held it in Sheridan’s face. “So you keep quiet. You stay safe while this is going on.”

The cop wouldn’t look at the picture, so Matt brought it closer. “How can you live with that? You have daughters of your own.”

“Who do you think I’m protecting?” snapped Sheridan. He glanced back at the house, then grabbed Matt’s arm and moved him out into the driveway, near the pristine Mustang. “What’s all this to you anyway? Who are you?”

“What answer would make you help me?” asked Matt. Silence.

Sheridan paced a few steps back and forth. “Shit,” he growled. “Shit!”

“Alan… ,” Matt ventured, but the other man cut him off.

“I can’t,” said Sheridan. “I’m sorry. I just can’t.”

So that was it. The cop wasn’t evil or violent, but he was compromised all the same. Matt put the picture away. “OK,” he said. “Then at least help me find them. You said the others go someplace to party.”

Sheridan nodded, not meeting his eye. “A house. Up by Grand Lake.”

“Address?”

“I don’t know. But there aren’t many places up there. It’s all vacation rentals. Most of them are empty this time of year,” he told Matt.

An isolated house, the perfect place to keep captives, as Matt knew too well. He faced Sheridan, frustrated. He was on his own against the forces of evil. As usual.

“One more thing,” said Matt. “I’m borrowing the Mustang.”
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Maple Grove, North Carolina

Brady came around the side of the car, but Matt was already moving, keeping the Volkswagen between them. Owen closed in from the other side, cutting off Matt’s escape. He lunged forward with a six-inch switchblade. Matt ducked the knife and aimed a kick at Owen’s right knee. The joint popped as it overextended backward. Owen yelled and staggered back.

Matt slipped past him as Brady fired again. The bullet went wide, hitting another car and setting off its alarm. The throbbing blare of the siren echoed in the closed space.

Everett pulled a tire iron from the back of the SUV. He swung it at Matt, catching him just above his left elbow. It hurt, but the blow wasn’t strong enough to break bone. Matt grabbed Everett’s arm and twisted it, trying to wrench the iron loose. The big guy was surprisingly strong.

Peter approached and slugged Matt in the jaw. Matt clung to Everett, still wrestling for the weapon. Peter hit him again. He would gladly have kept going if Brady hadn’t shouted, “Hold him.”

The boy grabbed Matt’s arm, pulling him back so Brady could get a clear shot. Matt suddenly released Everett, let his legs go limp, and dropped to the ground. The other men weren’t expecting this. Peter’s grip on his arm faltered just enough for Matt to pull free.

Brady’s next bullet caught Matt in the side of the neck. His hand went automatically to the wound, and he felt his own blood spurting out. If his carotid artery was severed, he knew it was all over. But since he didn’t have time for a clinical diagnosis, he rolled toward Brady, knocking the man off balance. He grabbed for the gun.

Matt’s hand closed over Brady’s. Everett charged in, swinging the tire iron toward Matt’s head. Matt swung the gun toward him and squeezed the trigger again. The bullet hit him high in the gut. Everett fell back, the iron clanking onto the concrete.

Matt had counted six shots. The gun was now empty. Peter’s tattooed arm closed around his throat. The boy had him in a headlock. Matt let go of the gun and clawed at Peter in a futile effort to loosen his grip. Panic flared as he struggled for breath. The wail of that goddamn car alarm filled his head.

He remembered the keys in his pocket. He dug them out and made a fist with a single key poking out between his fingers. Matt swung his fist back toward Peter’s face, feeling the key make contact. Peter cried out but kept his hold. Matt struck again, then again, causing minor damage as he felt his consciousness fading. His next strike saved his life. The two-inch key plunged into Peter’s eye.

The boy released Matt with a shriek of pain. He yanked out the key, and a freshet of blood poured over his face. A significant pool was also spreading beneath Everett, who lay dying a few feet away. Matt dove for the weapon the man had dropped: the tire iron. He grabbed it just in time to swing it around at Peter, who came at him again. The metal connected solidly with Peter’s skull, caving in the bone. He collapsed.

