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1

4 hours after midnight

Matt could hear the footsteps ahead of him, the crunch of snow beneath dress shoes. Twice the man slid, caught himself, his curses on the cold air. Matt’s own booted feet were heavy, his footsteps loud—this hard snow made silence impossible. Both he and his quarry knew exactly where the other was. Speed mattered; secrecy didn’t. A stitch in his side as he barreled between the tall conifers, through a darkness lit only by the soft sheen of the snow, ducking when a sudden branch whipped at his face, shoving snow-covered ferns out of his way. He was already soaked to the skin, his heavy jacket doing little good. His breath loud in his ears. A few times he caught glimpses of the killer, darting between the cedars in a long duster he’d taken from his last victim. Once, just once, the killer glanced back. Enough for Matt to see his face writhing with maggots in the starlight.

Then they were out of the trees and the killer was running out onto the lake, which, for twenty yards out, was no dark mirror of forest and sky but a sheet of ice.

Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

For once, why couldn’t it be easy? Most men left their jobs at five, had dinner at home, paid their bills, put their kids to bed, made love to their wives, fell asleep snoring ’til sunup. Not him. Never him. He had to be out chasing psychopaths with messed-up powers across dark ice four hours after midnight.

What kind of a life was that?

But then, technically I’m not alive, am I? And I’ve been dead in the cold before. I can do this. Longing desperately for his ax, Matt took a breath and stepped out onto the ice.
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2 hours after midnight

The knocking snapped Oscar from sleep as sharply as you might break a twig. His was an old house, and sound echoed through it with a vigor and fury unknown to younger structures. Bolting upright, he sat in his bed, straining to hear over the clamor of his heart.

There it came again: an insistent but light and almost feminine tapping at the door. Oscar glanced at his bedroom window: the shadow of cedar branches faint through a sheen of frost. It had to be ten below outside.

It took a few moments to get his old body moving, into a bathrobe, and treading down the creak of his stairs, but whoever was at the door didn’t give up, didn’t like being left out in the cold. Four quick taps, repeated again and again. Oscar tied his robe, then blew air on his hands as he reached the last few steps. There was an old four-pane window by the door but it was entirely iced. He couldn’t see anything on his porch. The cold floor burned his feet; he hadn’t paused for slippers, and he groaned, wanting his bed and a swift return to the dream he’d been having, of a woman he’d yearned for in college. His sleep had been full of her body pressed softly to him, her gasps in his ear. A stab of regret: he should have asked her out. All those years ago. He should have asked her.

A rattle of the door, then he jerked it open, and then all the breath seemed to leave his body. His hand whitened about the edge of the door.

“Martha,” he breathed.

The woman on his porch smiled, but her eyes were hard and cold. Her graying hair, the small wrinkles about her mouth, the way one corner of her mouth curved higher than the other.

It was Martha.

But she’d been… gone… for years.

His whole body went cold.

“Have you forgotten me?”

“Never,” Oscar whispered.

He had to be asleep. A dream, this had to be a dream.

“May I?”

He just stared at her helplessly. Then stammered, “Of course,” and stepped out of the way of the door.

She stepped inside, her eyes on his. He frowned. Something about her wasn’t quite right. The intent way she was staring at him, unblinking. That slight smile, an unnerving smile—the way one imagined predators smiling from the brush as they watched a deer step down to the creek, just one short leap away from capture.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” His hands were shaking. “I never meant to hurt you.”

She lifted her hand to his cheek, and at that soft touch his eyes filled with tears that he fought to hold back. Her eyes glistened too. “I know.”

His brain struggled to catch up with his heart. “Come sit down,” he whispered. “The… the kitchen. I’ll get you something to drink…”

“That would be nice.” Again that smile.

Coughing, he turned and shuffled toward the kitchen, his mind racing. Martha. His Martha. But she was in the grave. And had left his house before the grave ever took her. This couldn’t be. Yet, ghost or dream, she was here. She was going to have a drink with him. Some things were too beautiful to be questioned. Some dreams you didn’t want to wake from.

Pain, violent in the back of his head. The world grayed and then was gone.
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“Wakey, wakey.”

A hand slapping his face. Oscar’s eyes shot open. He found himself gazing up at a younger man, probably in his thirties. He had a military cut to his blond hair and a scar just above his left eye. Like a knife scar. A hard, chiseled face. In it, eyes keen as ice. The man lifted a needle and peered at it in the dim light from the lamp on the bedside table. Oscar gasped, tried to jerk upright. Metal cold against his wrists. More around his ankles. His breath went fast and shallow, his heart wild in his chest.

“Who are you?” His gaze locked on that needle.

The man smiled and fitted the needle to a long tube. A black bag—an old-school medical bag, the kind doctors used to carry on house calls—was popped open beside him on the bed. “I’m a doctor. Call me House.” His smile grew, and he lifted the needle near his eyes to look at it. “No, don’t call me House. Call me Lugosi. Doctor Lugosi. More appropriate, don’t you think?”

Without any change in that smile or in his eyes, he bent over Oscar and slid the needle quickly into his neck. The sharp prick of it.

Oscar gasped, kept gasping in sharp, terrified breaths.

“Now, stop that.” Another slap to his face. “Hyperoxygenated blood doesn’t taste nearly as nice. It’s memories I’m after, not oxygen. I can breathe whenever the hell I want. This…” He gave a soft shiver, a movement nearly sexual. His face flushed, eyes dark with anticipation. “This is a rarer feast.”

“Don’t!” Oscar cried. “God. Don’t. What do you want? Why are you doing this?”

“Because you need it.” The man stared down at him, and Oscar realized suddenly what was so strange about his eyes: he rarely blinked.

“You need it,” the doctor said softly. “You’re not a religious man, are you, Oscar?”

Oscar just stared.

“No, I didn’t think so. Not out here, alone. No priest. No wife even, no one to confess to. But you’ve done things, Oscar, regretted things, or you wouldn’t have seen me wearing a mask of the dead.” He ran the tube through a small hand pump and placed the other end of the tube into a small wooden bowl. “But I can help you, because I’m a doctor. A very special kind of doctor.”

The doctor ran his fingers along the tube where it lay across the bed, and Oscar tensed.

“You’ve probably done horrible things, or seen horrible things. Horrible things in your blood. Not to worry. I will take all the bad blood out.” Again that cold smile. The stranger reached into his bag, and Oscar’s gaze followed his hand, his throat dry. His captor pulled out a roll of black duct tape, and Oscar’s eyes widened. The harsh rip of the tape, then, even as he sucked in breath to scream, the stranger shoved the heel of his hand against Oscar’s chin, clacking his jaw shut, hurting him. Then the tape was warm and sticky against his lips, his cheeks, sealing his mouth shut. Almost gently, the stranger smoothed down the tape.

A small, lost whimper in Oscar’s throat.

“Yes,” he crooned. “Empty you out. Leave you dried out and clean and pure. In the old days, I would have covered every inch of your body in leeches. Let them do it the slow way. They used to call us that. Medical people. They called us leeches. These aren’t the old days, though. No, they aren’t.”

He tapped Oscar’s cheek twice with his fingers, then reached for the little pump.

The duct tape muffled Oscar’s screams. Only the face-changer heard them, the face-changer and the mice that lived in the wall behind the old armoire that had belonged to Oscar’s wife. No one else. Outside Oscar’s house, the snow fell soft, silencing the whole world, erasing footprints, muffling all sounds, even the dreams of small lives living in burrows or inside of trees, and concealing all mankind’s secrets.
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The hunt

Over the past three days Matt had tracked the killer from Stanwood to Arlington, then up into the Cascades to tiny settlements that had no real road. He didn’t know the murderer’s name or his motive or whose house he would visit next, but Matt Cahill did know one thing.

The man had been touched by Mr. Dark.

His face—

It had been a long time since Matt had seen a face that terrible. It was as though even the man’s bones had been eaten away by the maggots beneath his skin. Matt had glimpsed him by chance in Anacortes, across a busy street, the day before the killings had started across the water in Stanwood.

Matt had found Stanwood buzzing with word of an elderly couple who lived with their niece in a trailer just off the county road. The two elderly ones had been drained empty, the blood sucked right out of their bodies. The niece had been nowhere to be found. In Arlington, it had been a youth pastor whose wife had been trying vigorously to divorce him after his arrest on charges of molesting children. The pastor had been out on bail for a week when a neighbor reported the pastor’s front door swinging open and shut in the wind. The cops found him in his bed, a puncture wound in his throat, his lips white and bloodless.

Matt spent an afternoon at Arlington’s public library Googling for any clue that might help him anticipate and track this killer. He’d nearly been ready to give up when he stumbled on a news story of a similar killing six months earlier, two hours’ drive south in King County. A little more hoofwork, and he found three more killings from that same month, all of them in King County. The police had never caught the killer; he’d cleaned up too well after the kill, left the crime scene too pristine. And stopped after several victims.

On impulse, Matt looked up a map of the county. He noticed something immediately.

The towns the killer visited made a straight line, from coast to mountains, like an arrow aimed at the pass. The killer hadn’t crossed over. He just murdered his way right up to the mountains, until he reached some place quiet and without people. Then stopped.

Matt stared at the computer a few moments. All around him the hushed murmurings of patrons in a small-town library. Then his fingers clattered over the keyboard.

Six months ago, King County. Two months before that, a string of towns in the grain fields near Chehalis. Again, an arrow aimed at the Cascades. That time, there had been eight murders. The killer’d had a longer way to travel before he reached the silence of those high peaks.

Matt leaned back, fighting the onset of a headache. Thinking.

He pulled up a map of Snohomish County, a topographical map overlaid with roads and towns, and printed it. Got a pencil from a librarian who peered at him over her glasses with a “You’re not from here” look, then went to sit against one of the low glass windows near the children’s books. A mother sat with her back against the stacks, a small girl in her lap, reading to her. Two boys flipped pages in an illustrated guide to dinosaurs. Another girl with two pigtails ran back and forth, back and forth, across the carpet, from one end of the children’s stacks to the other, her arms spread, making muted airplane noises. A young woman, blonde, probably in her early twenties, stood at the windows looking out, a frown written deep into her face. Her features were vaguely familiar, but Matt couldn’t put a name to her. After a moment he ignored her, and the children, and peered at his map. He penciled in Xs over the towns that had been hit in the past few days. Then drew a line through them.

Almost a straight line.

An arrow pointing east.

With gathering excitement, Matt followed the old county road with his finger, noting towns: Oso, Trafton, Darrington. Elevations appeared near them in tiny print, telling the story of a narrowing road climbing steep foothills.

Matt folded up his printed map, stuffed it in his jeans pocket. Slipped out the back door.

[image: Image]

Matt hitched a ride up to Darrington on a logging truck, listening to the driver grouch about the state of the lumber industry, old complaints that he knew quite well. He gazed out at the thickness of cedars to either side, marveling at the riot of ferns and underbrush crowding the road’s narrow shoulders. Years spent harvesting timber, yet he hadn’t thought there were this many miles of old-growth forest left anywhere in America.

Matt arrived less than an hour after the local police found the body. He didn’t risk getting close enough to look, but from the astounded faces of the cops at the door of that house, he was sure it was the same as the others: a tiny puncture wound in the throat, the victim bled dry. No sign of breaking and entering.

