
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: Image]


[image: Image]


The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

Text copyright © 2013 Stella Green
THE DEAD MAN logo is a registered trademark of Adventures in Television, Inc.
All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

Published by 47North, Seattle

www.apub.com

EISBN: 9781477867822
Cover design by Jeroen Ten Berge




CONTENTS

Editor’s Note

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Editor’s Note:

This book contains details that might spoil the surprises in The Dead Man novels Ring of Knives, The Dead Woman, The Midnight Special, and Colder Than Hell. You might want to read those books before this one…though it’s not necessary to know those stories in order to fully enjoy this tale.


CHAPTER ONE

A yellow jacket was circling Matt’s fourth cup of coffee. He’d been shooing it away for the last half hour, but the creature wasn’t giving up. When a woman leaving the diner smiled and offered him a newspaper, Matt took it, intending to roll the Provo Times into a flyswatter until he spotted the headline “Miraculous survival turns tragic.” That could have been the title of Matt’s life story. Coincidence? Probably not. The article was partly obliterated by a murky stain, and was unreadable under the cheap fluorescent bulbs. The yellow jacket finally got to taste the wonders in the cup because Matt was out in the sunlight reading about the teenage mountain climber who had fallen into a crevice and survived eighteen days. His rescuers couldn’t feel a pulse, but he surprised them by reviving during the helicopter ride to the emergency room. The EMT trainee who practiced CPR on the climber for forty-two minutes was given an award.

A few weeks later, after all the celebrations were over, the young man had begun insisting that some of the people around him looked like monsters. He had even chased the mailman away with a baseball bat. Afraid his hallucinations meant he was suffering from a head injury, his mother had checked him into a hospital. The hospital moved him to the psych ward, and now he was fighting to prove his sanity and gain his freedom. Matt suspected that the teenage climber saw what he saw: the evil inside a person appearing as putrefied, reeking flesh—usually on the person’s face. Ever since Matt had come back from the dead, he could see and smell the rot. The more decay, the closer the person was to committing some heinous act. He avoided talking about it because he knew it sounded crazy. Could the teenager prove what he saw wasn’t a delusion? Matt didn’t think so, but it seemed important to get to Denver. Maybe he could help. A stay in a mental hospital for another man like them had ended in a bloody mess.

[image: Image]

“No.” The admissions clerk looked at Matt with glassy, tired eyes. She seemed sad and so weighted down by her troubles that sitting upright took all of her energy.

“Would you check again?”

She looked rattled by the request, but agreed. Matt carefully spelled the climber’s last name for the second time while the clerk typed into her computer.

“No. No patient by that name.” She sighed, relieved that she had accomplished the task.

Matt pulled out the newspaper and slid it across the counter.

A worried expression appeared on her face as she realized he wanted even more effort from her. After slowly smoothing the pages, she read using her finger to follow the words.

“Oh.” When she raised her head, she had a slight flush and she looked at Matt carefully, as if he had suddenly become interesting. “How do you know him?”

“I’m just a friend.”

“A good friend?”

“Good enough. Is there a problem?”

She sat up a bit straighter and hesitated, as if she was trying to come up with the right words. “I’m afraid your friend is dead. He committed suicide a couple of days ago.”

Matt got the feeling she would be telling this story for months to come. He didn’t care. “What happened?”

“Well, he jumped off the balcony. From the seventh floor. Such a shame.” There was no sadness in the words, only excitement. She paused and then asked, “Do you want to see where he landed?”

Matt must have looked surprised, because she quickly added, “It’s been cleaned up.”

Back outside, Matt moved quickly off the medical center grounds. The sad little ghoul at the desk hadn’t done anything to improve his opinion of hospital employees. He was free to move on, but for the moment, there was nowhere to go. Even if there was, he didn’t want to leave because he still felt that he was meant to help somehow. Matt decided to visit the young climber’s family.
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Their home was a sweet little A-frame near the forest. Before he rang the bell, Matt noticed the peeling tan paint around the door. The house hadn’t been shown any love for years. The button moved reluctantly, like it wasn’t used much. Just as he was about to give up and walk away, a twenty-something man with a shaved head opened the door. His tight muscle shirt showed off hefty biceps and black chest hair. On his forehead was a moldy green sore the size of a dime. A small spot of rot like this one might not be a problem, but Matt knew it could grow quickly. He caught a faint whiff of decomposing flesh.

“I just wanted to tell all of you how sorry I am…”

“Fuck off!” The sullen man spoke with a heavy Russian accent.

From somewhere back in the house an older woman called out, “Please, please wait.”

A plump, silver-haired head squeezed into the doorway. “I’m sorry. Dmitri is a friend of my daughter’s. He’s still learning English.”

Dmitri was now dribbling tiny globules of a putrid yellow liquid from the spreading sore, which now covered his forehead. He looked like he might swing his weight to the side and crush the woman’s neck against the doorframe.

Matt knew that if the climber had lived here, he’d definitely been seeing monsters.

The mother invited Matt to stay for dinner. Because she had a fermenting Russian at her house, Matt agreed. Inside, two skinny female shapes emerged from behind clouds of cigarette smoke.

“This is Nadia—she’s our exchange student—and my daughter, Chloe.”

“Who this is?” Nadia’s low, throaty voice was deeper than Dmitri’s. She approached on stiletto heels as smoothly as if she were walking barefoot. Nadia’s dark eye makeup was heavy enough to have made Cleopatra proud. The bloodshot eyes and sallow skin hinted at a life of excess. She looked thirty-five, but Matt guessed she was really about ten years younger. At the corner of her lip was something that looked like a small cold sore. He was sure it would turn out to be something more.

“Mom! You can’t just ask some loser in. You’re so stupid!” A skinny teenager with blue streaks in her long black hair wobbled through the haze in high heels just like Nadia’s. The skin around her left eye was gray and cracked.

“She isn’t dealing well with her brother’s death.”

“He was fucking nuts. Said I looked like a zombie. Said I stink, too.”

“It’s the pain talking.”

Matt nodded, even though he was pretty sure Chloe wasn’t as broken up as her mother thought.

The Russians began to argue loudly in Russian like no one else was in the room.

“Talk English!” Chloe was on the verge of tears. Then she turned to her mother, yelling, “You ruin everything!” before running into the back of the house. A door slammed. The Russians followed her and the house was quiet, but not peaceful. The presence of the trio unsettled the atmosphere.

The daughter was in a pout and refused to come into the dining room for dinner, which left the mother running back and forth like a waitress. Matt felt sorry for her, but he was glad those three were in the other room, because the lady could cook. He didn’t need festering sores ruining the meal. After dinner, she fed him homemade apple pie with ice cream. Every time he tried to excuse himself, she brought out other goodies: beer, brownies, chips. Matt refused the food, but the mother nervously pressed him to eat while flitting around the room like a pigeon afraid to land.

During one of her trips to the kitchen, Matt slipped away and peeked through the now open door into Chloe’s room. Dmitri was playing video games with Chloe while Nadia, still smoking, talked endlessly on a cell phone. Dmitri stopped for a moment to squeeze Nadia’s puny ass. Then he grabbed Chloe with his other arm and stuck his tongue down her throat. Matt sat back down at the table. “What grade is your exchange student?”

“We were supposed to get a seventeen-year-old high school girl. We’ve done this before and it was always so nice. Inga from Sweden was just lovely. She still sends me Christmas cards. There was some sort of mistake and we got a college student this year. I told Nadia she has to leave in two weeks when the semester ends. Perhaps you’d like to stay for a while longer? I have an extra room now.” She looked sadly down the hall toward the bedrooms. “I’m sure my son wouldn’t mind.”

Clearly, she sensed the danger. After all he had seen, Matt knew she had good reason to be afraid, so he found himself agreeing to spend the night. The bed was comfortable, but Matt didn’t sleep well with the trio nearby. During the night the mother snuck into the spare room and settled into a chair near him. He pretended to be asleep. She began to snore within minutes, as if she hadn’t slept well for quite some time.