Then Owen was there, limping, brandishing his switchblade. Matt swung the tire iron back and forth to keep him at bay. He felt light-headed and wondered if that was due to the near strangulation or loss of blood from his neck wound.

Brady picked up the gun. He flipped open the empty cylinder and pulled a handful of new bullets from his pocket. Matt couldn’t let him reload. He ran past Owen, striking a glancing blow with the tire iron, and tackled Brady. Bullets scattered on the ground, rolling in every direction. Matt grabbed the gun and sent it skittering away across the concrete. It came to rest under a car.

Brady punched Matt in the kidney, a quick, brutal jab that set off an explosion of pain. Matt half-curled into a fetal position but was able to get his arm up to block another incoming blow. Brady tried to hit him again, but Owen got in his way with a clumsy stab at Matt. In that confused moment, Matt gripped the tire iron, which he’d miraculously held on to, and smashed it into Owen’s good knee.

The man went down. Matt quickly followed up with a blow to the head, and another. Owen’s skull cracked open. Gelatinous brain matter dribbled out. Brady seized the bloody tire iron and tried to wrench it away. With his free hand, Matt snatched Owen’s switchblade. He yanked on the iron, pulling Brady closer, and slit the Patriot’s throat.

Something sharp dug into Matt’s back, slicing between two ribs. He whirled around to see Peter, wielding a broken bottle, staring at Brady in anguish as the man fell. One of Peter’s eyes was gored and a chunk of his skull was shattered, but he kept coming. He ran at Matt again, aiming for his face this time. Matt swung the tire iron, hitting Peter’s head. The boy staggered back and went down to one knee, the left side of his skull a complete ruin. Then he forced himself to stand and attack his enemy again.

Matt still held the tire iron, but hitting the kid’s head wasn’t working too well. He raised the weapon as Peter approached and brought the sharp end down hard. It pierced Peter’s chest with a sickening, wet crack. The boy looked down at the iron protruding from his body with genuine surprise. He looked back up at Matt, then abruptly collapsed. It was over.

Pools of blood surrounded the four men, running together into a larger slick. He never got used to the sheer volume of blood a single body could spill. He spotted the car keys on the ground where Peter had dropped them after pulling one from his own eye. Matt picked up the key ring and took it with him as he headed for the exit, the car alarm still blaring in his ears.

He felt the wound in his neck. Blood was now oozing rather than spurting. Still, he should probably give himself a few stitches. There might be a bathroom he could use in this garage, but what he needed most right now was distance from the latest battle in a seemingly endless war.
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Thinking back, Matt realized that he hadn’t checked Peter to confirm that the rot on his skin had vanished, as it always did after death. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to see what the teenager he’d killed really looked like. But now it was even worse to imagine the kid lingering near death for however long it took the paramedics to arrive and get his statement about who was responsible. Which had sent Elena on her mission.

He should check on her again before heading up to Grand Lake. If there really were captive women and evil cops to deal with, he could be gone for a while. Then another new worry occurred to him. What if he didn’t make it back at all? What would happen to Elena? Someone would find her eventually, wouldn’t they? He decided to write a letter to Sheridan, telling him about Elena. When he received it, Matt would be long gone. One way or another.

But when Matt returned to the building, he discovered that this particular dilemma had already been solved. Elena was gone.
  

CHAPTER FIVE
 

Matt was horrified to find the frayed piece of rope hanging from the doorknob. He didn’t know how she’d done it, but that didn’t matter now. He ran out of the building and scanned the street. Maybe she hadn’t gotten too far. Had he passed her on the road from the downtown area? He didn’t remember seeing her, but he hadn’t been looking. He’d been zipping along in the Mustang, happy to have upgraded from the bicycle. For all he knew, he’d driven right by her. As a matter of fact, he had. Elena hadn’t noticed Matt either, behind the wheel of Sheridan’s car.

Now he hurried back toward town on foot, knowing it was probably useless to look for her. Elena would have reached help by now. The Breckenridge PD could already be on their way to arrest him. Or maybe she’d gotten hold of another gun somehow, still intent on her revenge. But he kept looking around each building and parked car he passed. He had to find her.
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Few businesses had opened yet when Elena reached downtown Breckenridge. By sheer luck, she saw a policewoman coming out of a coffee shop with a frothy, steaming drink. Elena approached her. “Excuse me, Officer?”