Matt watched the police put up crime tape from the window of a ma-and-pa coffee shop a couple of blocks down the street. He’d hidden his ax behind a rusted dumpster out back. The barista stood by his table, watching too. She was a round, middle-aged woman, and possibly the owner—there were no other customers at this hour, and no other staff. Looking out at that house and the flashing police lights parked outside it, she shook her head. “Old Grettinsen,” she said quietly. “Always knew he’d come to a bad end.”

Matt sipped from a ninety-nine cent mug of black coffee and tapped the pencil lightly against the 8 1/2-by-11 printer-paper map he’d spread out on the table, flattening its creases. He was feeling the fatigue of the chase, and the tiny inked lines of that picture of this corner of the world were blurring, but he was unwilling to crumple it up and toss it in the trash by the door. There were people dead, and he’d seen the murderer the day before they began dying. Had seen the maggots in his face. That made this his responsibility.

But here he’d found only yellow police tape, and no sign of the killer. Probably already skipped town.

To go where?

There were no more towns labeled on that map, and the county road clearly ended here. In the Chehalis and King County murders, the killer had stopped once he reached the mountains. Matt glanced out the window at the giants of ice and snow that stood against the eastern sky. Surely he couldn’t have lost the killer. Not after three days of pursuit. He’d banked on getting to Darrington before the killer struck. What he would do when he got here, he hadn’t been sure. Watch faces, he supposed. The town wasn’t large; he could have just rambled through, trusting to luck, alert to any scent of rot on the chill air. But he hadn’t been quick enough. Someone else dead, one more life eaten away, a prey to the dark need of one man to overpower and destroy others, to own their lives and their deaths, if only for the briefest of hours.

If there were no more victims to the east, then Matt had lost his quarry. He had no idea where, or when, the killer would loose his eastward arrow again.

Glancing up from his map, Matt saw two cops talking outside the house of the dead. He recognized one’s face from the Stanwood PD and looked down at his coffee quickly—though the chances of that cop glancing his way, or even knowing he was from out of town, were unlikely. He reached for his wallet, plucked out a dollar and loose change for a tip, while he thought about what it meant that the Stanwood cop was here. It must mean the police knew—and had probably known before he did—that this killer had a history and an MO that followed the compass east each time. Yet the cop’s face had been full of frustration, the face of a man who had run out of options. He probably didn’t know the killer’s face or his name, and he hadn’t saved this last victim.

Nor had Matt.

He stood up to leave. He was probably the only person for miles who wasn’t from here, and if someone other than his taciturn barista noticed him, there’d be questions and suspicion—the last thing he needed when there were dead bodies around. He shrugged his jacket on. Something was chewing at the edge of his mind, and he couldn’t figure out what it was. Something about the killer’s vector of travel. Thing was, killers were always predictable, just as Mr. Dark was predictable. Evil was simple, good was complicated; that was what Matt had come to realize in these past years of bloody ax-work. Serial killers and supernatural horrors liked to see the world in easy patterns, see human lives in easy patterns, easily defined, easily sorted, easily eaten. Real people weren’t simple, and the real world defied patterns. Real events—births, marriages, deaths—were like rocks thrown against a sheet of ice, creating a wild chaos of cracks around them, a geometry of beauty and destruction that might hold all winter or shatter at a touch.

Idly, Matt set the tip of the pencil against the end of the line he’d drawn, here at Darrington on the map. He drew it further, extended it out over the line of foothills toward the peaks. Stopped at the nearest. Nothing. Not a single town there.

Wait.

Matt caught his breath.

There was something along that line. Quite a ways higher up, though maybe less than ten miles east. A lake, a mile-long blue crescent in the lee of a tall hill. Acres of old-growth cedar around it.

Human beings are drawn toward water as deer toward grass, and not everyone in the mountains marks their place on a map.

It was only a hunch, but Matt had saved lives based on hunches before.
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“Yeah, there are people up there,” the barista said, frowning. Talking to her was a risk, but Matt needed information. “Here.” She tapped the paper with her fingernail. “It isn’t on your map”—her voice oozed contempt for maps—“but there’s a road. Forest service road. And also a gravel road, here. If you follow Hickson’s Street, it turns into that one. Mail goes up there, oh, once a week.”

“Who lives up there?” Matt said.

“Quiet folk. People trying to get away. Or people with something they want to forget. Jacksons used to be a big logging family up that way, so there’s still a few grand houses on the lake. Broken down a bit, but some of the old houses have kept their lights on.” Her eyes narrowed. “Those people, they don’t like strangers heading out to pry in their business.”

“Just as well,” Matt said. “Have to get back to Arlington.”

“You’re not from this county.”

“No, my wife is.” He flashed a grin. “She told me to drive up here, see the mountains. Thought it would help me get used to our new neighborhood.”

The barista brightened, her suspicion at nosy strangers burning away before the bright light of an opportunity to praise her home ground to a new arrival. “She’s right. You’ll like it here. People out here have common sense. You just need to stay clear of Everett. You can’t account for city people.”

“I’ll remember that.” He folded up the map, slipped it back into his pocket. “Thank you.”
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There was no one to hitch a ride with, and even if there had been, Matt didn’t want to interact with anyone else from the town, didn’t want to leave any more traces that he’d been there. Small-town cops might just as likely shake their heads and toss back a few beers at the bar to forget the evil of the day as start a full-scale investigation, but that depended on the town. Some rural cops were more dogged than any black-suited federal agent. And there were several jurisdictions involved in this case. The police might question the barista to learn if anyone from out of town had stopped by, or if they didn’t, they might think to do so later. He just didn’t know, but he couldn’t waste energy worrying about it. If his hunch was right, there were still lives at risk.

Ax in hand, heavy boots on his feet, a baseball cap that did little to warm his head, and a winter jacket that would not have seemed out of place at his old lumber mill, Matt climbed the winding gravel road. It was a cold walk, his breath visible on the air, and the country grew wilder the farther he went. The trees up here were ancient and quiet and gave Matt uneasy thoughts of wolves, though he was sure it had been long years since any had lived in this state. Dusk came early and it came dark, but before the light went entirely, a car passed, the only one Matt saw the whole way. A sports car a violent hue of yellow, roaring past and chewing up the gravel. A flash of blonde hair glimpsed through the driver’s side window. The driver ignored his lifted thumb. Probably just as well. As Matt watched her car swerve in the loose grit, he figured that the way she was driving, they’d both end up in the lake. For one brief, chilling moment as the car vanished behind a screen of trees, Matt wondered if that had perhaps been the killer, racing ahead of him. But no. He’d picked up no scent of decay, had seen no rot in that half-glimpsed face, and he was certain the driver had been a woman, whereas the rotting one Matt had seen in Anacortes had been a man.

Maybe she was just one of the people who lived at the lake—though it seemed unlikely, in that car that had never been intended for backcountry gravel roads. Someone’s rich niece or granddaughter from the city come up to visit, then.

Matt kept going. A few pale stars were already out, the air was biting at his hands, and as far as he could tell, he had at least a mile yet to go.
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2 hours before midnight

This mountain lake lay under its sheen of ice, with just a few houses across it, placed far apart on the eastern bank. Matt’s walk had taken longer than he’d expected. Night had fallen. He moved out along the old, abandoned lake harbor where one fork of the gravel road ended. Gazing over the ice and over the water at those dark and silent houses. If people did live here, they certainly were quiet.

Yet as Matt stepped down toward the docks, a shriek cut the night. Matt whipped his head about, peering out into the dark. Where had that scream come from? He broke into a run along the abandoned docks, heard the sound of someone panting. Then he saw her.

One of the docks—old, old wood drenched by snowfall—had given way in the middle. There was a gap in the wood. Perhaps five feet below the dock, on the thin ice that had formed around the wooden supports, a woman, blonde, splayed out across the ice, hands and feet, just barely touching the ice with her fingertips and the toes of her shoes, holding herself up. Little shivers in the ice spreading out around her hands, the cracking a tiny, cold sound on the night air. A small whimper in her throat. Her breath a fog misting the ice below her face. Warming it.

Matt ran softly out onto the dock. Slowed, got down onto his belly. He slid over the hole, trying to spread out his weight as much as he could. The rotted wood was cold against his belly. He could feel it even through his jacket, and it was giving way a little beneath his right hip. The whole thing might collapse under him like soggy cardboard, dropping him onto that ice, crashing through it, taking them both down into that death water. Matt swallowed.

Gripping the ax just below the head firmly, he extended the haft carefully toward the girl. “Grab hold!” he called. “Grab hold!”

She held completely still.

The cracking of the ice, that thin sound.

“I can’t,” she said. Her voice quivered.

“Come on. Come now.” He edged forward, felt the dock giving a little more. Moved that haft until it nearly tapped the girl’s cheek.

“If I move…”

“Don’t move, and you’re going under. Come on. Grab the ax.”

For just a moment, she looked up from the ice, her eyes so dark and round with her fear. Her gaze met his, then she gave the smallest nod and brought her hands up, leaning back, grabbing the haft. The cracking of the ice became a growl, then a shattering like a house made of glass. Matt pulled, squirming back over the dock. Her scream. But he could feel her weight on the other end of the ax, hear her breathing loud, see her eyes staring up at him. He had her. She was safe.

Then the wood parted under him. Quickly, Matt rolled aside, adrenaline pumping into his blood. He didn’t let go of the ax. The wood where he’d lain sagged, soggy and ready to collapse at a touch.

Suddenly the ice cracked like the sound of a board breaking. Matt dug in with his feet, pressing his belly against the dock, hoping more of it wouldn’t give way. He pulled the ax up, breathing hard. Saw the woman’s face as he brought her up to the dock. Blue eyes and hair so blonde it was nearly white, Danish or Norwegian perhaps. A pretty face, though her cheekbones were sharp. A face he’d seen before. At the library in Arlington. And in the sports car, that had been her, too. A stab of suspicion in his chest, but he had no time to think about it. Gripping the ax below the blade with one hand, he grabbed her sleeve with his other hand, pulled her up onto the dock, head and belly. She wiggled the rest of the way up. Jacket and sweater, faded jeans, winter boots. Matt rolled onto his side, but before he could sit up, the girl rolled into him and, with a flash of steel, ripped a knife from its sheath at her belt. The edge cold against Matt’s throat. Pain in her eyes. “Fuck you,” she cried.

Matt neither let go of his ax nor moved. The knife’s edge was very sharp against his skin. “Hello to you, too.” His voice muted with shock.

“You killed all those people,” she hissed. “And never thought, never thought even once, what that would do to me. You fucking asshole.”

Matt kept very carefully still, looking up at her. “Did I miss something?”

“Shut up. Just shut up.” Her hand trembled. Matt felt warm blood on his skin. Held his breath. A shallow cut. He hoped.

Time seemed to stretch itself out. They stared at each other, connected and divided by the line of that blade. The girl was panting, her face white. She bit her lip but didn’t cut any deeper.

“Say something, you fucker.”

“I’m not the killer.” Matt kept his tone slow and calm.

She blinked. “Richard?” Her voice tentative.

“Typically I go by Matt.”

The knife didn’t move from his throat. “How can I be sure?”