At breakfast the next day, Dmitri sat down with Matt and put his scabby bare feet up on the kitchen table. Then he grinned, showing his rotting teeth and black tongue. The man’s breath was rancid, like rotted meat. On Matt’s other side, Nadia and Chloe went through cigarettes and drank coffee. Matt held his breath and put down his fork. He loved scrambled eggs and hash browns, but these were ruined for him. Chloe began demanding the mother’s car keys so they could go to class. The mother scurried out of the kitchen as she refused, saying her daughter had a suspended license and had already wrecked her brother’s car. Chloe hurled a mug of coffee toward her. Fortunately, the mother had cleared the corner a second before and it just smashed against the wall.

The cold sore on Nadia’s face was growing. “Dmitri does not ride bus.”

A shiny green worm dangling off Dmitri’s lower lip squirmed helplessly until it fell onto the kitchen table. While it started wiggling across the surface, Chloe began calling her mother names. Matt didn’t know whether the mother loved her car or whether she was trying to protect her daughter from arrest, but he was convinced she wasn’t being smart. When Dmitri’s fingers inched towards a knife, Matt stood and offered to drive the mother’s car. It seemed a good way to get the bastards out of the house.

The mother’s old Ford was boxy and noisy, but the V-8 engine had plenty of strength left. With all the windows down to air out the car, Matt was enjoying the drive until he felt the cold metal of a gun barrel on his face. Dmitri pushed the pistol against Matt’s cheek so hard his teeth hurt.

“Let me guess: we’re not going to school.”

“She take student’s place.” Dmitri nodded towards Nadia. “Student visa and a free place to stay. Is good. Five thousand euros.” He held up his hand to show five fingers just in case Matt didn’t understand what a good bargain he’d made.

“Is not good. House is ugly. Food is terrible. Like making to live in Minsk. Why you waste time? Shoot him.” Nadia was almost growling.

“While he drives?”

They squabbled in Russian, pausing only to give Matt directions. As they fought, Dmitri pressed the gun harder and harder. His finger was on the trigger. Matt hoped he wouldn’t get any more excited.

“I hate it when you guys talk Russian! Let’s just get the money so we can go to the mall. We can kill him later.”

In the rearview mirror, Matt saw Chloe roll the one eye that still moved.

Ten minutes later, Matt was standing in a dingy alley next to a Dumpster while Dmitri and Nadia wrapped his wrists and ankles with duct tape.

“Shoot him. Is easier.” Nadia’s cold sore now covered the lower half of her face, and one cheek was so decayed that her yellow teeth were exposed.

Anther Russian argument broke out. Matt had a feeling he was alive only because Dmitri wanted to prove that Nadia couldn’t boss him around.

Before Nadia covered his eyes with duct tape, Matt glimpsed gloves and black ski masks in the backpack. It looked like a bank was about to be robbed. Dmitri’s face had transformed into a Halloween mask of decay. Chloe’s gray, cracked skin had shrunk around her skull, and amber pus oozed from the fissures. They shoved Matt face-first into the trunk, took his duffel, which contained his grandfather’s ax, and sped off. Whoever was driving hit a speed bump and several potholes. Each impact was followed by maniacal laughter from the front of the car.

The trunk was, at least, large. Among the reusable grocery bags and flashlights there was also a small pink tool kit. It was the kind sold in hardware stores around Valentine’s Day just in time for husbands to disappoint their wives. When his fingers found pliers, screwdrivers, and a small utility knife, Matt was grateful to hopeless husbands everywhere. When the car came to a rough stop, he rushed to cut the tape, and gripped the blade, ready for whatever came next. Instead of opening the trunk, the trio walked away. After the sound of Nadia’s stilettos faded he kicked out a taillight. A bag lady who noticed Matt’s hand waving from the hole gently opened the trunk, standing behind her shopping cart like she was afraid something was going to spring out at her.

Matt did jump out, utility knife in hand. “Thanks.”

“Why…”

“You should get out of here.” Matt handed her a twenty. The woman seemed to know good advice when she heard it because she tucked the money in her blouse and continued on.

As soon as he grabbed his duffel, Matt knew the ax was gone. The bag was too light. The idea of the ax being used for a robbery made him much angrier than having his lips ripped up by duct tape. This was the ax that had saved him and others over and over. It was solid and true, and it held good memories in its smooth handle. Across the street was a bank. Assuming the robbers were already inside, he pushed through the door of the closest business with the idea of asking the owner to call the police. But there was Dmitri, waving Matt’s ax in the face of an elderly man who looked like a skinny Santa Claus. All around him, display cases full of jewelry sparkled under the light. Matt’s first thought was, Oh shit. He didn’t normally stumble into things, but losing the ax had thrown him off his game. Nadia, easy to spot in her tight T-shirt and black pants, leveled a gun at him.

Dmitri grinned, and yellow pus dribbled down the black ski mask. “Look who has come. I tell you stay in car.” He started to laugh. The elderly owner saw an opening, grabbed a shotgun from under the counter, and blasted Dmitri in the back.

The girls and Matt dove for cover. Matt already knew how much bullets hurt. He crawled to Dmitri, who was twitching on the floor, and picked up the ax, which Dmitri had dropped when his spine shattered. While Matt used Dmitri’s pant leg to clean the blood off his ax, the owner fired again and took Nadia’s head completely off. Matt wondered if Chloe had the sense to stay down. She didn’t. Her run for the door was stopped when Matt used his ax to trip her. She went flying into the glass door and bounced off. A heavier person might have shattered it, but there wasn’t even a crack. Swinging the ax a second time, he knocked the gun out of her hand. Matt turned to the kind-faced senior, who was aiming the shotgun at Matt’s forehead. “You should call the police now.” Matt pointed to Chloe. “This one’s just a kid.”

The jeweler chewed his lip for a moment before lowering the shotgun. Something in his eyes convinced Matt that he had enjoyed shooting the robbers and he wanted to plug Matt, too. When the owner reached for his phone, Matt headed out, hoping the man wouldn’t mow down Chloe if she tried to escape. He might be fine with killing a girl. This Santa had a mean streak.
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The cops described Matt as a person of interest. He supposed the store owner had told them that the robbers recognized him. The little gang had destroyed the obvious cameras, but one of the two hidden ones caught Matt’s startled profile as he dove behind the engagement ring counter. He’d been hiding in the woods ever since.
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Matt blinked awake, gripping his ax before he was fully conscious. He wasn’t sure what had woken him up—the state park was quiet. He heard some crackling twigs, an owl calling, and then a human moan. It was a sound of pleasure. He tried to sleep, but he couldn’t, because even though the lovers were trying to keep their moans and giggles quiet, they might as well have been screaming. Long after they went to sleep, he was awake, missing Janey and wondering again why he’d been brought back from the dead.

In the morning he spotted the couple. She was a shapely blonde with small tattoos on her shoulders. He was a lean, young man with a classic army hair cut. Matt wasn’t intentionally spying on his neighbors at the camp. He was keeping an eye out for rangers and cops, just as he had done everyday for the last few weeks.

Hours later Matt was lying on a boulder letting the afternoon sun burn his face while the wind whooshed through the aspens, sounding like water rushing in a stream. He liked Colorado, but winter was coming, and without gear he couldn’t continue at the park. Over the sound of the trees he heard the blonde laughing. She had been at the campgrounds for only a day, but Matt knew the sound of her laughter.

The warm rock was not only comfortable, it was a fine perch for viewing the road into the park. Matt sat up and continued his surveillance. A moment later, the woman’s laughs became shrieks. Rolling off the boulder, he ran toward the screams and found her backing away from two small brown bears that were staring intently at the sandwich in her hands. She lobbed the sandwich, but they kept coming as if they believed she had more food. The bears were maybe a year old, just teenagers really, but they were still strong enough to cause damage. Next she threw her water bottle at them. It was all she had left. The half-empty bottle bounced off the larger bear. It sniffed the plastic and swatted it. The rolling bottle became a toy as the bears batted it back and forth. When one of them chomped down on it, the game was over and they continued advancing.

Matt leapt in, waving his arms and the ax at the bears. They looked at him with curiosity, and the smaller one backed up. When he threw a rock and hit the larger one, it growled at him, but as Matt advanced with more rocks, both of the young bears slowly retreated. There was a quick stop to tussle over the sandwich before they trotted into the woods. The woman had gathered more rocks, but they were unneeded. Because she was trying to help even though she was shaking from fear, Matt took her rocks and threw them after the bears anyway. It seemed the right thing to do.

“Oh, thanks! You saved my life!” She grabbed him with a big hug. “I’m Cheryl.”