“Yes?” Ross replied.

“I was kidnapped three days ago and held captive. I escaped and I need your help.”

The cop looked at her, evaluating whether the girl seemed crazy or high. “Are you all right?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” Elena assured her. “The man who took me is Matt Cahill. He also murdered my brother two months ago.”

“OK,” said Ross. “I’ll take you to the station and you can make a complaint.”

“Thank you.” Elena smiled, overwhelmed by relief. She’d escaped.
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Matt searched for two hours in the Mustang and couldn’t find her. She was gone. He had to accept the fact and move on.

But first he needed to check out the house at Grand Lake. There might be nothing up there, he knew, but he just couldn’t ignore the images of those women.

He had to be sure.

Then he’d get the hell out of Breckenridge.

Matt got a local map out of the glove box and looked at the area around the lake. There seemed to be only a few residential streets. He drove the ten miles or so to the small, peaceful lake. Sheridan had been right about most of the homes being empty in November. They were far enough apart that, even in the height of summer, you wouldn’t have to worry about the prying eyes of your neighbors.

Matt went to each house, whether it looked occupied or not, and carefully peered in the windows. He wasn’t exactly sure what he was looking for but hoped he’d recognize a clue if he stumbled on it. He skipped one house when a fiftyish woman came out to get the mail and gave him a friendly wave. He’d come back to that one if necessary.

Then he got to a large, gray, Cape Cod-style home with one unusual feature. There were security bars over the second-story windows. Matt supposed the homeowner could be especially security conscious—except there were no bars on the first floor. He saw two cars parked in the driveway but no other signs of life. The house was quiet. Every window was blocked by shutters or drapes. Matt approached, using the square-cut hedges as cover. He didn’t want some housewife to see him creeping through her yard and call the cops.

He got to the front door. There were several small ceramic pots on the wide front step, containing what smelled like herbs. He picked up a few of them and took cover behind the hedge. Matt threw one of the pots onto the front walk. It landed with a sharp crack, breaking into pieces. He waited. No response. He tossed a second pot onto the flagstone. Crack.

This time the front door opened and a woman peered out. It was Ross. She looked out, saw nothing amiss, and started to close the door when Matt threw a little pot onto the grass. It made a muffled thump. That was enough to bring the policewoman out to investigate. She ventured a few steps down the walk, her mummified flesh rustling like dry leaves against her clothes. She scanned the yard. Matt had a clear shot but didn’t want to announce his presence with gunfire. He raised the ax over his shoulder like a batter waiting for a pitch.

When Ross got close enough, he swung. The blunt end of the axe hit the back of the woman’s head and she fell forward onto the flagstone. Matt was on her in a second, pulling the gun from the holster at her hip.

But Ross hadn’t been knocked out or apparently even stunned. She rolled into Matt, pushing him off balance. He staggered back a few steps, dropping the gun but staying on his feet. As she reached for the weapon, Matt brought down the ax. The blade went through her forearm, and it snapped like a dry twig. Her hand landed softly on the grass.

They both stared at it for a horrified moment. Then Ross swept her leg across both of his, and now he did fall, landing on his wounded shoulder. The bolt of pain drove the breath right out of him. Matt saw the cop getting to her feet, heading toward the house, and he forced himself to move. He lunged forward, grabbing her ankle with his good hand. She stumbled. Matt half-tackled her, forcing her the rest of the way down. Holding the ax handle with both hands, he pressed it against her neck.

Ross thrashed. Matt straddled her body, pushing down on the handle with as much force as his shoulder could bear. She reached up with her remaining hand and scratched him with her clawlike fingers. She went for his eyes and almost got to the left one, digging furrows in Matt’s cheek. He kept pressing down, feeling her trachea start to collapse under his weight. She managed a choking gasp, then one more, and was still. Matt kept the pressure on her neck until he saw Ross’ mummified flesh bloom back into apparent health. Blood now leaked from her severed arm. He relaxed his grip. He suspected he’d be seeing that dead, dry hand in his dreams tonight.