He swallowed, trying to think of how to reassure her, how to keep this crazy young woman from carving into him—when suddenly she withdrew the knife, letting her breath out slowly. “Richard wouldn’t carry an ax.” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re just some Good Samaritan, then.”

“Yeah. Sort of.” Matt rubbed his throat ruefully.

“Mmm-hmm. And you’re just randomly walking out along this dock in subzero temperatures after dark. With an ax.”

“Yeah. Imagine that.” He looked at her carefully. There was no writhing or rot in her face, and no real cruelty in her eyes, either, though her face shone with a clean fury just barely held back. He had no idea who she was or what had brought her here, but she was clearly after his quarry, too, and that meant she was in danger.

She quietly sheathed her knife at her belt, and the cold sheen of the metal drew his gaze. That knife was a strange thing with an ornate hilt stylized like a crucifix. The style made it look ancient, but it was too clean and too pretty to be old. Perhaps she’d had it custom made.

“He’s not a vampire,” Matt offered dryly. “He’s a serial killer.”

“This will work on either.”

“Good point.”

“You’re hunting him, too.”

Matt nodded grimly.

“Who’d he kill?” Her eyes softened. “Your wife? Your sister?”

“A lot of people.”

“Well. You can go back. I’ve got this, Samaritan.”

“Matt.”

She looked at him.

“My name’s Matt. Matt Cahill.”

She shrugged and got shakily to her feet. He steadied her with an arm but she pulled away quickly, her hand on her knife. Man, that quick reflex toward her blade. Again.

“Suit yourself, Crucifix Girl.” He shook his head. “I saw you. At Arlington library. And later. You passed me on the road.”

Her face went still.

“How did you know to come here? I’ve been trailing this man since Anacortes.”

“Chehalis,” she whispered.

Matt looked at her but said nothing. If she’d been on this trail since Chehalis, she’d been on it most of the year and had endured it going cold twice. That sounded like an obsession. Who was this blue-eyed vigilante he’d rescued from the ice? “What do you know about this killer?” He watched her intently.

“Nothing I plan to tell some stranger with an ax.” She turned away, walked carefully down to the end of the dock. She watched her feet and gave the gap where the wood had fallen through a wide berth. Matt tucked the ax under his arm, blew on his hands to warm them, then followed.

He found her staring down at a boat tied there, a sixteen-foot rowboat with oars stowed beneath its benches and a small motor fastened to its stern. A little ice was forming around it, but the ice was thin and he could use one of the oars to break it free. Matt glanced at the houses across the water, where the last potential victims before the mountains were to be found. The other fork of the gravel road took the long way around the lake, but he was tired of arriving late to the scene. Maybe there was a faster way across. Grimly, he tossed his ax in, then leapt down into the boat himself, felt it rock beneath him, the ice cracking as it did. He felt the woman’s gaze on him. Glanced up, saw her head silhouetted against the starlight, the sheen of her eyes.

“Isn’t that stealing, Samaritan?”

“Borrowing,” he said. “I’ll bring it back tomorrow. And quit calling me that.” He stowed his ax beneath the bench and took up one of the oars, began attacking the thin sheet of ice around him. The exertion felt good—or maybe it just felt good to be smashing something. “It’s going to get a lot colder. Why don’t you get back to your car. Drive back to Darrington. I saw a motel just off the county road.” He struck the ice carefully free of the motor. Very carefully. Just in case. His breath a fog before his face.

“You’re not leaving me here, Samaritan. No way.”

A thump behind him, and the boat shuddered. He turned to face her.

“No,” he said.

“Cold killed my engine. And I never turn down a free ride.” Her breath soft in the dark.

“I’m not taking you.” Matt glanced up at the dock. Five feet. He could lift her back up there. If she was cooperative.

He met her gaze, the hard glint in her eyes.

Cooperative. Not likely.

He nodded down at her sheathed knife. “You’re quick with that,” he said.

He could see the protest in her eyes, the words she wanted to say—I know how to use it, I’m good with this knife, I won’t freeze up if there’s trouble—all those words. Saw her holding them back.

But his objection wasn’t that she couldn’t fight.

“Ever killed anyone?” he said.

Her breath a fog from her lips. “No,” she said finally.

“Now’s not the time to start.”

“It is cold,” she said. “And it’s a long walk around. So it looks like you have a passenger.” Her right hand rested on her thigh. Very near her knife.

Matt tried to stare her down another moment. Then he laughed quietly and sat down on the bench. So be it. It was rare that he was giving someone else a ride. Maybe karma was collecting. He reached wearily for the oars. “Better sit down.”

She did, on the short bench at the stern. Watching him.

“You demanded a ride,” he said, sliding one oar into its oarlock, then the other. “I didn’t offer you one. So stop looking at me like I’m going to lure you out into the middle of the lake and attack you.”

“Are you?”

He glanced at her. She was serious.

“No,” he said.

She nodded, as if she’d just confirmed a guess. But her hand didn’t leave the knife at her hip.

He took up the oars, pulled vigorously. The boat leapt beneath him, a surge of motion over that cold, sluggish water. It was an oddly powerful feeling, moving the boat out, powered only by his strength and his will.

Crucifix Girl watched him. “There’s a motor.”

It was the first time he’d heard amusement in her voice.

“Yeah,” he said, “and we’d be lucky if the gas hasn’t frozen solid. And if I was able to start it up, we could announce we’re coming to whatever’s across this lake.” He spoke in a loud whisper, not wanting his voice to carry over the water. In this cold, his voice would carry far. He supposed he’d made enough noise breaking the ice free. And the woman’s scream must have carried. Still, no need to add to it.

“Don’t you mean whoever? Thought you didn’t believe in vampires.”

“Neither do you.” Matt heaved at the oars, rowing as silently and quickly as he could. “How did you know to come here? As far as I can tell, the cops haven’t figured it out.”

“You did,” she said.

He shook his head. “Just a guess.”

They were both silent for a minute. Matt pulled at the oars. Tilted his head back and saw a sky so full of stars it almost hurt the eyes to look at them. All that beauty burning in the empty dark. He suddenly felt small. His life, hers, the lives of those his quarry had killed, this boat on a lake that didn’t even have a name on his map: beneath those billions of stars, everything he knew was small. But that didn’t mean those things didn’t matter.
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“You haven’t said why you are out here.”

“It’s what I do,” Matt said.

“That’s not an answer.” The eyes she turned on him were the same blue as water when it is violently cold. “You’re following him, like I am. That’s clear. You even have a plan, Samaritan?”

“Not yet. But it will probably take another fifteen minutes to get over this water. That gives me fifteen minutes to plan.” He glanced at that dark, forested bank. Despite his words, he was worried. If the killer was out here, how was he to locate him? He couldn’t just start knocking on doors. Out here, he’d probably be answered with a shotgun.

“You’re something, aren’t you?” She shook her head. “All right, you asked me what I know. His name is Richard Oslo, and he’s killed nineteen people.” A quiver in her voice.

Oslo. Like Norway. Matt filed the name away. Something in him burned at the thought of nineteen lives snuffed out.

He’d only known about fourteen of them.

“So what else do you know?”

She hesitated.

“Help me,” Matt said. “Whoever you are. Before any more innocent people die.”

She shook her head.

“What?” he asked.

“He doesn’t kill innocents.”

He leaned on the oar a moment, looked at her. “What do you mean?”

She looked out over the water for a moment. The fog of her breath. “They all have a secret,” she said. “Something dark inside them.”

“Dark.” His face went grim at the word.

“Something they’ve lived with all their lives. Something they’ve hidden. A regret, a crime. The first one he killed was a pedophile.”

“How do you know this?”

“I know him.”

“Why’d you mistake me for him, then?”

She didn’t answer. She kept staring at the water, water cold and darker than the heart.

Matt resumed his rowing, felt the strain of it in his arms, a good strain—the feeling of being alive. He was thinking hard. He didn’t know this woman or whether he could trust her. Richard didn’t seem like the type of killer to hunt with colleagues or accomplices, but Crucifix Girl seemed to know a lot about him. Or said she did. He glanced at the shore ahead. Nothing to be seen there but dark cedars and a few dark houses. Many of them had no lights in the windows. For some reason that unnerved him. He couldn’t have said why, and he knew it was irrational. It was the middle of the night; who kept their lights on all night? This wasn’t the city. Yet the dark silence of that shore ate at his insides. He swallowed back the unease. He couldn’t afford to be afraid of the dark.

Crucifix Girl sat with her legs drawn up before her on the bench, her arms hugging her knees. She seemed suddenly vulnerable. Maybe she felt some of that unease, too. Or maybe it was only that he hadn’t dropped the oars and attacked her, and she was feeling a bit absurd for her fears.

“Thanks,” she said.

Matt grunted.

“For helping me. I was looking for a boat, too. So I wouldn’t have to walk. And the dock, it just…” She shivered.

“It’s all right.”

“I would have died.”

He rowed for a moment in silence.

“I’m sorry I cut you.” Her voice was small.

Matt rested the left oar across his knee. Lifted his fingers to his throat. He’d forgotten that. The sting returned when he touched the skin. Brought his hand before his eyes, and in the reflected starlight he could see a little blood on his fingers.

“You should bandage that.”

Matt shook his head and picked up the oar. It wasn’t much blood; the cut must be very shallow. A shaving nick. “Happens all the time. Carry an ax, people mistake you for the killer.”

She smiled. A real smile.

Cold around his boot warned him. He glanced down and, with a shock, found that the bottom of the boat had filled with icy water.

“Shit.”

She followed his gaze down, and her eyes widened with alarm. “Oh God.”

“I don’t believe this,” Matt muttered.

There was a half foot of water already in the boat. A leak in the bottom.

Matt heaved at the oars. He was more than halfway across the lake. He tried to pick up speed, shoot the boat toward their destination shore. “Bail,” he said.

“With what?” she shouted. “My hands?”

“Use my hat!” He took it off, flung it to her.

She caught it and snapped, “It’s porous!” She hissed through her teeth. “God. Don’t look.” Quickly she turned to the side so that she mostly had her back to him. Pulled her shirt off over her head. And—to Matt’s astonishment—her small hands reached around behind her and deftly unhooked her bra. A moment later her shirt was back over her head and she had turned toward him again, tugging the fabric down toward her waist, her bra, green, clasped in one hand. In the cold, he could see her nipples and the curve of her breasts against the shirt.

A distracting stir in his loins. It had been too long.

She saw him looking.

“Shut up.” Her face flushed.

It was an underwire bra, the cups firm, and she began bailing furiously with them. Matt drove the oars hard, a burn in his arms that he would pay for later. The rate at which the water in the boat was rising alarmed him. Bra cups and a hat: not enough.

“Damn it,” he growled. “We don’t have time for this.” Dropping the oars, he scrambled to Crucifix Girl’s bench at the stern and grabbed the cord on the motor. Yanked it, hard. Again. Gas probably had frozen. Hopefully not, or not much of it. Again. A splutter. Again. The motor growled, spat, then roared to life—yes!—and the boat bucked beneath him.

“Hold on!” he shouted over the roar, and cranked up the speed.