“I’m Matt. I don’t think they were out to kill you. They’ve been scrounging around the garbage containers so long that they think that’s what bears do. Maybe we scared them off for a bit.”

When her husband, Jeff, returned from the river with a couple of trout, Matt found he had a new friend. Pan-fried trout and beer for lunch was a treat compared to the way Matt had been eating. He had a bit of money, but there were no stores out here. The animals weren’t the only ones foraging for food. While they ate, Cheryl told Jeff she wanted to move on in the morning. He tried to coax her into staying, but she was more interested in finding some indoor plumbing. When Matt asked for a ride, they couldn’t have been happier to help him. He offered to sit in the back of the camper, but Cheryl laughed at that idea, so Matt pulled a baseball cap down over his head and slouched until they crossed the Colorado border.

Cheryl was a looker. Her wide-set blue eyes gave her face a doll-like quality, but her toned and curvy body was all grown up. A few exuberant curls framed her face, while the rest of her fine blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail. When she told Matt that she was a dance teacher—ballet, hip-hop, Latin—he wasn’t surprised. Her dream was to open a dance studio in San Bernardino and teach kids. Jeff, who was driving the truck with a contented look on his face, didn’t seem to be listening. If Cheryl noticed that he had tuned out, she didn’t care. With her left hand resting on her husband’s thigh, she focused the rest of her attention on Matt, twisting so she could see Matt’s face. “You’ll probably think this is funny, but I used to coach cheerleading.”

Matt imagined her bouncing around in shorts teaching silly rhymes and shaking pom-poms. Funny was not the word he would have used. Sometimes her voice got high and squeaky when she was excited, but Matt figured Jeff had no trouble putting up with that. He knew because he’d been like them once. At first Matt thought his second life was chaotic and random. Now he had a strong sense that he was building toward something. Although, when things went sideways, like they just had in Denver, he had doubts.

However, for the moment, he was watching Cheryl demonstrating her moves in the truck cab. Matt could think of worse ways to pass the time. Usually he caught rides from truckers who were either lonely and talkative or silent. Matt wasn’t picky if the ride was free. Cheryl continued, telling him how she and Jeff met at a friend’s barbecue in Yellow Springs, Ohio. Then Jeff proposed and suggested they move to San Bernardino, where his uncle lived. Cheryl was thrilled about getting married and leaving snowy Columbus for California, even if it was just San Bernardino.


CHAPTER TWO

Eventually the flow of words from Cheryl began to slow because she had told her short life’s story all the way up to her wedding, which had occurred last month. Now Matt was trying to dodge her questions. After Matt explained that his wife had died of cancer, Cheryl’s big, blue eyes turned sad. Then she flushed, seeming embarrassed that she had brought up something she assumed was painful. She told Matt about the year and a half during Jeff’s last deployment when she and Jeff wrote back and forth and used Skype, as if their separation could compare to Janey’s death. “I was so afraid he wouldn’t come home.”

“I’m sure he doesn’t care.” Jeff smiled at her.

It didn’t work. Cheryl seemed to think ceaseless talking could undo any damage caused by opening up an old wound. What she didn’t realize was that Matt actually liked talking about Janey. After all the chaos and death of the last couple of years, he wanted to remember her. Her memory kept him going. If Cheryl had given him a chance, he would have told her about Janey. But listening was fine, too. The simple story of a young couple falling in love was, well, normal. He fell asleep to the sound of her voice like it was a lullaby.

He woke up to Cheryl’s voice, too, but it was louder and high-pitched now. Matt didn’t know how long he’d slept or exactly where they were, but the terrain had changed to desert and rocks. Off to the east he could see a giant wall of brown clouds traveling across the horizon like a wave. The clouds swirled and boiled as the storm rushed toward them. Dried, dead plants and gravel were flying across the road. The wind around the truck was so strong that the vehicle swayed, so Jeff slowed down. Matt wondered if it was some creation of Mr. Dark’s.

“It’s like something out of a movie.” Jeff pulled off the road.

“I’ve read about these. They’re called haboobs.” Cheryl pronounced haboobs slowly, with an emphasis on the last syllable, boobs.

Jeff immediately began to laugh, and after a second of hesitation, so did Matt.

Cheryl looked hurt, as if she had heard too many dumb blonde jokes. “No, really. It’s an Arab word for a really bad sandstorm. Sometimes there’s a rainstorm afterwards and sometimes it’s just nature blowing dirt all over everything.”

“Well, why don’t they call it a really bad sandstorm instead of a haboob?” Jeff was enjoying his new word.

Cheryl poked him in the ribs and said, “Well, I don’t know, but that’s what it’s called.”

Jeff squirmed from being poked in a ticklish spot and put his arm around Cheryl. “Okay, haboob. Come and get us.” She held his hand and their tiny spat was over.

As the storm got closer, they could feel the wind battering the truck and making whining sounds like it was trying to get inside. Even with the windows tightly closed, there was a taste of earth in the air. The wall’s color changed to a dark yellowish tan that blocked out the sun.

“Oh, look at that poor man!” Cheryl pointed across the highway. Outside in the wind a man was walking along the highway. He had a long walking stick and a Mexican blanket wrapped around him, covering his face. He must have been looking down, using the road to guide him, because looking into the sandstorm would have been painful. He probably didn’t even know the curtain of sand was so near. “He won’t be able to breathe when that thing hits.”

Jeff barely hesitated before reaching for his door handle.

“You picking him up?” Matt reached behind for his ax, which was in his duffel.

“There’s a bit of space in the trailer. He could be some homeless old vet. Do you know how many homeless vets there are?”

Matt didn’t answer. He was thinking about how many evil bastards there were. In the last two years he’d seen so much evil that he pretty much expected trouble. It was a relief when he didn’t find it, but of course that just meant it was waiting for him around the next corner. Well, he’d know about this stranger soon enough. Matt just needed a good look at the guy’s face. If there was a bit of rot, the guy wasn’t getting a ride, even in the back. Matt carried his duffel, leaving the ax hidden inside. If this man was just a lost soul, he didn’t want to scare him into refusing a ride, but Matt wasn’t going to meet him without a weapon handy.

As Matt and Jeff rushed over, the wind lessened enough for the man to hear their offer of a ride. Even after glancing at the quickly approaching wave of dust and sand, he didn’t seem anxious to take them up on it. First he stared at Jeff’s face for longer than was polite. Still silent, he turned to Matt and carefully looked him over. When their eyes locked on each other, the Stranger looked surprised. Matt knew he had been recognized, but he didn’t remember this guy. From a distance the man’s long hair and beard made him look old, but as Matt got closer he realized the man was in his early forties. The only reason he had been hunched was to protect his eyes from the windstorm. As soon as he heard Jeff’s voice, the man stood up tall with a slight bend in his knees, as if he wanted to be ready to move. It was a fighter’s stance. At the same time, his grip on the walking stick changed from underhand to overhand—the proper grip if you were going to use it to bash someone upside the head. A fistfight between the two of them could go either way. Matt was more solid, but he could tell the sinewy wanderer was tough and strong. He looked like a man who won more than he lost. Matt recognized the look because he had it, too. There was a calm fearlessness to him. In Deerpark, Oregon, the small lumber town where Matt had grown up, fighting was a necessary schoolyard skill, and Matt’s abilities had improved greatly since then. It was a different kind of fighting now. People died.

Matt stepped closer, with his hand on his ax handle, waiting for any sign of aggression, but the man’s body stayed relaxed and the walking stick didn’t move. There was a good-looking, even-featured face under all the scruff. With a shave and a haircut, he’d be presentable. The eyes were bright and alert. Maybe it was the silvery hair at his temples or the dirt on his face, but the man’s eyes seemed brighter than normal.

“I’m Jeff. This is Matt. We’ve got a bit of room in the back.”

The Stranger didn’t offer a name. He only nodded. Everyone was choking from the dust, so they moved quickly. The Stranger hopped in gracefully. Clearly, the walking stick was unnecessary. It was three inches thick along its length, with a heavy handle and a heavy silver cap on the end. You could easily kill with it. When Matt looked up, the Stranger was watching him with an expression of curiosity. It was if he expected Matt to say or do something and Matt had surprised him. After Jeff handed the man a bottle of water, the Stranger shut the trailer door in their faces. Jeff looked at Matt and shrugged.