He climbed off the body and looked up at the house. Had anyone heard them? A quiet minute passed and no one came out. He sat on the lawn for a moment, his shoulder throbbing. At least, thought Matt, he knew he had the right place.

He picked up Ross’s gun and approached the front door. He pushed it open and stepped into the combination living/dining room, which took up most of the main floor. There was a stairway up to the second floor and another set of stairs going down.

He crept up the stairs, waiting for the telltale creak that would give him away. It didn’t come. The upstairs hallway led to four doors, all closed. He went to the first door and pressed his ear against it. Nothing. Maybe no one was in there. Or maybe one of the police officers was waiting silently on the other side of the door.

Matt opened the door quickly, gun ready. No ambush by cop. He was in a little boy’s bedroom, with a prominent football theme. On the child-sized bed was a pale, dark-haired woman with one hand cuffed to the headboard. Her face was swollen and bruised. Her chest was covered in cigarette burns. She wore a thin negligee. And the big leather dog collar.

She shrank back as he approached. Matt couldn’t blame her. He was a kidnapper himself, after all. He put the revolver in his pocket and held up empty hands. “It’s all right,” he said softly. “I’m going to help you.”

She didn’t answer, still wary. He slowly came closer and examined the handcuffs. No T-shirt rope here. He should have searched Ross for a handcuff key. Now he’d have to get one from the other cops.

All he could do at the moment was take off that collar. He tossed it aside with disgust. “I’ll come back for you,” he told her.

Matt ventured back into the hallway. He went to the next door and listened. More silence. He charged in dramatically, only to be startled by the reflection of himself, his face streaked with blood from the scratches under his eye. It was a bathroom, as spotlessly clean as a catalog photo, thankfully unoccupied. A second door led to the next room. As he leaned in to listen again, Matt felt his heart pounding. Each door was a new unknown. What would be waiting for him—the lady or the tiger?

For a moment he actually thought he heard growling. Then he realized it was a low groan—a male voice, groaning with pleasure. Which meant the guy was distracted.

He burst in to find a beefy man with his pants around his ankles, getting a blow job from a blond girl who didn’t look more than thirteen. Matt realized that he recognized him from a picture accompanying a news story he’d read about Lennox. It was hizzoner himself, Mayor Perkins, looking almost comically surprised by the interruption. Matt’s fist shot out, delivering a very satisfying uppercut to the mayor’s jaw. The man’s pants caught around his feet and he fell to the floor hard.

Matt figured that the thud would attract attention, and he was right. In a moment there was a soft knock at the door and a voice asking, “Is everything all right, sir?”

Matt stood by the doorway and gave a pained moan. Officer O’Neill quickly stepped in. Matt pressed the barrel of his gun to O’Neill’s cheek, just above the line of rot extending from his neck. “Not a sound.”

He moved O’Neill inside and closed the door. They were in another bedroom, this one with more adult decor. The bed had an elaborate wrought-iron frame. He gestured toward the foot of the bed with his gun and told O’Neill, “Put your arm through the frame.”

The young cop glared at him. “You don’t know who you’re fucking with.”

“Actually, I do.” Matt aimed right between the cop’s eyes. O’Neill looked at him, evaluating how seriously to take this guy. Then he threaded one arm between the bars.

Matt pulled the handcuffs off the man’s belt and snapped one around his wrist. He turned to the other man and held up the other manacle. “Mr. Mayor?”

Perkins looked on the verge of tears. “I have money,” he pleaded.

“Congratulations,” said Matt. “Give me your hand.”

The mayor obeyed. Matt cuffed him to O’Neill, both of them now attached to the iron bed frame. He pulled a pair of briefs loose from the pants on the floor and stuffed them into Perkins’s mouth as a crude gag. He looked around for something to use for O’Neill.

The blond girl picked up a loose sock and handed it to him. Matt smiled at her. “Thanks.” He wondered how she had ended up here, how any of the women had.

He crammed the sock into the young officer’s mouth. Not ideal, but it would have to do. He dug into the cop’s pockets and found a little handcuff key.