They shot out over the water like an elephant’s charge, like a crowd’s cheer at the stadium, like a scream. No mistaking their arrival. The trees on the shore came to meet them, but they were sinking faster now. He saw lights flick on in some of the windows among the cedars, and he knew the killer could see him, too. He clenched his teeth. He’d died of the cold and airlessness once before; he didn’t plan on it a second time. He leaned over the tiller hard, as if by sheer will he might drive the boat quicker to shore.

The water nearest the shore was sheeted with ice. He’d planned to slow the boat and chop at it with the oar until the ice was too thick to break, then walk the last few yards in. Now there wasn’t time. Quickly, he ran over his options, then gripped the side of the boat. The water sloshing about his knees.

“Hold on,” he said. “Now.”

Crucifix Girl glanced at him, then at the shore. Her eyes widened. She sat back on her bench, the water flowing up about her thighs. Gripped the gunwale with both hands, her bra forgotten in the water.

“You’re crazy,” she cried. “You’re fucking crazy.”

“I know!”

His heart racing, he plunged his hand into the water in the boat, feeling it like needles of ice piercing his skin. Breathing in little gasps, he groped about by his feet until his fingers brushed the haft of his ax. Gripped it, brought it up out of the water. He did not want to lose that ax.

Then the ice was hurtling toward them. He leaned back, tipping the boat upward, water beginning to slosh in over the stern. Crucifix Girl let out a long, wailing scream. Then the boat hit the ice and the thin edge of it shattered, and as the ice thickened, the boat slid up onto it. The motor tore loose, sputtering out, the ice cracked and shivered under them, and then the boat stopped, stopped hard like a car, tipping a little, a screech of wood as the hull tore open. Crucifix Girl was hurled from the boat, landing on her back on the ice. It held, but spider cracks spread out around her like one of those haloes in old cathedral frescoes.

His teeth jarred, Matt stepped carefully from the boat. The groaning of wood and the growl of ice all around him. He could feel it giving beneath his feet. Breathing, one gasp after the other. The ax clutched in one hand. He reached his other down to the girl. “Take it,” he whispered, his eyes wide. “Take my hand. Come on.”

Her eyes round with terror. She reached up, and the ice beneath her cracked sharply. Water welled up around her body and then she fell back into the darkness of it, her mouth opening to scream as the water rushed over her face.

With a cry, Matt dove, grabbed her wrist before it went beneath, gripped, pulled her up. He was on his knees, the ice cracking under him. His mind one scream of terror: Oh God, oh God, oh God. This is it. The cold. The cold again. Oh God.

But he did not let go. He pulled, and her face came up out of the water, her eyes shut, her lips blue. Coughing the lake out of her mouth. Matt got his arm under hers and around her, pulling her to him, the strain in his arms, then the ice under him gave way and he felt the water like a great cold mouth closing on him, the pressure and the savage bite of it around his legs and waist. He swung the ax, extending his arm as far as he could, slamming the blade of it into the thicker ice nearer the shore. The water flooded around his chest. He held fiercely to that ax, though the cold was so keen he could not breathe. It took away his vision, the whole world white and sharp with pain. The girl coughing beside him, her teeth clacking together, only her head above the lake. Everywhere the groan of resisting ice. Holding that ax, holding that ax.
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An hour before midnight

“Hold on to me,” Matt gasped. “Damn you, arms around my neck, and hold on. Don’t let go.”

He felt her arm around his neck. A tiny sound in her throat, part whimper and part rasp. Only seconds, maybe, before she blacked out. He had to trust her grip, had to hope. The freezing water cut through wool and skin and bone. Yet he could feel warmth—his body going warm—and that was bad. Very bad. Two or three yards of thicker ice, then the shore. He could see it: frozen grasses and the cedars tall and dark, and something darker behind them—a structure, probably. A house or a shed or a barn. Safety. Warmth.

With a roar raw in his throat, Matt let go of the girl and climbed up the haft of his ax, one hand, then the next, pulling himself up out of the water, until his belly was on trembling, shivering ice, and she, clinging to him, both of them with their legs in the lake. Even as the ice gave way beneath his chest, Matt wrenched the head of the ax free, swung it up, slammed its blade down against the heavier ice an arm’s length ahead. Praying under his breath in case God was awake and listening. The ax blade sank into the ice and cracks ran outward from the shock of it, but the cracks were thin, spidery, and few. Fighting against the warmth gathering in his chest, bringing sleep and death, Matt heaved the girl out of the water, threw her up onto the ice. She lay there, her eyes closed, her lips blue. Small shivers taking her. Matt clung to the ax a moment, panting, then hauled himself up, hand over hand. He would not die in the cold. Not again. Whatever second death might await him, he wanted it to be a warm one.

He had his chest out of the water. Wheezing, his vision tunneled. He bit his lip, hard. Didn’t feel it. Bit the inside of his cheek. Felt that. Used it to keep himself awake. Hauled his hips out, then his legs. His teeth chattering and the crack of ice under him. He scurried over it, grabbing the girl’s collar quick and sliding her along with him, as the ice creaked and groaned under them. But then they were in the weeds, frozen weeds that snapped like twigs under his weight and the girl’s.

His hand locked numb around his ax, Matt peered through the frozen spaces between the trees. Thought he saw that structure again, barn or house. He stumbled up onto his feet. Half carried, half dragged the girl up the bank. His own body shaking. Snow started to fall, flakes heavy and thick, touching his face and his hands like kisses almost too soft to feel. His chest seemed too tight, his movements too sluggish. Hypothermia. He had to get them both indoors, out of their wet clothes—clothes already freezing and coating with ice, cracking slightly each time he moved. With a shout—in defiance of cold and snow and serial killers and Mr. Dark—a shout as though his voice might warm his insides in the absence of anything else, he charged up through the trees like a weather-maddened bull. Found that structure looming before him, a heavy door of wood so old it had no color other than age. He tried to stop, slid and slammed into the door. The girl silent in his arms. He lowered her clumsily until she was sitting propped up against the wall beside that door, snowflakes on her hair and caught on her lashes.

It took him two tries to slide it open. His hands and his whole body shaking.

Then he gazed into the musty dark. The dim silhouettes of stalls and the stink of old straw and the smell of horses told him where they were.

Stables.

Old and unoccupied, yet clean. No holes in the roof; the place had been kept in good repair. Perhaps for nostalgia. Or perhaps a horse was housed here during the summer months. Matt bent and lifted the girl into his arms and carried her in. She was shaking against him as though her body were trying to shatter apart. He lay her quickly in a mound of old straw—perhaps a season old, as yet unrotten. Then rushed to the door, slid it shut, closing them within the dark. Not as cold in here. A high-pitched squeak and a flapping from the rafters—probably a bat waking. He ignored it, moved quickly along the walls, searching with his hands since his eyes hadn’t adjusted to the dark interior. His hands found hay, old bridles and hooks, a saddle hanging to the left of the door. Then a coat, a heavy winter coat with wool fleece inside. His breath came out in a rush of relief. He plucked it from its peg. It was heavy. Good.

He stripped the girl from her clothes, fumbling against the numbness of his hands. Then his own clothes. He lay beside her on the dry scratch of the straw and took her firmly in his arms, pressing himself to her back, naked. His teeth still clacking, his fingers numb, dangerously numb. He didn’t try to warm her hands and her feet—warming extremities first could cause shock. He’d known a few hard winters as a child, and he knew that. He drew the wool coat quickly over them both, then lay as still as he could, shaking with her, waiting for the air trapped with them under the coat to warm, waiting for their bodies to warm each other. The coat smelled of horse and tobacco. Though he didn’t smoke, the scent made him think of a pipe, the glow of fire from its bowl. It was a warm thought, and comforting. He began chafing her sides, then her upper arms, with his hands, trying to warm her with friction. Said in her ear, “Wake up. Don’t sleep, don’t sleep.”

If only he had something warm for her to drink, but he doubted the owner of the stable had left a flask of whiskey hanging on the wall, and he didn’t dare throw off the coat to go look.

After a while, he felt warmer, felt her warmer against him, the coat heavy, holding them down, inviting them to be drowsy. He fought to stay awake. Felt for her pulse with his fingers. It was normal. Her heart was beating, pumping hot blood throughout her body. She still slept, but her breathing was even. He took one of her hands, ran his fingers over hers. They felt chilled, but not frozen. Another minute in the water might have killed them both. Or if there had been no coat. But they were alive. Both alive.

Her body was warm against his, and though he was drowsy, she felt good against him. Soft. Like being in that moment between sleep and waking, half in a good dream of a good woman and half out of it. He tried to think of how long it had been since he’d rested with a woman in his arms, or been so near another human being. However warm his heart beat, he was alone like any ghost: divided from other men by the evil he could see and they couldn’t, and by the hard blade of his ax, the things he had to do to save lives.

Alone.

He held her very close. Her hair had a scent he couldn’t identify. But his mind was waking, too. Who was she? And what was her connection to Richard Oslo? And could he trust her?

Dark. Her words came back to him. They all have a secret. Something dark inside them.

But then, everyone had secrets. He certainly did.

She stirred against him, and Matt was suddenly acutely aware of the softness of her body, no longer cold but warm, though she still shivered a little. And soft. So soft. Her breathing changed, and he knew she was awake. He just held her beneath the old coat, smelling horse and straw and her. For a while she was silent, her body just breathing, with his. Then she turned slightly in his arms, her lips soft on his throat.

Matt drew in a breath. It felt… good. She felt good. Smelled good.

And, he thought, she tried to cut my throat.

Her tongue was small and moist against his skin.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Matt murmured.

“Shut up, Samaritan,” she whispered. “Make us warm.” Her hips moved gently against his.

To his surprise, he found that he’d lifted himself up on one elbow and had started kissing her below her ear. “You haven’t told me your name,” he said quietly.

She made a soft sound that was neither a name nor a protest. Took his hand and placed it on her breast. A hitch in her breathing. Then she whispered, “Adette.” A shiver that had nothing to do with the cold. “Bernadette, but I like Adette better.”

He held her breast warmly in his hand, looked in her face a moment. Struck by the vulnerability in her eyes. Realized he knew her name now but still did not know who she was, what terrified her, what enraged her, what made her happy, or what made her grieve. Her small hands found him and he gasped. She squeezed him warmly, drew him to where she was soft and wet. He stopped worrying about her, about the killer, about Mr. Dark and this winter lake. He just moved in her and with her. Their breathing and the movements of their bodies together became a soft song in the dark, something no cold and no stranger could kill. She gripped him, and he took her shoulders and pressed her into the rolling of his hips. Her soft gasps became moans, then cries that filled the barn. When he lowered her onto her back beneath him, his heart seemed to pound the words, We are alive, we are alive, we are alive.
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2 hours after midnight

Matt stirred, gave a start, shocked to find he’d fallen asleep. Dangerous, after that swim. Then he felt the softness of Adette’s body in his arms, her ass snuggled into his hips, her hair against his chin, and he smiled. He hadn’t expected that, hadn’t asked for it. But he’d enjoyed it. She had given herself wildly, desperately. He wondered again who she was, and whether it had been a long time for her, how consumed she had been with this hunt, and why.

He touched his lips softly to her shoulder.

And froze.

For several beats of his heart, he held very still.

Something wasn’t right.

His nostrils flared. The scent of decay.