Back in the cab of the truck Matt tried to figure out how the Stranger recognized him. When Matt had first come back to life after being frozen for three months, his picture was all over the news, but two years had passed. The attention span of the public was much too short for anyone to remember that. The Colorado police had a photo of his profile, but the Stranger was looking at him full on, right in the face, when he seemed to recognize Matt.

Jeff explained to Cheryl that the guy in the back seemed okay, just not very social. A moment later, the truck was swallowed by the haboob. They could see nothing except the tan-yellow color of the storm. The sun was blocked, and Matt had the sensation that they were submerged in the earth. Everyone’s eyes were red and teary, and they breathed in gritty dust. Cheryl turned her face against Jeff’s chest, but Matt was sure it wasn’t going to help. He missed having someone to ride out storms with. He wondered if that could ever happen again or whether he would he end up like the Stranger hunkered down in the back. The man’s presence was unsettling. It reminded Matt that he should get away from this nice young couple before something went horribly wrong.

As soon as he could see the road again, Jeff began driving toward the mountains and away from the storm. Slowly, the air cleared. Traveling along steep mountain roads, they watched the red and purple cliffs change colors in the light. The scenery seemed even more amazing after being in the dirty haze, and Matt thought about all the beautiful country he had seen since he left Deerpark. If only he hadn’t seen so many horrors along the way.

“Shouldn’t we tell that man where we’re taking him and ask if he wants to go?” Cheryl asked.

“Naw. I’m not leaving him out here in the middle of nothing and nowhere,” Jeff answered. “The old guy is probably asleep anyway. We’ll let him rest.”

Matt suspected the Stranger preferred being in the middle of nothing and nowhere, and he was absolutely sure he was not asleep.


CHAPTER THREE

The Fill ’er Fast truck stop’s faded sign still had the outline of a large arrow even though someone had climbed up the pole and done his best to make the arrow look like a penis. The vandal had used inferior paint, so the sign now featured a hazy and poorly drawn penis with a red arrow inside it. Matt wondered what type of business would just let that graffiti fade rather than fix the sign.

Three men were standing together smoking near a gas pump. They wore cowboy boots and spoke Spanish. Two of them were lean and young. The third had a paunch and a long, old-fashioned mustache. The fat man’s iPhone rang, and when he answered, the outline of a gun handle showed under his shirt. The other two had guns carelessly tucked inside waistbands. Their tight Levis were clean, and all three wore heavy, expensive-looking watches. Whatever they did, they were prosperous. Just as Jeff parked next to a gas pump, salsa music began blaring from the store. Matt looked at the face of the man closest to them. One eyeball was hanging down from the socket. It had turned black, and it swayed when the man moved his head. The truck’s gas gauge was on empty. No choice but to stop. Matt grabbed his duffel. “I’ll get it.”

He shut the door quickly before Cheryl could climb out, too. It didn’t work. When Jeff stepped out to pay, Cheryl slipped out behind him. Then, of course, she danced to the music in her tight T-shirt and skinny jeans. The pretty blonde dancer had everyone’s attention. During the more athletic moves, her top and her jeans separated, showing her midriff. “I’m getting a Coke. Anybody else want something?”

Matt tried to talk her into waiting in the truck while he got her a drink, but she laughed at him and told him he didn’t need to do everything. While everyone was leering at Cheryl, Matt took a quick head count. Three by the pumps, four more inside the little station, and some vehicles around the corner of the building, which could mean even more men. All of them had a smirking, malevolent look. Matt spotted another gun handle. At this point he assumed everyone was carrying a gun. He considered opening up the back of the trailer and asking the Stranger to step out. An additional man would make his little group look stronger and maybe these guys would let Matt and his friends go on about their business. But what if the Stranger had sprouted his own boils of decay? Too risky.

The gas seemed to be flowing much slower than usual. As soon as Matt decided they had enough to get to the next town, he stopped, but Cheryl wasn’t back yet. Before he went inside after her he needed to check out whatever was on the side of the building.

“I’m heading for the john.” Matt swung his duffel over his shoulder. He wasn’t a fussy guy, but he wouldn’t have used a toilet here if it had just been submerged in bleach. The bathroom was locked, so Matt was spared whatever disgusting secrets it held. While he made a show of knocking and cursing, he checked out the vehicles. There were two jeeps and a truck with the logo “Top Star Moving and Storage.” Matt felt someone staring, and when he turned to look, he saw a man in the cab whose skin was covered in ants. They were hoisting bits of his rotting flesh and carrying them off. To where? Did they have an ant colony somewhere inside him? Matt’s childhood memories of watching his ant farm suddenly seemed creepy. Whatever was happening here, these guys were fully engulfed in evil—so much that Matt had no idea what they really looked like. Ant Man lit a cigarette. The ants seemed offended by the smoke and disappeared into a hole in his neck. The other man in the truck got out and walked toward the bathroom. Matt reached in his duffel for the ax, but he didn’t need it. The man unzipped his fly and took a whiz right next to the men’s room door as if the restroom sign were merely marking the proper location instead of an actual bathroom. They were so close that Matt could see wiggling white maggots riding down the urine like fish in a waterfall. Time to get Cheryl.

Matt didn’t rush in—the jewelry store mistake was still fresh. Looking through the gas station’s open window, he could see a heavy female cashier wearing a white wifebeater. She had a tattoo on her arm, which was obscured by a fuzzy black boil the size of a baseball. Stiff red hair, brittle from too many dye jobs, stuck out from under her dirty baseball cap. Four men were drinking beer and eating an assortment of jerky and candy. They, too, were decaying. Glops of corrosive pus and bits of flaking tissue dropped to the floor. The men were calling out to Cheryl.

“Hey, mama!” One grabbed his crotch.

“You lonely?” asked another.

“You like to party?” came from a third. Then he pointed to the cashier. “We’re not drunk enough to fuck Gloria.” He and the others laughed, but it was too long and too loud, like it was meant to be mean.

Gloria made a face. “Fucking pendejos!”

In response, one of them threw a full beer can, which hit the side of her face. Now she had a red mark to match her hair.

Cheryl was ignoring them and trying to pay, although Gloria kept refusing her credit cards. One of the men came close to Cheryl and whispered something Matt couldn’t hear. She jerked away, heading for an aisle. Another one blocked her with his moldy blue arm. “What you want? Anything I can do?”

Cheryl crossed her arms. “Yeah. You can get out of my way.” She tried to push past him. He dropped his arm, but only to grab her ass. Cheryl slapped him hard and fast, which made the others howl and hoot. The slap had excited them, not discouraged them. It was like she had started a game. None of them cared that Matt was watching. Before he could come up with a plan to distract them and get Cheryl safely back to the truck, she began screaming. Two of them were dragging her out of the store. Jeff ran toward her, reaching them at the threshold. He hollered, “Get off her!” When Jeff grabbed the closest man, another one shot him point-blank in the face. Jeff howled in pain as his face exploded in blood. He suffered for only a moment before the guy shot him two more times.

Matt’s fingers gripped the ax before the last shot. While he landed a hard blow against the shooter’s jaw, the Stranger burst out of the back of the trailer swinging his walking stick. With a sickening thud, the Stranger’s stick connected with the head of one of the men holding Cheryl. If the man survived, he wouldn’t remember his own name. Matt was relieved to see the Stranger hitting the other guys and not aiming for him. He would have liked a moment to check him for sores and decay, but another gang member drew a pistol. Matt knocked the pistol flying, at the same time smashing the small bones in the man’s right hand. Another blow with the flat end of the ax put the man on the ground. The Stranger hit one of the men holding Cheryl in his knee. The thug shrieked as his kneecap splintered and let go of her. One of the others shoved Cheryl back into the store before pulling out a large knife. Cheryl tried to run for the camper, but a gang member grabbed her arm and swung her hard into the ground. Matt hoped the fall didn’t dislocate her shoulder, but this wasn’t the time to find out. He faced the knife guy, ready to fight ax against knife, but the man held his knife by the blade and prepared to throw. The man’s confident smile would have looked better without the green globules dripping out of his mouth. Matt assumed he had thrown many knives and hit many targets. As he prepared to dive behind a body, the Stranger’s stick slammed down on the man’s wrist, breaking it. Matt turned to acknowledge the help and saw another man aiming a pistol at the back of the Stranger’s head. Matt threw his ax hard enough to make the guy stumble, and the bullet hit one of their attackers instead.