He returned to woman in the first room. He unlocked her cuffs and brought her back to join the blond girl. The woman flinched at the sight of O’Neill and Perkins, then saw their situation and relaxed a bit.

“I want you to stay here and stay quiet until I come back for you,” Matt told them. “OK?”

“OK,” said the girl. The dark-haired woman didn’t seem to understand. Matt gestured with his hand for her to stay put. She nodded.

He checked the last room. No one there. He went to the stairs and carefully stepped down to the main floor of the house. Most of it was the open living/dining space. There were two doors at the far end of the room and one near the front entrance, most likely to a coat closet.

Even as he thought this, he heard a toilet flush behind it. The door opened, revealing a powder room. Lennox emerged.

Their eyes met in mutual surprise. Matt raised his gun as the chief drew his. Both fired. The sound was enormous as it echoed in the house. Matt felt the bullet graze his scalp. He had no cover and the cop was already adjusting his aim. He dove for the staircase leading down to the basement.

He jolted and bumped down the stairs, landing hard on his good shoulder, which now hurt as well. Matt rolled away from the stairway opening before Lennox could get another clear shot. He found himself in what could only be described as a man cave, complete with leather sofa and a huge flat-screen TV.

He saw Woronicz coming at him with a straight razor just in time to raise his right arm and block the strike. Instead of slicing his face, the blade cut open his forearm. Woronicz tried to grab the gun from his hand, but Matt held on to it. He pushed Woronicz a step back, and then the cop redirected his force and Matt stumbled to the right, just managing to keep his balance. The men almost seemed to be dancing. Woronicz bumped into a tall CD rack. It tipped over, scattering jewel cases on the floor. The cop stepped on one, slipped, and fell, yanking Matt down with him. Which was fortunate for Matt, because Lennox was now at the base of the stairs, shooting at the space where his head had just been.

Matt rolled off Woronicz, putting the cop’s body between him and Lennox. Woronicz used his momentum to keep going, so that he now loomed over Matt. With one hand, he pinned Matt’s gun hand to the floor. With the other, he brought down the razor. Matt caught his wrist, barely keeping the blade at bay. They stayed like that for a moment, neither one able to break the other’s grip. But the cop had the better position, slowly but surely forcing the straight razor down toward Matt’s throat. Lennox held back, watching, ready to fire if necessary.

Matt gagged on the thick stink of decay coming from Woronicz. His putrefied face had begun to slide slowly down his skull. He inched closer and the razor grazed Matt’s skin. Matt could think of only one thing to do.

He bit Woronicz. He sank his teeth into the rotting, fetid flesh of the man’s cheek and clamped down hard. Pus squirted into his mouth and he fought the urge to vomit. The cop shrieked, trying to pull away, but Matt held on. Woronicz loosened his grip on the gun. Matt yanked it free. He let go with his teeth and shoved the barrel under the cop’s chin. He pulled the trigger.

The blast was deafening at such close range. Matt was splattered with blood and God knew what else as the bullet tore through Woronicz’s head. He shoved the body off himself as Lennox fired. This shot caught Matt in the same damn shoulder Elena had hit. Matt raised his own gun and fired. He hit the chief in the leg. As the man fell, Matt rushed in and put two more shots into his skull.

He turned away from the dead cop and retched. He spat several times, desperate to get rid of that unspeakable taste. Did they sell industrial-strength Listerine?

In the corner of his eye, he saw movement and the glint of metal. Instinctively he turned his gun toward the potential threat. He was stunned to see Elena. How the hell…? Then he saw that she was pointing Lennox’s gun at his head.

When she found Officer Ross outside the coffee shop, Elena had naturally assumed that her ordeal was over. She hadn’t been the least bit suspicious when Ross kept asking if she had any friends or family she should call, anyone who might be worried about her. No, said Elena, her parents thought she was at college and her college friends thought she was back home. No one had any idea that she was missing.

With that assurance, Ross snapped a pair of handcuffs around Elena’s wrists and threw her into the back of a patrol car. She drove up the lake house and dragged the struggling, cursing girl down to the basement. Elena didn’t know exactly what was going on, but it seemed safe to assume she was in serious trouble.