But so faint.

He stiffened, every sense alert. Wondering if the killer was near, if perhaps he had watched Matt carry Adette to the barn. He listened but heard nothing. Not even wind.

Yet the scent of rot was close, and—

His body went cold. He realized he was gazing at a small spot on Adette’s shoulder. A dark spot, like mold on a shower wall.

Rot.

He swallowed. At that moment, she stirred. The tensing of his body against hers must have wakened her. She stiffened, then gasped and rolled over onto her belly. He looked on with alarm as she retched. Whatever she had eaten the evening before came up liquid and reeking; she spewed it out into the straw. Awkwardly, Matt set a hand on her back, unsure what to do. The sight of that rot on her back like a scream of metal against metal, scraping his senses raw.

She retched a few more times, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Glanced up at him, her eyes bloodshot. “He’s killed again,” she gasped.

Matt didn’t say anything. He was trying to process that.

“An old man this time,” she said hoarsely. “He’d cheated on his wife, years ago. He’s in one of the houses.”

“How do you know this?”

She sat up, looking very pale. With her clean hand she pushed her hair back. Matt drew in his breath a moment at the sight of her, her breasts soft in the dark, but then the smell of rot returned, fiercer than before, and he had to fight not to gag.

“I always know. Come on, we have to hurry. He doesn’t move after a kill. Not for hours. He stays with the body.”

Matt hesitated.

“You’ll just have to trust me,” she pleaded.

He caught her wrist. “I was good at trusting once. Now I’m not.”

“Tough,” she said.

He held her gaze, searching her eyes for some sign of madness or a lie or some impending betrayal. At last he grunted and got to his feet, pulling her up with him. If she was right, he had to act. And it wasn’t as though he had a better lead.

He cast a glance at their clothes where he’d discarded them on the stable floor, and sighed, his breath white on the air. Shirt, pants, underwear, all frozen stiff in their crumpled shapes. He took the wool coat and draped it around Adette’s shoulders; she gave him a grateful look. Then he got up and went to see what he could find. He’d found a coat; maybe there’d be another. Or gloves. Or overalls. Or something. He would have been self-conscious about stalking naked across the stable, but now that he was out from under that coat and away from Adette’s body heat, all he could think about was the cold floor burning his feet and the way the cold air bit at his bare chest and his balls.

And that rot.

He kept thinking of that, too.

He’d slept with her. Despite the cold, he hardened a little at the memory. She hadn’t smelled like rot then. The decay had come while she slept. While she dreamed.

He stopped, leaned his hand against the stable door, the grain of the wood rough against his palm.

She’d woken up claiming some knowledge of the killer. The killer, whose face was more rotten and vile than any he had ever seen. The dream had to be the key. But what did it mean? The maggots and the festering morbidity that Matt had seen in the faces of evil from one coast of the country to the other… that was a presaging of violence. It wasn’t a contagion. It certainly didn’t spread through dreams, while people slept.

What the hell was going on?

To his surprise, he did find a pair of overalls. Three, in fact, folded in a small crate with some other stable supplies, in the corner near the door. And a row of rubber boots. He shook his head, impressed. So not all his luck was bad. No gloves, but the deep pockets in those overalls would do.

He tossed two pairs of overalls to Adette and pulled the third on quickly. It was too big—whoever had owned this stable had been a heavy man. But he could fix that. He found some twine hanging on the wall and a hacksaw on a shelf. He began cutting lengths. Glanced at Adette, caught his breath. She looked… very appealing, stepping into those overalls, her long legs, her breasts. There was something sensual about watching her slip into them.

“Put them both on,” he called softly. “Keep you warm under that coat.” He lifted a few lengths of twine. “We’ll use this to belt it. And there are boots.”

She nodded.

Matt went to the heap of their frozen clothes, pried his jacket loose, peeled open the pocket, grimacing at its brittle cracking. There were items there he’d need. It took him a moment, but he got them out and tucked them into his overalls pocket. Hopefully the warmth of his body would thaw them. He walked back to the door, bent and tugged two of the boots on (also too big), and took up his ax. The heft of it, the solid, cold haft in his hand—it was a reassuring thing. A tool for cutting the rot out of wood or out of a human body or out of a town, cutting away whatever festered. Something he could trust to do its job. A piece of home and family and good memory that would neither turn to bury its edge in his heart nor disappear. He took a breath and pulled open the door.
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Outside, snow had taken the forest and eaten it, devouring all its traces of where men or animals had been. The snow had stopped falling, and Matt glanced about, looking carefully for any prints, but nothing had been near the barn recently. Nothing that left tracks, anyway.

He couldn’t start thinking like that. But this forest, this lake, gave him the willies. That bit of rot in Adette’s shoulder, that gave him the willies. Nothing was right here. Probably nothing had been right here for a long time, even before Richard’s arrival. This looked like one of those places where people went when they wanted to leave their memories behind. A secret locked in the basement of every house, a regret shut into every attic. Matt had known places like this. They were not Mr. Dark’s killing ground—these people didn’t want to go on a rampage, they wanted to bury themselves and only themselves, quietly and out of sight—but it was the perfect hunting ground for a serial killer who liked to visit his victims in their own homes and then take his time.

Adette gestured to her right, out along the bank. “Over there,” she said.

Matt looked at her.

“I knew where he was when I woke. When he…”

“When he killed,” Matt said.

Her eyes were guarded.

“You’re going to have to tell me later how you do that,” he said. “Come on.”

He struck out across the snow, ax in his right hand. Adette walked beside him, still pale except for her nose and ears, already red with cold. Occasionally she nodded to the left or the right, and they veered. Matt tried to walk as silently as he could in the snow, but that was a lost cause. He blew out his breath in a long streamer of fog, as though he were a steamboat turned into a man, and reflected that the killer probably wasn’t out in this deep, bone-biting cold to hear him. He was in a wooden house, and if he was smart, if he was very smart, he was under a heavy wool blanket.

“Is it always this cold up here?” Adette hugged herself.

“Don’t know. I’m not from here.”

“Where you from?”

“Not here.” A few more steps in the snow, and he took a breath. “Adette, this night. I enjoyed—”

“Didn’t happen,” she cut in quickly.

“What?”

“Didn’t happen.”

He turned to look at her, saw her face flushed. Though that might have just been the cold biting at her cheeks. Not for the first time, he thought what a strange thing it was that a man and a woman could be so intimate, one nestled inside the other, yet so alien to each other also.

After a moment, he nodded. “All right.”

It had been a long time since he’d wanted entanglements, either. Perhaps she was like him, burdened with some terrible secret that kept her alone, some riddle that was uniquely hers. But Matt didn’t like riddles he didn’t have answers to.

“Your vomiting. And your vision. Dream. Whatever it was, back there in the stable. Tell me about that.”

“Nothing to tell.”

“Well, you don’t want to talk about sex. Let’s talk about the other thing on my mind.”

Silence.

He held on to his patience. Tightly. “Look. I’ve been following this guy for three days, and the pursuit already got me nearly killed last night. God knows what’s going to happen when I actually run into him.” Matt glanced down at his ax, at the keen edge of it, seeming even sharper in this cold. Despite his words, he had a pretty good idea what was going to happen. “I need to catch him before he kills anyone else.”

“Who are you?” she said.

He looked at her. She was lovely, standing there in the snow. He swallowed. “I’m the man who’s going to stop him. And that means I need to know what you know. If you know anything. If you aren’t just crazy.”

“Maybe I am crazy.” An edge to her voice.

He shook his head.

“That’s what you’re thinking. She’s just some crazy bitch. Carries a knife almost as long as her forearm. Out on those docks with no reason to be. Almost kills you for rescuing her. Fucks a total stranger.”

“Thought you said that didn’t happen.”

She seized his shoulder, and he stopped, faced her. Her breath in the air between them. Her eyes cold with anger.

“I’m not crazy,” she said.

Matt glanced at her shoulder, but if there was any rot there, it was hidden beneath her coat. Was that what he’d seen? That she was harmless, but might kill in a burst of madness? That there was evil lurking within her but for now it was only the smallest germ, not the full, raging plague he’d seen rotting Richard Oslo’s face off?

He took her hand in his, felt how small it was. How small she was. Despite himself, he blushed. She had felt… good… during the night. Small in all the right ways.

“You’re not crazy,” he said. “God only knows what you are. I sure don’t. I wish you’d tell me.”

She looked back at him for a long time without blinking or lowering her eyes. Then she swallowed. “Have to wait for the second date,” she said. Her hand left his, and she stepped past him. He watched her, standing with his ax in the snow.

A few footsteps from him, she stopped. Cocked her head to one side. “That one,” she said.

Ahead through the trees, the warm gold of a porch light against the kind of hulking shadow whose outlines were hidden by the dark but that could only be a house.

“All right.” Dropped to a whisper. “Let’s do this.” Tightened his grip on the ax.

[image: Image]

There are different kinds of silence. There’s a silence that is a shared thing, a comfort. There is an uncomfortable silence between lovers, a silence loud as a hurricane wind, sweeping into each of their hearts and knocking everything loose from its place, tearing as it goes. There is the old, dead silence of a place long abandoned. And then there is the empty quiet that comes after the rasp of death in the throat.

This house had that kind of silence.

The windows of the house were dark, all but one upper room, probably a bedroom. He tested each step, putting his foot down, careful not to make the porch creak. Adette came up behind him—on his left so as not to encumber his ax—and he could tell she was holding her breath.

Matt placed his hand on the doorknob, gave her his “Are you ready?” look, saw her small nod. Her eyes wide.

He turned the knob.

Nothing. Locked.

He let out his breath slowly. Of course it was locked. What reason anyone living had out here to lock their doors, who knew. A killer, on the other hand…

“I don’t suppose you know how to pick a lock.” He mouthed the words, almost a whisper.

Adette shook her head.

So he could break the door, or knock. Matt considered the stout wood. Knock it was, then.

But even as he lifted his left hand to rap at the door (his left, so that he could keep a tight grip on the ax in his right), the knob turned and the door swung open. Matt stopped with his hand half-raised, staring. All the breath sucked out of his body.

The woman who stood there, silhouetted against the light from the hall—he knew her. He knew her. This was a woman he had spent years of his life with, a woman he’d carried in his arms to bed and with whom he’d imagined having children. A woman he’d loved.

It was Janey.


8

But not Janey as he remembered her. Her face was distorted, the skin peeling loose from her cheeks to reveal rot beneath. Her eyelids bulged outward from her eyes and the lower eyelid squirmed. Even as Matt watched, a few maggots wriggled out and fell to land on Janey’s cheek. His stomach twisted, and the evil that radiated from her body was like a screech against the edge of his mind.

“Like hell,” he gasped. Lifted the ax.

His dead wife’s eyes widened in shock. She swung the door shut, slamming it right into the blow of Matt’s ax. The wood cracked and splintered viciously. With a shout, Matt shoved his boot against the door, rattling it, and pulled his ax free. Swung it again, again, chopping the door apart. His blood loud in his ears. That wasn’t his wife. Couldn’t be. Something was using her face, like a mask. Grief and rage choked his throat, and he swung the ax furiously.