Matt scrambled to retrieve his ax, planning to then grab Cheryl, but the moving truck from the side of the building pulled up, and Maggot Whiz began to spray bullets from an automatic weapon. Ax in his hand, Matt rolled behind Jeff’s truck. The Stranger was right behind him. Three of the gang members dragged Cheryl and their wounded into the back of the moving truck. The door slammed, and there was nothing Matt or the Stranger could do. The truck squealed out of the Fill ’er Fast, throwing gravel and the smell of burning tires back at them. When Matt jumped up to get a better view of the fleeing kidnappers, bullets passed inches from his face. The remaining gang members were firing automatic weapons as they ran for the two jeeps. The violent storm of bullets continued for several more minutes, until, as if it had finally occurred to the men that no one was shooting back, the gunfire stopped. Matt wondered if they had figured out that they were the only ones in the fight with guns. One of the jeeps drove around to where Matt and the Stranger had taken cover. They dove under Jeff’s truck. The gang members hosed the truck with bullets but couldn’t get Matt and the Stranger, who were crawling out the other side. It was quiet for a moment. They crouched and prepared to leap for cover if a jeep swung by again. A harsh, unpleasant smell surrounded them. The truck or the gas pumps or both were leaking. He looked at the Stranger. “Gas.”

The Stranger grunted and pointed.

Under Jeff’s truck was a growing pool of gasoline. The jeeps squealed away, but before they did, Matt saw Ant Man take a cigarette out and flick it into the fuel. Flames immediately arose from the gas, spreading faster than Matt could yell, “Run!”

Matt grabbed Jeff’s motionless hand and dragged him away from the truck into the desert. The Stranger, still holding his walking stick, shoved Matt fiercely from behind. “Leave him. He’s dead.” Matt was about to explain that he didn’t leave people behind when the truck exploded and the nearest gas pump flew into the air. Sharp pieces of metal and burning upholstery landed all around them as Jeff and Cheryl’s possessions rained down. The other gas pumps exploded into the air in quick succession. Flaming debris fell on the station’s wooden building and set it ablaze. Matt looked at his duffel and felt a twinge of guilt that he was the only one left with his possessions, until he noticed that the Stranger had also managed to keep hold of his.

The cashier ran out, zigzagging through the flames, but she was encircled by the fire. Her wails of fear were a terrible thing to hear. Matt started back for her. Evil or not, he wasn’t leaving her to die like that. He heard the Stranger yelling at him to stop, but Matt couldn’t let her stagger around until she burned alive. Covering his face, he ran into the circle. As he began dragging her to safety by her good arm—the one without the boil—he felt something moving under his feet. His last thought was, Fuel tank. Oh shit.


CHAPTER FOUR

Matt knew he was asleep, and he wanted to wake up. His heavy body felt like it was pinned to the ground by gravity. He could smell a fire, and there was food cooking. A sharp little rock poking into his lower back hurt more than his head. If only his arms and legs would budge. The air was cool, and even without opening his eyes he knew it was almost dark. Because his eyelids seemed like they had been sewn shut, he had to sense these things. He pictured himself struggling to climb out of the snow, but then felt himself sliding down as everything faded away.

When he woke again, hours later, he forced his eyes open. The Stranger was sitting at a small campfire.

“How long have I been out?” Matt’s voice was thick, and he rasped out the words.

“A day and a half.” The Stranger handed him a bottle of water. “You missed dinner. I’d have saved you some, but I wasn’t sure you were going to wake up.”

“Gloria?”

“You knew the cashier’s name?” The Stranger raised his eyebrows. “It was fast. She didn’t suffer. Might have deserved to, but she didn’t.” He pulled some crackers out of his pack and handed them to Matt.

“I should be dead, too.” Matt brushed splinters of glass off his arm. They had been embedded in his skin, but his body pushed them out as he healed.

“Yep. But you’ll be up and about by tomorrow.”

The matter-of-fact tone in the Stranger’s voice rang through Matt’s battered head. He knew about Matt’s healing ability and probably had it, too. Matt was slowly accepting something that he had known all along: the Stranger was like him.

“Jeff?”

“He was dead before you dragged him through the desert. That was stupid, by the way.”

Matt could still see Cheryl’s terrified face as the gang members shot her husband.

As if he could read Matt’s mind, the Stranger said, “Those were some seriously bad guys.”

“Did you see their faces?”

“I see what you see. Probably Mexican. They were speaking Spanish the way Mexicans speak it. Probably coyotes, but they are likely doing more than smuggling people in. Lots of traffickers around here. Most of those guys are in the Mexican drug gangs. So that means drugs and kidnapping and tricking girls into prostitution by pretending they’re taking them to good jobs in the North. They’re violent and mean on a different level. It’s about intimidation. Everybody’s scared of them, so they do what they want and kill who they want. Jeff didn’t have a chance. We were lucky—especially you.”

“What happens to Cheryl?”

“Maybe if she plays along, she’ll get a chance to escape.”

Matt sat up and rubbed his lower back. “Plays along?” That sounded grim. It didn’t take much imagination to understand what the Stranger meant.

The Stranger threw sand on the fire. Then he put his rucksack down as a pillow, settled onto the ground, and pulled his hat down over his face. He was going to sleep.

Matt cleared the rocks away from his side of the fire and lay down. “In the morning we’ll go find her.”

“Why?”

“Because we can.”

“It’s his game. He makes the rules. You can’t win, and she will probably die.”

“Whose game?”

“You know.” And with that, the Stranger went to sleep.

Matt’s aching head needed sleep, too. He drank some more water and slept like the dead man he was.

The white-hot desert sun woke him up. The campfire was cold and the Stranger was gone, but a second water bottle sat next to the nearly empty one. Matt knew the Stranger wasn’t coming back. It was clear that he wanted nothing to do with Matt and his questions. Last night, with his head still swimming in confusion from the explosion, Matt had not been able to articulate his thoughts. The Stranger’s why? when Matt said he wanted to help Cheryl was a surprise that left Matt more confused than angry. Some things you don’t need to discuss. If your neighbor is in trouble and you are able to help, you help. If a guy is stuck in a snowbank or a ditch, you hook up your hitch and pull him out. If you’re the only one who knows a young woman has been kidnapped, you help her. This wasn’t complicated stuff. How could the Stranger just walk away?

Then there was the second part of the Stranger’s answer: It’s his game. He makes the rules. Matt was sure he meant Mr. Dark, the vicious creature who enjoyed bringing out the evil in people and pitting Matt against them like it was a game. He seemed to feed on the violence, but Matt wasn’t going to let Mr. Dark’s enjoyment of a bloody rescue stop him from saving Cheryl. He also wasn’t going to let the Stranger just walk away without an explanation. Clearly, he had information, maybe even answers about what had brought Matt back to life. The Stranger knew things about Mr. Dark, and Matt needed to know too. Starting with, What in the hell is he?

The hard desert ground didn’t show Matt any clues about the Stranger’s route. The desert didn’t give much of anything: no shade, no shelter, and, of course, no water. Instead it sucked him dry. The mountains, to the east, were the only source of shelter for miles, so Matt began walking into the sunrise. Even if he guessed wrong, at least the sun wouldn’t be in his eyes for long. A few hours later he was feeling the noon sun beat down on him. He hadn’t given himself enough time to heal. Since he had come back from the dead, he had come close to death many times, but usually he healed within a day or two. The explosion must have done more damage than he’d thought. Matt needed rest and he wanted water. This morning he’d drunk only the dregs of the first bottle. He was saving the second bottle of water, planning to drink some of it in the afternoon. It was hard to resist opening it.

He picked a point in the sky where he thought the sun would be in two hours. When the sun hit that spot, he would stop and drink some water. Every step sent pain upwards from his feet. It pulsed through his body like a drummer keeping time. The wind came up fast, blowing from the north, but it was a hot, dry wind. Dust and tiny leaves from desert plants blew into Matt’s eyes and stuck to his sweaty body. Sand and small dead plants were lifted up and swirled around him as the wind grew. Matt wondered if he was about to be swallowed by another haboob. The sand cut into his face and hands, giving him a new pain, so he wrapped a bandanna around his face and shielded his eyes with his hands.