This was confirmed when Woronicz sauntered downstairs to examine the new arrival. He appraised her coolly, not reacting even when she spit at him. Then he pulled out the straight razor.

Elena had still been frozen in horror when a body came tumbling down the stairs. As soon as Woronicz turned to look, she pulled away and ducked behind the couch. Then she heard the sounds of a fight. She peered around the arm of the couch and was stunned to recognize Woronicz’s opponent. She couldn’t bring herself to root for her previous kidnapper but wasn’t exactly sorry when Matt blew away the two bad cops. The second guy collapsed near the couch, his body within easy reach. So was his gun.

As Matt turned away to retch, Elena slid her cuffed wrists from behind her back, under her legs, so they were now in front of her. She grabbed the weapon and aimed it at Matt. Just as quickly, he turned his gun on her. They stood there for a long moment, each with one finger resting on the trigger, ready to fire.

So here it was, thought Matt, the very choice Mr. Dark had predicted.

Kill or be killed.

Matt broke the tense silence. “Don’t do this,” he said, as calmly as he could.

Elena didn’t answer. She also didn’t lower her gun. She was trying to look tough, but Matt could see her struggling. He flashed through the last few days, every interaction, every conversation they’d had. Was Matt kidding himself to imagine that any of it could have changed her mind?

Maybe so. But the Dark Man was definitely wrong about one thing. Matt wouldn’t shoot Elena, even to save his own life. So really, there was no point in holding on to the gun.

He put it down. Now the choice was hers.

The next ten seconds took years to pass. Elena didn’t move, but he saw her struggling. Very slowly, she began to lower the gun. She turned away, fighting angry tears, and tossed it aside. Matt was quiet for a moment.

He pulled the handcuff key from his pocket and held it out to her. “Here.”

Elena looked back at him and extended her hands. He unlocked the cuffs. Then he examined the new gunshot wound in his shoulder. Not as bad as the first, he noted, but every bit as painful. He was going to need a lot more ibuprofen.

“There are two more women in a second-floor bedroom,” he told Elena. “One of the cops is up there too, handcuffed to the bed. So is the mayor. He’s part of this too.” He thought for a moment. “There’s one more cop out on the lawn. She’s dead. Talk to Sergeant Sheridan at the Breckenridge PD…”

Elena knew why he was telling her this. “You’re running away.”

“Yes,” he said simply. No point in denying it. “I killed three cops. The ‘why’ won’t matter much.”

She considered this, then nodded. Matt felt he should say something else but couldn’t think of what. He went quietly up the stairs and out of the house.
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The “horror in suburbia” was big news in the Duluth News Tribune for about three days, heavy on the sexual angle, of course. Mayor Perkins was the focus of the scandal. He faced a number of criminal charges, as did rookie officer J.J. O’Neill.

Matt’s name didn’t appear in a single story. New chief of police Alan Sheridan had no reason to bring it up. According to the official report, the female captives had staged their own escape, killing three of their captors in their desperate fight for freedom.

Matt liked that version.

Elena was mentioned as one of the heroic women, but there was nothing about her previous captivity.

Or, of course, her reason for coming to Breckenridge in the first place.

Kathy Lennox appeared in a photo accompanying one of the articles. It was an older picture of her and the chief at a charity dinner. The caption stressed the contrast between Lennox’s public face and the dark secret life revealed after his death. Matt hoped that Kathy and Chris would be all right. Once they got through this, he thought they would be.

Matt surveyed the schedule board in the transit station in Cedar Rapids, considering his next destination. He wondered again if he really was free to go anywhere he wanted, or if some kind of fate would direct his choice. He turned to the older gentleman standing beside him, peering at the board.

“Where you headed?” he asked casually.

“Oswego,” replied the other man, squinting harder.

Matt checked the board. “Looks like the next bus leaves at seven thirty.”

The man relaxed and gave him a smile. “Thanks.”

He moved off to grab a good spot in the lounge. He didn’t look much like an agent of destiny, but he could be.

Anyone could be.

It was entirely up to Matt how crazy he let that make him.

Oswego, he thought. Why not?
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