Adette shouted something at him, but he ignored her. In moments, he had his hand through the gap he’d torn in the door, and he was fumbling for the deadbolt. He wrenched the door open, nearly ripping it from its hinges, the rage hot in his blood. But then he was gazing down a dark hallway, and his first impulse to charge in swinging his ax died. He took a breath, stepped over the threshold, ax lifted and ready.

“Careful,” Adette whispered, over and over like a mantra. “Careful, careful.” Her knife was out and it glinted in the starlight reflecting off the snow.

“Shhh.”

Janey. This thing—person—if this was the person he hunted—it—he—had stolen Janey’s face. His Janey.

He hadn’t known he could be this angry. The fury clenched about his heart.

He tried to still the roar of blood in his ears, held his breath. He needed to listen. A footstep, another man’s breathing: that might tell him where his quarry had fled. His eyes on the dim hall, he crouched and, one at a time, removed his boots. Behind him, Adette did the same. Then slipped quietly down the hall, his palms sweating around the haft of his ax. Adette stayed close at his back, her breathing fast and shallow. He could almost smell her fear. A door to his right, dark. He peered in cautiously, ax held high and ready. The outlines of sink, toilet, shower curtain. He gave that curtain a hard look, thinking of his ax. Took a step forward, ready to bring the ax down through that curtain like the wrath of God.

Only a flicker of movement to his left warned him. He dodged. A fist went by his ear. A grunt from Adette, a glimpse of her doubled over from a boot to her gut. Matt swung the ax at that silhouette in the hall, but the man caught his wrist, and he was strong. Pulling Matt forward, he slammed his back into the wall of the stairwell. Matt didn’t let go of the ax. He could hear Adette wheezing, hear his blood thunder in his ears, see the glint of the killer’s eyes in a round face.

Andy’s face.

He knew that face.

It was Andy.

With one hand the killer fought to wrest away his ax. His other hand took Matt by the throat and squeezed. The world went gray, fading. Matt kicked wildly at his assailant. A brief glimpse of cold eyes. Maggots writhing over the killer’s wrist, wriggling sickly against Matt’s hand where he clutched him, trying to break the killer’s grip on his throat. Matt weakened, his sight failing.

Then a shout from the killer and he leapt back, releasing Matt to slide down the wall to the floor. He lay there clutching his throat and heaving for air. His throat and lungs were fire. Someone leapt over him and, glancing up, he saw two shadows racing down the hall, and the flashing glimpse of a blade.

Crucifix Girl.

Raggedly, he breathed in huge gulps of air. Forced himself up onto his elbow. Get up. He had to… get up. Had to help Adette.

A loud crack—wood striking wood—at the back of the house.

Then she was at his side, as though summoned by his thoughts. Getting her shoulder under his arm. Helping him to his feet.

“I’m fine,” he muttered, taking in great gulps of air. “I’m fine now. Where is he?”

“He ran,” she said simply.

Matt looked at her in the dark. In her right hand she held that ornate knife. Dark blood dripping slowly from its tip. She’d cut him, at least.

Matt could still see Janey’s face… and Andy’s… so clearly in his head. What the hell. “I’m going nuts,” he whispered.

“Join the club.” She stepped into the darkened bathroom. Matt heard the rolling of toilet paper. Then she stepped back into the hall, swabbing the knife clean with the paper before crumpling the bloody paper and tossing it to the floor. Matt stared at it a moment. Wondered suddenly whose home this was, whose door he’d broken.

He glanced down to the kitchen. Put his finger to his lips.

Adette shook her head, mouthed the word Gone.

He moved down the hall anyway. He tried to step quietly, but the old floorboards creaked and complained beneath his feet, each step loud as an alarm to his ears. Breathing quicker, he walked faster, deciding stealth was useless.

When he entered the kitchen, he felt the blast of cold and understood. That sound of wood clacking against wood: that had been the back door.

The killer had escaped him.

The door still swung loosely, having been thrown open with force. In that sharp rectangle cut out of the world, Matt saw snow and cedars and footprints leading toward the trees. And a few dark spots on the snow, blood pulled from Oslo’s body by Adette’s knife. Matt leaned back against the fridge, felt his hands shaking from the adrenaline reaction. Lowered the ax. “Damn it.”

“Footprints.” A hushed whisper. “We can follow him.”

“Maybe.” Matt sighed. God, he was tired. “He’s been careful so far. He’s probably already covering any trail now that he’s under the trees. Come on.” He pulled a small roll of blue plastic from his pocket, unwrapped the rubber band that contained it, stowed the band in his pocket, rolled out two pairs of medical gloves. Handed one to Adette with a solemn look. Already he had chopped a hole in the front door, and he’d have to swab the doorknob clean of fingerprints; he might as well take care not to leave any more. Out in this remote place, who knew how long it would take before someone realized a killer had been here. Certainly not until morning. Maybe not for days. But Matt didn’t need to take chances.

Adette slipped the blue gloves onto her hands, her face troubled.

“He left in a hurry,” Matt said. “Let’s check for the victim and find anything Oslo might have dropped, anything that might tell us where he’s heading next.”


9

The stair was steep, its top lit by the glow from a light in one of the rooms upstairs. Matt tapped Adette’s shoulder lightly, then started up, each step creaking beneath his weight—loud as a gunshot in the silent house—until his face was damp with cold sweat. He felt a rush of old, remembered fear. A child’s fear of an empty house and dark things lurking in it. What if the killer hadn’t left? What if he had doubled back, crept up there, to wait for him? Matt’s grip tightened around his ax. No. No prints in the snow had led back toward the house. And if there was something up there, waiting for him, it would have his ax to deal with.

Adette followed, the creak of her steps a heartbeat behind his as they crept up the stair.

The door to the master bedroom was open, spilling golden lamplight out into the cold hall. Matt steeled himself and stepped into the doorway.

The room was lavishly furnished for a mountain house—a king-sized bed with a wooden frame that was draped with hand-crafted quilts, a case filled with rare and leather-bound and pristinely stacked books, a silver decanter on the nightstand that looked as though it belonged to the Romanovs. Beneath the bed was a great Turkish carpet, filling the entire room—one of those hand-woven pieces brought back by honeymooners or tourists.

And on the bed, a nightmare.

A body so drained of color that Matt took a step back. He could see clearly the bruises around the puncture wound in the throat. A set of handcuffs lay open by the dead man’s shoulder, and his hands had been folded sedately over his breast, though Matt could see the discoloration on his wrists from where the cuffs had been snapped too tight. On the edge of the bed, a medical bag tipped on its side. On the carpet, a discarded needle, a long tube, and a large cup or bowl. Matt realized it was a chalice—like a cup used for ritual—except that it was wood, not stone or clay. The insides of the cup were stained dark, and there were still a few swallows of dark fluid in it. Matt looked at it in horror.

Adette leaned back against the wall, shaking. “Richard,” she whispered. “Oh, Richard.”

Matt took a few steps to the bed, gazed down at the drained body. Shook his head and mouthed the words, I’m sorry.

He hadn’t stopped the killer in time.

That was on him.

That was always on him.

But he didn’t have time for moping. He had to find Oslo. And first, he had to find something warmer to wear than these overalls. A double door across the room looked like it might open onto a closet. He strode across the room. Gave the handles a hard yank, then another, and the door popped open.

“Jackpot,” he murmured.

A walk-in closet. Heavy winter coats. He pulled one down, tossed it to the bed beside the body. “Put that on,” he said. There was a dresser in the closet. He pulled the drawers open quickly. Socks. Shirts. Jeans. Threw two pairs of those to the bed. His gaze dropped. One pair of rubber boots, one pair of hiking boots. They’d be big for Adette and probably for him, as well, but they’d do. Drier and better than what they had. He tossed the rubber boots onto the carpet, took the hiking boots for himself. You couldn’t move very fast in rubber boots.

At a quiet sigh, he looked up. Found Adette kneeling on the rug. She had taken up the wooden chalice, cupped it between her hands like a bowl of soup, was lifting it slowly to her face. He could see a few spoonfuls of blood in the bottom.

“Adette?”

Her gaze was fixed on the bowl and its contents. Matt stepped toward her. And then, right before his eyes, the skin of her arms cracked open, suppurated, began oozing pus and tiny, crawling things. The smell of it filled the room, sickly and sweet, a wrench at his belly.

Matt’s eyes widened.

He struck the cup with the back of his hand, sent it flying from her fingers. It rolled across the Turkish carpet, the blood emptying swiftly over the fine threads of wool and silk, slow and thick like dark syrup.

“What the hell?” She hissed. Green, steaming rot ran liquid from between her teeth, running over her chin like milk.

Matt kicked the cup farther away. “No,” he said. Quietly.

Adette’s gaze darted to the blood on the carpet. Then she shuddered. She backed into the corner and drew her knees up under her chin, her eyes dark and furious. After a moment, her arms healed, the raw bloat of infection fading. The wounds scabbed over and became fresh skin. The steaming decay dried on her lips and chin, then evaporated away like a mud puddle in the August heat. Leaving only Adette behind.

It took only seconds.

“Go away,” she moaned.

“I’m not going anywhere.” Matt sat on the edge of the bed by the body, watching her. Thinking fast.

“No. Go the fuck away. You have no fucking idea what it’s like.”

“What what’s like? Make sense.”

She just trembled. For a moment Matt wanted to go to her and comfort her, but he didn’t have time to be gentle with her feelings. He had to finish this. Tonight. Carefully, he cut through the twine around his overalls with the edge of his ax, then stripped them off. Dressed swiftly in the warm, clean clothes from that closet.

“At the door,” he said, “what did he look like to you?”

“My mother.” She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes.

“That’s a nice trick,” Matt muttered.

“His victims have to invite him in. He wears a mask so they will.”

“That’s messed up.” Matt chewed the inside of his cheek a moment. Thinking. “So he gets you to see him, that way, like someone you love, so you’ll open the door? How does he do that? Some kind of hypnosis?”

“He has.… There’s this thing. He found it in the desert, in Iraq somewhere.”

“An artifact,” he murmured.

“I saw it once. After he got back. A lion carved out of stone.”

Matt had seen enough to know that the world most people believed to be safely and even crushingly mundane was littered with ruins of a more supernatural past. He glanced at his ax on the bed. Splicing apart fact and myth was not as easy as most people supposed.

“That’s why you thought I might be him out on the dock,” Matt realized. “Because he wears other people’s faces.”

“Usually faces they know. You looked familiar, but… I was just scared.” Her voice went very quiet. “I’m always scared now.”

Matt wondered what that must be like: months trailing someone who could look like anyone. Who might look like someone you trusted or someone you loved. Or someone you’d passed on the street.

“Okay,” he said. “An artifact from another place, an old place. And it lets him look like other people, people we remember, or people we regret. That piece of rock didn’t make him a killer, though.”

“You don’t understand,” she said, and there was pain in her voice. “He wasn’t always this way.”

Or you want to believe that. But Matt suddenly remembered Andy, how he had changed when Mr. Dark got to him. How an impulse that wasn’t evil in and of itself had become twisted and corrupted into a drive to kill and destroy.

“He went to the war as a surgeon,” Adette said softly. “Army. The youngest in his unit. He was so proud, and I was so proud for him. When he deployed I made him a cake in the shape of a cadaver—I know that sounds sick, but he loved it. He cut it open with a scalpel. It was just us two, he never had many friends. We ate half that cake, and then had a food fight with the rest, just like when we were little.