The storm was so strong, he could feel it pushing him sideways while he struggled toward the mountains. He was going blind now, trying to correct for the wind and stay on course for the shelter in the east. It was tempting to drop to the ground and curl up into a ball, using his duffel to protect his face, but he was certain that if he stopped, his next death would be one where he was buried in sand instead of snow. At least the ice had preserved his body. This desert sand would dehydrate and shrivel him. His remains would just blow away in the next haboob. He focused on Janey and saving Cheryl to keep his legs moving. The sun traveled a considerable distance before he stumbled into a boulder and realized the mountains were near, so he used all of his considerable strength to push through the last hundred yards, counting off his steps. When he knocked his head against the side of a rock formation, it was the best pain he’d ever felt. He used his hands now, climbing through the formation and working himself into the center of the rocks. The air was still heavy with dust, but he wasn’t being cut by the sand.

He slumped down against a majestic outcropping, grateful for the rocks and his bottle of water. Above him he could see the hazy outline of black clouds being propelled by the wind. An hour later, lightning began to dart through the sky. Rocking thunder, which seemed unreasonably loud, followed it. The lightning continued its crazy dance as a hard rain poured down. The drops came big and fast. It was like being doused with a bucket of water. Matt shook his head, shedding drops of water and the dirt that the wind had deposited on him. The water bottles’ narrow openings were useless for catching rain. Instead, he lay down on the ground and opened his mouth wide to grab whatever moisture he could. Fifteen minutes later, it was over, and Matt moved uphill to a sandy spot with no muck. Well, the desert did give you things after all. It had a certain rough generosity. Grateful for the soaking, he slept.


CHAPTER FIVE

Matt woke to the Stranger tapping the bottom of Matt’s shoe with his walking stick.

“You’re a damn fool.” The Stranger sat across from him on a rock. “If you’d stuck to the highway, someone would have given your sorry carcass a lift.”

Matt had no argument. He felt lucky to have survived.

The Stranger held out a canteen as Matt slowly sat up. Before he could take it, he heard hissing on his right. It sounded like a hose with a bad leak. The Stranger dropped the canteen, but Matt caught it with one hand and grabbed his ax with the other. The Stranger used his walking stick to pick up a coiled rattlesnake and give it a gentle toss. The angry reptile continued to shake its tail for a few moments, but quickly made for the shelter of a rock as a hawk circled above.

Matt grinned. The desert clearly didn’t want him to get to comfortable or stay too long. “Why did you come back?”

“I had a feeling about you. That you’d just keep after me. You seem like the kind of dog that doesn’t let go of a bone…”

Sunlight glinted off the ax blade in Matt’s hand and directly into the Stranger’s eyes.

“That looks like a well-made tool.”

Matt handed it to the Stranger so he could take closer look. “It was my grandfather’s. My family has been chopping wood with this for eighty-five years.”

The Stranger tested the ax in the air. He nodded his approval and handed it back to Matt. With an easy, graceful sweep, the Stranger swung his rucksack over his shoulder and began walking.

There was no reason for Matt to ask if they were leaving—the answer was obvious. But would it kill the guy to say something before marching out into the desert? Matt stashed his ax and water in his duffel and caught up. As they walked, he began telling his quiet and unpredictable companion about his life. He grew up in a small town in lumber country and married his high school sweetheart, Janey. She died. Normally that was the end of the story, but Matt kept going because he was convinced the Stranger had a similar story of his own. He talked about the avalanche, waking up in the hospital months later, trying to go back to a simple life and the weird things he saw. “I had to shoot my best friend because he turned into a killer and I felt like what he became was my fault. Like I’d brought something dark and evil back with me.”

Just thinking about Mr. Dark had Matt reaching to touch his ax. “I’ve used my grandfather’s ax to kill. I never thought I’d need to use it on people, but I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve needed it to defend myself or someone else. I don’t hunt them down. I don’t want to hurt them. It seems like some of them aren’t even that bad, but Mr. Dark does something to them. It’s like he can make the little bit of bad in a person stronger until that’s all they are.” Matt didn’t look at the Stranger. He didn’t want to see the reaction yet, because even though he knew it was all true, talking about the past wasn’t easy for him. If he had guessed wrong and the Stranger thought he was crazy, Matt didn’t need to know that right now. But the Stranger just listened and walked. Matt had told bits and pieces of his tale to others, but never the whole story. How could he? Any normal person would just back away slowly or call a cop.

They walked another forty-five minutes in silence before Matt decided it was the Stranger’s turn to talk. “What is that? Cherry?” Matt pointed to the walking stick. He wasn’t making small talk. Matt was a lumberman who loved a good piece of woodworking. Timber had been his life. He liked to feel its weight and know its history. There was honesty in the simplicity of a fine piece of wood.

During the long pause before the Stranger’s answer, he seemed to be considering much more than just whether to tell Matt the species of tree. “Mahogany. Belonged to my uncle. He was a land surveyor until the Revolutionary War. Then he became a captain in the First Pennsylvania Regiment. After he was wounded he had a terrible limp. A blacksmith offered to make him a sturdy walking stick with a metal cap and tip. Weeks later my uncle and some others were riding out to inspect a bridge and map its location when they were ambushed by the British. When he ran out of bullets, my uncle fought with the walking stick. It saved his life, and he was able to ride back to warn his regiment. Afterwards, he went back to thank the blacksmith, but the man and his shop were gone. He asked around, but nobody in town even remembered the blacksmith…”

Again they walked in silence. If the Stranger’s uncle was in the Revolutionary War, the Stranger was much older than forty. Matt waited as long as he could before asking, “How long have you been doing this?”

“I don’t bother with time anymore.”

Matt grinned. The Stranger wasn’t getting off that easy. “How did you die?”

“We were mapping the Northwest Territory for the government. I knew it was dangerous. I figured the natives might get us, but in the end it was just snow. There was a storm like I’ve never seen before. Snow for weeks. The others died before me, so I took their clothes and wore them over mine. Made me look fat, but I was starving. I remember lying down just before Christmas and thinking about those roasted chestnuts my mother used to make. I could even smell them and feel them burning my hands, because I never waited long enough for them to cool. Then I woke up in the spring with a wolf cub chewing on my leg. I picked up my walking stick when I thought his mama might try to make me supper, but she sniffed the air and snatched her pup by its scruff. The rest of my party was gone except a few bones here and there. I thought I must have been dead, but I was something else.”

“What?”

“There’s no word for what we are.”

A screaming hawk and the light thudding of their feet on the solid ground were the only sounds. Matt considered the Stranger’s account. It was much like his own, but older. Northwest Territory? How long ago was the Northwest called a territory? Had the Stranger been traveling alone like this all that time? He had to know more than he was saying. Matt had met other dead people like himself, and they had all been psychopaths who helped Mr. Dark. It was clear to Matt that the Stranger wasn’t an agent of Mr. Dark’s. He didn’t want to rescue Cheryl, but he had been willing to fight to save her when she was right in front of him. And, of course, he’d saved Matt twice. It seemed that the Stranger belonged to no one.

“What about Cheryl?”

“It’s a shame. They seemed like nice people.”

Matt had only so much patience. “That’s it? Cheryl’s not dead yet.”

“Maybe.”

“You know, you and I could go get her. We were kicking ass at that gas station.”

The Stranger ignored him, seemingly lost in his memories.

“You helped me. Why not at least try to help her?”

The Stranger sighed, not in frustration, but in a sort of resignation. The sigh was heavy with something that had built for many years. “Every death leaves its fingerprints on you. You don’t know it yet, but the smudges become heavy. When you fight, you’re playing his game, which makes him stronger. The weapons get better and the killing gets easier, but it’s the same game.”

“What is he?”

“I don’t know. If I did, I could figure out how to kill him.”

“He can die?”

“I like to think so. I’ve tried. I believe I’m here for more than his amusement, to feed his need for bloodshed. But he’s grown stronger and more dangerous. I think my chance has passed. In the beginning he could control one or two people at a time, but now he can summon a small army. He is evolving. I think he was flesh and blood once, like we were. Violence and evil give him power. He uses that power to spread evil and becomes even stronger. It’s like a snowball rolling downhill.”

Matt grinned at the comparison—both of them had died in snow. He wasn’t sure, but he thought the Stranger had made a little joke.