“He thought he could patch people up. They needed a lot of patching up in Iraq—their people and ours. But he didn’t come back the same man.”

“No one does,” Matt said. There had been men in his town who went away to war. When they came back on furlough, they’d all had that haunted, serious, earnest look.

But none of them came back as serial killers. Or face-changers.

“He really didn’t. The first time he… The first time he killed, I was there. I caught him. He said he’d seen what was inside people and it was red and beautiful, and if they would only let him inside, he would…”

After a moment, Matt prodded: “He would what?”

“Give them peace,” she whispered.

Matt considered her. “He was your lover.”

She laughed quietly, bitterly. “He was my brother.”

Matt stared at her.

“My twin.” She rubbed at her eyes as though exhausted. “I’m older than I look, Samaritan. You didn’t think I was a virgin in the barn?”

“Not polite to ask a woman her age,” Matt said.

“Thirty-one,” she said. “I just don’t look it. Richard is my brother, and—”

“And that’s why you’re connected. Why you know when he kills. Why you have those dreams.” Matt had heard of such things: the connectedness of twins.

She nodded shakily.

Matt glanced at the spilled cup, his mind working fast. She didn’t just know when he killed. She felt it. Felt—what he felt, maybe. Keenly enough to want in on it. His stomach turned.

“You’re hunting him. With a knife. So you do want him dead. Why?”

“Because I can’t bear it,” she whispered. “It’s like driving on black ice. You can’t see it. Can’t know when you’ll lose control and slide and crash. But you know it’s there. Beneath you. Waiting.” She glanced up at him, and the look in her face tore at his heart. No wonder she had made love so desperately in the barn. Anything to hold her mind back from that abyss of despair.

“At first,” she said, “it was so much worse because it was new. I’d feel it, like a surge of… like a drug, a dark need overwhelming me. And I thought… I thought for sure I’d end up killing someone. That I’d just walk into the next apartment, kill someone, and drink. Just to make it stop. And I… I got so good at controlling it. For a while. But now it’s too much. It’s just too much. He’s killing so often now. And I’m sliding, sliding over the ice, Samaritan.” She closed her eyes. “Stop me. I don’t want to.” There were tears in her voice, but none escaped her eyelids. “I don’t want to.”

“You won’t, Adette. Stay on your feet.” He gripped her shoulder. Anger, a slow burn in his chest. The evil he’d seen in so many faces—he’d seen how it destroyed not only lives but hearts and souls. Twisted once good people into devourers and carriers of rot. He couldn’t let that happen to her also.

Matt needed information. He stepped away from her, took the medical bag, upended it. A clatter of objects onto the bed: a mirror, pens, two scalpels, a dog-eared Stephen King novel, a stethoscope, a Swiss Army knife, four credit cards under different names (none of them from recent victims), a pair of lace panties, a pair of socks. Matt turned these items over in his gloved fingers, shook his head. None of this was helpful. None of it told him where Oslo might be going. A map with destinations circled would have been useful and considerate of Oslo to leave behind, but no such luck. For a moment Matt peered inside the bag, wondering if he’d missed something. An inner pocket, or… no. Nothing. And no exotic desert artifact, either, whatever one of those looked like. But of course there wouldn’t be. If the artifact was empowering Oslo’s face-changing act, he probably kept it on him.

If it even existed. He cast a doubting glance at Adette, then tossed the bag aside onto the Turkish rug and rubbed his temples. Think. He had to think. The killer could be anywhere by now. Hell, the killer could be anyone by now.

Matt stopped, his eyes widening. No, not “anywhere.” I know where you are, you bastard.

He knew what he had to do.

Matt glanced at Adette, then swept up the cuffs from the bed and grabbed her wrist. A snick of cold metal, and she was gazing in horror at her wrist shackled to one leg of the heavy bedside table.

“What?” she cried.

“Wait here.” He couldn’t trust her. Couldn’t risk her, either. He was the one who saw maggots in men’s faces. That made this his job. More than that, his purpose. If he was right, he wouldn’t need her help to find her brother, and he could return for her after he did. Matt grabbed his ax from the bed, a tool his grandfather had used to chop up nothing more evil than an especially resistant knot in a block of wood.

“Unlock this! I’m coming with you!”

“No, you’re not.” He didn’t look over his shoulder. “I will come back after this is done. I promise.”

“Samaritan!” she screamed as he strode to the door and through it. He heard her kicking wildly at the floor, heard her shouting after him—“Samaritan! Matt! Matt!”—but he kept walking. Took the stairs two at a time. No more innocent deaths.
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Opening the back door a few inches, he gazed out at the wood. Watched the trees for a few moments. He didn’t see anything, but he was certain he was right. He turned and strode with purpose toward the kitchen.

He doesn’t move after a kill, she’d said. He stays with the body.

And that medical bag, the equipment, that cup of blood upstairs. Spilled now, dark on that Turkish carpet, soaked in like dye. Expensive carpet, one that probably village girls had woven by hand in some distant place in hills whose names he didn’t know. Something that had taken a year to make, an hour to buy, a moment to destroy.

Oh yes. He knew where the killer was.

That cup of blood. He hadn’t been done with the body. Not yet.

Matt didn’t bother to flick on the kitchen lights. By the faint starlight through the window, he made his way to the fridge, pulled it open. Took him only a second to find what he needed, then an opener from one of the kitchen drawers. Then he was back to the door, a cold beer in one hand, his ax in the other. He thought a moment, then set the ax aside, propped against the wall by the door. For this to work, he’d have to leave the ax behind. And he’d have to make damned sure he made it back—for both the ax and Adette. He got the keychain from his pocket, opened the beer.

Smelled good.

Focus, Cahill. He looked out through the window again. Under one of those cedars within sight of the house, but only God knew which one. He took off his medical gloves and tucked them in a pocket. Swung open the door with his foot and staggered out—deliberately lurching a bit as he walked out into the crunch of the new-fallen snow. The bottle cold in his hand. His head down, watching his feet, as though placing one step ahead of the other took effort. In this snow, he would rely on his ears.

I must be insane. This will never work.

Didn’t have any better ideas, though.

He swayed uneasily, step after step, toward the dark thickness of cedars. “Ah God,” he moaned. Slurring his words. “Too much. Too damn much. You sick bastard…”

He stumbled to the left, caught himself. Took a good swig from the drink. Yelled toward the dark, snow-heavy conifers. “Come on out, you fucking coward! Come on out!”

No answer from the cold trees.

Very well. Showtime, then.

He lurched slowly into the wood, every sense alert. He felt the heat and aliveness of his body, as high on adrenaline and other chemicals now as it had been when he slept with Adette. He took another drink, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Keeping up the pretense. The killer probably didn’t buy it.

But he might still attack a pursuer who was stumbling unarmed through the trees.

If there was one thing Matt had learned from the past months of hitchhiking and bloodshed and survival, and from his endless hunting of Mr. Dark, it was this: anything can be a weapon.

He kept a tight grip on that beer. Peripheral glances, scanning the wood around him. The killer could come at him from any direction, and he couldn’t see in every direction at once. The snow beneath his feet was loud, the only sound in the night. Under the trees it was quite dark, a shadowscape of dim silhouettes. A chill went through him.

He almost didn’t see the branch swinging at his head.

Almost.

He got his arm up just in time, blocked it, and in one smooth, sober movement, swung the beer bottle at Oslo’s head. The killer no longer wore Andy’s face, but another face, the one Matt had seen by chance across a traffic-choked street, a face not from his own past that must be the killer’s own. Blond hair, eyes blue like chips of ice, square jaw, absurdly handsome features. Scandinavian.

Oslo snarled and ducked, the bottle catching him behind the ear, but only a glancing blow. He ducked back, and Matt followed, the bottle still clutched in one hand, intact. With his other, he caught hold of the branch. Oslo yanked on the branch and swung a left hook, and Matt dodged it, but his foot slid in the snow, and the bottle sprang away into the dark. Matt stumbled but came back up in a quick crouch.

Oslo wasn’t there.

Through the roar of his own breathing, his own blood in his ears, Matt heard footsteps in the snow, receding toward the lake. Damn it. The man was running.

Matt surged to his feet. Took off after Oslo in a run, dodging low branches and half leaping, half stumbling over snow-covered roots. Running through trees in the dark. Only the thickness of snow beneath his borrowed boots kept him from cracking his foot against some outthrust rock, or worse. He wished furiously for his ax, but there was no time to go back for it. He’d relied on surprise, had seen his chance and taken it. And he’d missed. Likely Oslo would have one hell of a bruise on the back of his head, likely he was a little dizzied by it. But he was on his feet and fleeing.

And he would not get away.

[image: Image]

Hunter and hunted. Maybe that was how it would always be. Maybe that was who Matt Cahill was now. The one who hunted the hunters. The one who kept men and women safe in their meadow.

Oslo sprinted out of the trees and onto the ice at the lake’s edge, sliding and catching himself on his hands, and then on across the ice, running along the shore. Out where only a fool would follow.

After a moment’s hesitation, Matt tore after him. Ran out across the ice, the killer ahead of him a silhouette dark against the pale winter night. The man was fast. And it was all Matt could do to avoid sliding and falling onto his back, where he might lie winded and helpless. He clenched his teeth and poured on more speed.

Oslo glanced back—again that chiseled, Viking face—and as he did, his left foot skewed to the side and he flipped over and down onto the ice with a crash. Even as he scrambled back up to his knees, Matt reached him. Seized his arm, slammed him down onto his back on the ice. One fist pulled back for a punch.

Matt gasped.

It was Adette’s face, gazing up at him.
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Adette.

Her pale, almost translucent skin, the jacket torn half from her shoulders when Matt had wrenched at her arm, zipper tugged down, the soft swell of her breasts half bared to the cold. No bra.

“Damn you,” Matt whispered, shaken. One side of her face was moving, squirming, the maggots alive and teeming just beneath her skin, as though her skin was a thin veil tossed onto boiling water. Even as Matt stared down at her, his hand numb with cold but still gripping her arm, her cheek tore open and a few of the white larvae wriggled out, moving over her skin.

“I don’t think so,” Matt snarled, his chest clenched and hot. “That doesn’t work on me.”

She smiled, though the smile didn’t touch her eyes. With those delicate fingers, she unzipped her jacket a little further, letting him see more of the roundness beneath. “Aren’t I fuckable, Matt?” she whispered.

“Stop it.”

“You were going to kill me. Kill me.” She frowned, pouting her lips. That, even more than the maggots, betrayed that this wasn’t her. Matt couldn’t imagine seeing that petulant, schoolgirl-fantasy expression in the real Adette’s face.

“What’s the matter, Matt? What are you waiting for? You must have killed a girl before.”

“Shut up,” he said. “Just shut up.” His stomach turning. He lifted Oslo from the ice, slammed him back down, the crack of his head against the ice. Adette’s face laughed, and suddenly her knee was in Matt’s gut, and the heel of her hand shoved against his chin, hard, and flipped Matt over. It was fast. His tailbone smacked into the ice and he cried out. The world went white with pain. After a moment, he saw the man who looked like Adette bending over him. Grinning.