“I’ve tried to kill him. Twice. The first time I doused him with kerosene and lit him up like a torch, but he didn’t burn up. It was like he was part of the flame—or it was part of him. He just laughed and danced through a little mining town while people screamed. Every few minutes he would stop and touch a building long enough to set it on fire. The old wood siding on those houses caught fire in seconds. I was running after him knocking on doors and carrying out kids, old people, and dogs. You’d have thought he’d get tired of it, but no, he set the whole town on fire.” The Stranger shook his head. “People lost everything right before winter set in.

“Later, up in northern California near San Francisco, I set a trap. Went out with a boat full of smugglers and thieves. I waited with those stinking, decaying halfwits until we were out near the Farrallon Islands, where the big sharks are. Then I started a fight with the scum, figuring it would draw him in. Once I knew he was on board, I scuttled the ship. Sank the whole damn bunch. As I was swimming away, he popped up next to me and grinned. At first he looked normal, but his teeth began growing until they were the size and shape of sharks’ teeth. Big ones. I could feel sharks all around me. Their skin was so rough, it made my hands bleed. The creature was laughing the whole time. We swam like that for hours. As we got closer to shore, three small boats of crab fishermen got caught up in the school of sharks. One of the boats was tipped over. Those men were dead before their screams faded away. The others who were still in their boats had to listen, knowing the same was about to happen to them.” The Stranger stabbed the ground with his walking stick. He drove it deep into the rocky soil. “It’s like trying to kill a ghost.”

Listening to the Stranger’s grisly history didn’t discourage Matt. Instead, he was more determined than ever to find Mr. Dark. Knowing he wasn’t the only one fighting back was good news. Even a reluctant ally was welcome. Here was a man with enough courage to try to defeat Mr. Dark. Someone else who wanted Mr. Dark dead—well, destroyed, because whatever Mr. Dark was, Matt was pretty sure he was already dead, at least by any human standard.

“How did you know I was like you? As soon as we met I could tell you knew somehow.”

The Stranger looked at him with a puzzled expression and then coughed out a laugh, the way people do when they’re surprised. “You never noticed your own eyes?”

Matt shrugged. He didn’t spend much time looking in mirrors. As long as his eyes didn’t bother him, he wasn’t going to be bothering them.

Stopping suddenly, the Stranger turned to Matt. “Look at my eyes.”

The desert sun was harsh and reflective, making it hard to see details, but Matt could see a thin ring of light around the Stranger’s pupils. It was subtle but easy to spot once he knew where to look. No wonder the Stranger’s eyes looked so bright.

“Do I have that, too?”

The Stranger nodded.

“Did you ever meet someone like us that was working with Mr. Dark?”

“Yep.”

“Did they have the rings?”

“Yep.”

“I didn’t notice.” Matt spoke softly, but the Stranger caught it.

“You didn’t even notice your own.” The Stranger grunted out a laugh. “I’m sure they tried to hide their eyes somehow. Whatever he is, Mr. Dark isn’t stupid.”

“I’ve seen him look surprised, though. A few months ago a man-made virus spread through a group of people stranded in a blizzard. Everyone heated up, burning hot and then acted crazy. I cooled one of them down in a lake. The man had been completely taken over by Mr. Dark, but when he recovered from the shock of the cold, Mr. Dark lost control of him. We could save Cheryl and then try to find the people who made that virus. It might be a way to get rid of him—at least weaken him and immunize people from him.”

The Stranger shook his head. He also walked faster, as if eager to leave Matt and his ideas of fighting Mr. Dark behind.


CHAPTER SIX

As the sun began to set, the desert light changed. Subtle colors that had been washed out by the earlier brightness became visible. There was a softness and majesty to the cactus and mesquite trees. Doves and quail began announcing themselves while they searched for bugs and seeds. A cottontail rabbit popped out from under a bush. The Stranger raised his stick, but the little rabbit scooted into a hole before he could reach it. Matt realized that he was hungry, and rabbit would have made a good dinner.

They walked on, both watching for a chance to catch dinner, but there were no more little bunnies. The one that had escaped only made them hungrier. Just before it became completely dark, they saw a structure in the distance. It was too far away to see clearly in the low light, but without discussion, they both trudged toward the building. Walking in the darkness was easy because the desert was flat and cooling off quickly. Still, it took them several hours to reach the spot, which was deceptively far off. Matt knew it was just another desert trick.

Even in the dark, the little shack looked lopsided. Boards were sticking up on the porch and one side of the roof sagged. Matt guessed it was an old hermit’s cabin. In this lonely location and barely standing, it wasn’t of much use. All Matt wanted right now was a bed—well, a bed and a rabbit—but he’d settle for a reasonably even floor. He doubted that the rickety place had more than that to offer. The little porch lurched and made a human-sounding squeal when both men stepped onto it. They waited to see if it would collapse before continuing. Matt was glad the place was deserted, because they certainly would have given themselves away.

The Stranger moved forward, opened the door, and stepped inside, letting the door bang shut behind him. As the door closed in his face, Matt shook his head. He didn’t expect anyone to hold doors for him, but the Stranger had developed some bad manners. When Matt entered, he sensed something was off. The Stranger had stopped a couple of feet inside the door. They weren’t alone in this hovel, but they couldn’t see well enough to figure out who else was there. Matt gestured for the Stranger to go to the right while Matt moved to the left.

A girl shrieked.

“Damn it. She’s got a knife and she stuck it in my arm.” The Stranger sounded more angry than hurt.

The girl yelled in a language that sounded like Spanish.

The Stranger answered her calmly. They spoke for a few minutes. Then Matt heard her moving. She lit a match followed by several candles.

The candlelight lit up her pretty face. In her hands she had a rough-looking little steak knife that she must have found in the shack. It was so dull and rusty that Matt was surprised she could break the skin on the Stranger’s arm with it. The girl was dressed in jeans and an embroidered blouse, with a red and yellow scarf around her neck. There was no rot, but she did look as fierce as a cute teenager could look. Matt had no doubt that she’d try to put that nasty old knife right through him if she thought it was needed.

“Did you tell her we’re not going to hurt her?”

“Yep. This is Maria. She thought we were coyotes. Still not completely convinced we aren’t.” The Stranger knelt down and pulled a scarf out of his rucksack.

Matt thought he was going to wrap his wound, but instead the Stranger ignored his bleeding cut and held it out to the girl.

When he reached towards her, Maria yelled, “Stay there,” in English.

He hung the scarf on the end of his walking stick and extended it so she could take the cloth. The Stranger easily could have knocked the knife out of her hand, but the girl didn’t seem to know that. She pulled the fabric close, spreading it out in her fingers like she was reading it in the candlelight. Matt could see symbols on it, and he hoped that they were friendly.

Instead of calming her, the scarf seemed to frighten her. She staggered backwards, staring at the Stranger and shaking her head in disbelief before dropping to her knees with her face buried in the cloth. When she looked up, her cheeks were covered with tears. “You are the White Jaguar. I prayed for help and the saints have sent you.”

“I’m not the White Jaguar. That’s a myth.”

“You speak Mayan. You have the walking stick, and”—she held up the scarf—“you have this. We tell our stories in our weaving. Why would you give me this and then deny it?”

The Stranger spoke to her in Mayan again, but she just shook her head and asked, “Have you forgotten us?”

The girl, still on her knees, turned to Matt. “You must make him save my sister. My family paid five thousand dollars to have me and my sister taken into California, but now the coyotes want more. They said if our family didn’t pay they would sell us as prostitutes. I ran away, but my sister is still there. Please! My family has no more money to send.”

“Did they use a white truck with the name Top Star Moving and Storage on it?”

“They made us ride in that truck.”

Matt realized that the men who’d taken Maria and her sister must be the same ones who’d taken Cheryl. He had heard about teenagers and even little girls being sold as sex slaves by Mexican gangs. He’d already seen Americans doing the same to American girls. Taking down the ring of sex traffickers in Breckenridge had felt great. Things had gotten bloodier than he would have liked, but with the police and the politicians running it, if he hadn’t stepped up it could have continued indefinitely. “I’ll help you. I think they have a friend of mine, too.”

The lost and anguished expression on the girl’s face changed to a doubtful one. She turned to the Stranger. “The White Jaguar must go.”

The Stranger yelled, “No. Damn it!” and marched outside across the creaking porch.