“You’re as much a killer as I. I can always tell.” Adette’s face melted, became one face after another, faces of those he’d killed, those who had rotted as he watched, those who had died beneath his ax or beneath a tire iron or beneath whatever was at hand. But always the maggots writhed beneath the skin. Matt breathed in through his mouth, avoiding the scent, gasping against the pain. Half-dazed, he still noticed things. Such as a bulge in the killer’s jacket pocket. Some object, the size of a cell phone.

Except maybe it wasn’t a cell phone.

The killer’s face was Andy’s again. “I see it in your eyes,” Oslo said, in the voice of a man who’d been Matt’s friend. “How many, I wonder? You’ve taken all their lives. Men, women. Taken them all and turned their histories into melting clocks, then nothing. Nothing but dead flesh at your feet. And you know what the irony is?”

Gasping for breath, trying to wall out the pain as he rolled half onto his side, Matt definitely couldn’t have cared less what the irony was.

Andy’s face grinned. “The irony is you see so little. Me, I’ve ended lives. I drink them in, understanding fully what they are and who, what they’re capable of. Seeing all the faces they regret. You, on the other hand, you see only their last decay. You don’t see into the heart, do you? I take on that responsibility. I am a doctor, euthanizing the evil. You are only a butcher.”

“Man, will you shut up.” The first shock of the pain was dulling. Clenching his teeth, Matt lunged, grabbed the killer’s jacket. “You don’t get to wear my friend’s face,” he gasped. And tore the object out of the killer’s pocket. In an instant, Andy’s face was gone, and Matt saw again those Scandinavian features. In his hand, Matt held a rudely made, stylized lion carved from stone, small enough to hold in his palm. An artifact from the desert. An artifact that changed faces. Oslo was staring at Matt’s face, his eyes wide.

Matt didn’t know what horror out of his own past Oslo saw in his face, what mask of his own dead. He didn’t know who he looked like to Oslo, while he held that stone lion in his hand.

But he had a pretty good idea what Oslo felt about whatever he was seeing.

Oslo sprang away as though he’d touched a hot stove, crouched a yard away with his hand up. His mouth opened in a silent scream.

“Guess your ghosts are worse than mine,” Matt said. He got to his feet, wincing. Stood there a moment until the pain was bearable and he could move again. Oslo’s eyes were round with terror, but he leapt at Matt with a shriek. His hands grasped Matt’s arm, wrenching Matt down and sending the stone lion skittering across the ice. That artifact that had lasted God knew how many centuries hit the water and vanished with a quiet plop. Gone.

Oslo’s face went dark with fury, whatever nightmare he’d seen gone the moment that lion left Matt’s hand. Now he and Matt rolled, struggling, with the lake’s dark and hungry grasp only a few yards away. It was a quick, brutal fight, two men punching, digging in with their fingers, the killer’s teeth tearing into Matt’s hand, a yowl from Matt. Not a duel or a boxing match, just two men doing their best to damage each other.

Matt went for broke and slammed his knee into the bastard’s groin. With a wheezing grunt, the killer curled up, and Matt pulled his hand free. Staggered to his feet. His eyes livid with fury, Oslo aimed a kick, tried to sweep Matt’s feet. Matt dodged, but the killer came after him, fast, bowling his body into Matt’s legs, grappling, knocking him down hard on the ice, a shock of fresh pain as his bruised tailbone hit, stealing away Matt’s breath. The ice creaking beneath him, the water dark and cold and far too close. The killer was on top of him, trying again to get his hands on Matt’s throat. Matt shouted and bucked, fought to flip him over again. Cold fingers closed over his windpipe. Blue-ice eyes right above his, eyes that belonged to no face but Oslo’s own, eyes that were hungry and fierce and without warmth.

A blunt wooden club smacked hard into the killer’s temple. Oslo sprang away, gasping, one hand pressed to his head. Adette followed him, Matt’s ax in her right hand, the table leg still cuffed to her left wrist, one end splintered and broken where she had wrenched it free. She’d clubbed Oslo with it. Now she let the broken leg hang from her left hand, transferred Matt’s ax from her right to her left, and slid her knife free of its sheath at her hip, the eager sound of steel against leather. Her crucifix knife flashed in the dark. She leapt, stabbing down, Buffy-like, at Oslo’s chest. Yet he ducked aside as smoothly as a bird veering in the air, grasped her wrist, wrenched her toward him.

Matt surged to his feet.

“Matt!”

Adette threw the ax clumsily just before the killer drove his fist into her solar plexus, hurling her back onto the ice. For an instant the ax was in the air between ice and sky.

Matt caught the haft, solid and heavy and reassuring in his hand. He spun on his feet, bringing the blade swinging toward the killer’s belly. His whole arm and his shoulder felt the impact.

Richard Oslo’s eyes went wide. For a moment he just stared at Matt. Then glanced down. The head of the ax was buried in his intestines, his blood flowing black over the cold metal. Matt held the haft, panting. Richard’s face went white. Slow as a cedar falling, he crumpled to his knees. Blood poured between his fingers as he moved them feebly over the wound.

He glanced up. That same madness in his eyes. “But you won’t even drink from me,” he rasped. “So pointless.”

He fell to his side on the ice.

Matt clenched his teeth and wrenched the ax free. The sound as sickening as the maggot-stench of the dying man. He stood staring down at Oslo, and suddenly he was tired. Bone tired. He let the ax fall from his hand. The ring of its blade against the ice, the dull thud of its haft. He watched Oslo bleed out, his blood like a pool of dark syrup on the ice. Oslo just clutched at his wound and curled up, his eyes round and desperate. After a moment, Matt bent and took up his ax again. Heard a soft noise from Adette behind him, perhaps a sob.

With a grimace, he aimed for the throat. Swung the ax.

And ended it.
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Adette crawled to her twin’s body on her hands and knees, dragging the table leg behind her. Took him in her arms, the blood from his throat pouring down his chest and over her hands. She kept whispering his name.

Matt stood silently by, leaning on his ax, wishing he could sleep for a week. When he saw the shiver go through Adette’s whole body, heard the small, almost silent moan low in her throat, he sighed and straightened.

“Adette.” His voice very soft. And very quiet.

The soft hiss of her breath. She lowered her head to her dead twin’s throat, and her small tongue lapped at the wound, like a cat’s, licking up the blood dark like wine. The hair fell in clumps from the back of her head—though only Matt noticed—and her scalp cracked open in a long spine of sores running from the top of her head down her neck. Wriggling, hungry things squirmed out from the cracks in her skin. Worms, maggots, all the things that feed on the dead. One worm coiled about her ear like a piece of jewelry. The stench from her ripened.

Yet he crouched beside her, a hand on her arm. “Bernadette, don’t. Please.”

She shivered and glanced up. Her eyes were dilated. The rot was intense, like stumbling on a deer that had died in a ditch by the road and been left there for days. He refused to choke on the stench. He stayed there, gripping her arm, holding her gaze with his.

“Adette.” His voice firm. “You don’t slide on the ice. Not today.”

She gazed back at him for several beats of the heart. Then she drew in a shuddering breath and pulled away. Her lips dark with blood. She drew her sleeve over them. Her pupils shrank, became normal again. Her scalp was again covered in her thick blonde hair. The reek of her faded.

The frozen lake, the woods. So silent.

Then she scooted away from the contagion of Oslo’s corpse. She was shaking. Matt held out his hand to her, and after hesitating, she took it. Her fingers were small and cold in his. He gripped tightly, letting her know he was here.

“You stopped me,” she said. “I was going to…”

“He’s gone,” Matt said gently. “It’s over.”

She blinked back tears, and it occurred to Matt that through all the emergencies, the passion, and the terror of this night, he had not seen her actually cry.

“What if I hadn’t stopped?” she whispered.

Matt lifted his ax grimly.

You would have? She mouthed the words rather than spoke them, her eyes wide.

He nodded. His throat tight.

“Thank you,” she whispered. Gazed down at Richard’s body. “So long, I’ve felt—what he felt. The ecstasy when he killed. The madness.” Her eyes a sheen of tears. “It’s taken everything to hold back. From killing. From losing it.”

“Some things you lose, you can never find them again,” Matt said softly.

She looked at his eyes, then nodded.

There was nothing peaceful in Richard Oslo’s face, even in death. He didn’t look like he was sleeping, or like he was forgiven. He stared sightlessly at the sky, his eyes still round with horror, his mouth a grimace. Death was messy and it was brutal, even when it was quick, and Matt had seen plenty of it. This night had reminded him of just how many he had seen die. Some whom he’d feared, some whom he’d loved. He glanced at the lake, out where the ice thinned and became lethal, until finally it faded into water. Out where the stone artifact had vanished. “What do you think he saw?” Matt murmured.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said.

Above them, the sky was already pale with the dawn. They were very exposed out here, and there was blood on his ax. And there was a house behind them with a corpse in it and possibly traces that could point a cop in their direction. He would need to go through that bedroom carefully, and he’d need to get them walking back down that gravel road, keeping a sharp lookout for cars. And decide what to do about the victim. A call from a gas-station pay phone once they reached Darrington? Whatever they were to do, time was already sliding away.

“Let’s find a place to bury your brother,” Matt said, “and get back.”

“No,” she said. “So many years in the desert, in that barren place. He would have liked a sea burial.” She began pushing the body toward the water beyond the ice edge. “Help me.”
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It was a delicate business, sliding that body out to where the ice was thinner, without falling in themselves. In the end, Matt lay on his belly and carefully extended his ax over his head, using it to push the body out. Then the ice began to crack, and he crawled back hastily, grabbed Adette’s arm, and pulled her nearer the shore. The ice beneath the body and where Matt had been lying seconds before gave way, and Richard Oslo tipped and slid into the lake, his face disappearing last, those eyes glazed already in death and empty as though he had become one of his own victims. Then the water closed over his head, and he was gone, a vampire given a coffin made of dark water, and there was only the crack and creak of the ice. Adette watched him go, then flipped her knife into the water after him. It vanished as though it had never been, as though there’d never been a reason for it.

Matt pulled Adette to him on the thick ice near the shore. He lay there holding her, feeling her clutch him tightly. She was shaking. Not from fear, he knew.

“You don’t ever have to kill,” he whispered to her, rubbing his cheek against her hair. She smelled clean, she smelled right. No trace of rot. Whatever yearning for blood had infected her, it had gone under the water with her brother’s corpse. “Not ever, Adette. It’s all right. It’s all right now.”

She lifted her face. Kissed him fiercely, and her lips tasted of blood and salt, tasted of tears at last.

“I would have k-killed him. I wanted to. I wanted to, Matt.”

“I know. Shhh. I know. I know.”

“Just hold me,” she whispered.

He crushed her to him. Held her, the sobs shaking her small body. For the moment there was only the warmth of her and the trembling of her and the cry of one human being for another’s comfort, and everything else—the darkness of trees, the cold air, the flat tombstone of the sky over them—it all faded. Only the ice beneath them remained real, cold under Matt’s side. Life is a fleeting dance on dark ice. And every day the ice breaks just a little more beneath our feet, yet we keep dancing. That’s why life is precious. That’s why it’s beautiful. That’s why it’s worth protecting.
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