More tears rolled down her cheeks as Maria stared at the closed door. Matt also wanted him along for the rescue, but it wasn’t a deal breaker. However, the girl clearly believed that the Stranger was necessary and that alone, Matt would fail.

Matt caught up with the Stranger, who was headed into the desert. “Go back in there and tell her you’re coming, too.”

“I’m not.” The Stranger was staring up at the millions of stars covering the sky.

“Tell her anyway. Give her some hope. Let her at least sleep a bit tonight.”

The Stranger continued to look upwards. “I’ll tell you what. If I lie and tell her that I’ll try to rescue her sister, then tomorrow we take her somewhere safe and we both keep going—in different directions.”

Knowing he needed help, Matt tried one last time. “It’s not just Cheryl now. It’s also this girl’s sister and who knows how many others about to be sold as sex slaves.”

“At least they’re alive.”

“You bastard.”

“You’ll cause more harm than good. I know. I’ve tried.” The Stranger’s voice dropped off. He turned toward the dark horizon. “You ever see something so horrible that you think it might drive you mad?”


CHAPTER SEVEN

El Petén, 1924

Animals were screaming in the trees. The Stranger wasn’t sure if it was howler monkeys or a flock of scarlet macaws. The jungle on the border of Southern Mexico and Guatemala was lively; the rivers and lush green plants created a home for strange-looking creatures with huge eyes. Some, like the sloth, he recognized. Others were so odd-looking that he suspected no one had given them an English name yet. To avoid the deep mud, he was holding onto branches while he walked on the massive tree roots like they were stepping stones. He had nearly been bitten by a snake that twisted around the heavy foliage waiting for the unwary. The Stranger was on his way to the tip of South America, but even with his knowledge of maps and navigation, he struggled to stay on course as he hacked his way through the tropical forest. A Mexican girl had told him that “Guatemala” meant “land of the trees.” It was aptly named.

The cries of the fishermen being eaten alive by sharks had still echoed in his head when he started walking south from San Francisco with the idea of mapping a route to the Strait of Magellan. He knew it would be a long, punishing journey, and he was fine with that. Many years had passed and he was still going. The slow trip through Mexico had given him time to learn Spanish. There were so many dialects in Mexico—he couldn’t learn them all, but he could speak enough to get along anywhere in the country.

He was good with languages. As a child he had hoped to travel Europe and perhaps become a diplomat like Thomas Jefferson, but his father insisted he learn the family business of land surveying. It was an important skill in a new country with boundless frontier—even more so after George Washington, the most famous surveyor of all, became president. When he was older he was grateful for his father’s decision. What other respectable profession allowed a man to spend months in the wilderness instead of chained to a desk?

Most of the Mexicans he met were poor, but quick with an offer to share their food. In the 1920s, Mexico was an easy place to starve, and he declined their offers with gratitude and respect. Northerners like him were a novelty, which usually meant a small throng of children trailing him through villages. He didn’t mind their curiosity. Short conversations with children had become his main contact with people. It was enough.

More animals joined in the calls. There was agitation in the trees. It seemed like the whole jungle was leaping from limb to limb and crying out in panic. Half a dozen different birds were all calling out frantically. The screeching was definitely monkeys. Above him, he could see them shaking branches like they were shaking their fists at someone. He wondered what was scaring them. Was it him? Were they so isolated that a human could cause this much fear? He stopped and stood still next to a tree. The terror above him seemed to settle down, but it didn’t stop. The scent of moldering plants that enveloped the jungle was stronger, seemingly increased by the commotion. He listened for trouble. Except for a fuzzy brown spider that had fallen onto his arm, he couldn’t hear or see anything to worry about. With a quick movement he sent the spider flying back to the trees.

A few minutes after he returned to beating a path with his walking stick, a panicked mule deer nearly ran into him. Then he heard a human shrieking like the fishermen had. The Stranger ran toward the sound as fast as the jungle allowed, until he found the source—a jaguar dragging a boy. At first he thought the cat had the boy by the throat, but the animal’s teeth were sunk into the child’s shoulder next to the neck. When the jaguar saw the Stranger, it leapt eight feet onto a branch, still holding its prey, and began to climb up the tree, carrying the boy like he was a kitten. The big cat paused to growl down at the Stranger, then chewed the boy’s shoulder, causing fresh screaming. In Mexico, the Stranger had heard of these big cats, but it was rare to see one. He couldn’t help being awed by the beauty of its hypnotic spots and the power of its massive muscles.

The cat crouched, preparing to leap to a higher branch, so the Stranger jumped up and poked the cat hard in the ribs with his walking stick. Pain and surprise caused it to let go of the boy, who tumbled down from the tree. In one motion, the Stranger caught him and tossed him gently to the side as the cat growled and leapt. While it was still in the air, the Stranger cracked it on its head. The jaguar changed direction, but not before catching the Stranger’s upper arm with its claws and leaving a long, bloody trail of scratches.

Hitting the ground, the cat leapt a short distance away and turned to study the Stranger. Stunned and missing a tooth, it growled but seemed confused and hesitant to attack. Jaguars were kings here and the Stranger had upset the order of things. The cat snarled and growled again, but it was slowly backing up. Then it disappeared behind a wall of ferns and vines. There was no way to know if it was gone or just planning another attack.

After quickly looking the boy over, he asked the child questions in Spanish, but he spoke only Mayan, a language the Stranger had not yet learned. The boy’s wounds were deep. Still, the Stranger believed the boy could survive. He pantomimed eating and sleeping, and when the boy pointed out a direction, the Stranger picked him up and began moving through the rainforest as fast as he could. A few hundred yards later he heard monkeys squealing overhead and stopped to look behind him for the jaguar. As the moments passed, the Stranger became impressed by the boy’s stillness and quiet. He was clearly a child of the jungle who understood how to hunt.

Pink orchids swayed even though there was no breeze. Behind them he could see the cat’s yellow eyes. If it hadn’t moved, the Stranger wouldn’t have been able to see it, because its jungle camouflage was amazing. As if it knew it had been spotted, the cat climbed a huge cedar tree and crawled out on a limb to watch them.

The Stranger knew the jaguar would continue to follow them and eventually attack from behind. With the child in his arms, the Stranger would not be able to fight. He had to end this now. He laid the boy on the ground and faced up to the big cat. The engravings in the ruined temples that he had seen showed the jaguars as gods. He could understand why the people had worshipped them and he didn’t want to harm the big cat, but he had no choice. When the cat snarled at him, the Stranger took aim and threw his walking stick like a javelin. It slammed into the Jaguar’s soft stomach. The creature screamed in pain as it fell twenty feet, and then lay motionless. If it was only wounded, death would be slow and painful, so the Stranger smashed it over the head with his walking stick. He had no time to mourn the loss of the great cat because the boy was still bleeding.

When he stepped out of the jungle and crossed a small cornfield near a village, the men tending the corn stared. His bloody arm and the boy’s very bloody torso must have made for a startling sight. The child called out to them and they all rushed over. In spite of his wounds, the boy continued to talk excitedly as two of them gently took him from the Stranger. A third tried to take the Stranger’s rucksack. The Stranger held on to his pack, but when they indicated he should follow, he did so.

The Mayan men came up to his shoulder, but they were strong, lean men who looked like they were used to hard work. Tall, healthy-looking stalks of corn grew in the field they had carved out of the jungle. As soon as the other villagers spotted the boy and the Stranger, people began calling out and speaking rapidly to one another and the small village swirled with activity. The women were dressed in brightly colored clothes with complicated patterns. As they rushed about in the colors of the jungle birds, the Stranger struggled to take it all in.

An older man stepped out of a hut. He wore white clothes with a vivid scarf tied around his waist. His hair was black, but his skin was deeply furrowed with wrinkles. Villagers moved aside to allow him through. After listening to the child, he gestured toward the thatch-roofed hut. Without asking permission, he examined the scratches on the Stranger’s arm. In Spanish he said, “I am a priest and I will heal you.”

The shaman prepared a poultice of plants. It had an unrecognizable, bitter smell, and the Stranger didn’t want it applied because he knew he would heal quickly without the reeking herbs. He pointed to the child, but the shaman was clearly used to people doing as he asked. He paid no attention and continued to treat his village’s guest. When he smeared the mixture over the gashes, it was cool and soothing, and the pain began dissipating until it was only a dull irritation. While the Stranger sat, the shaman stood above him waving his hands and reciting an ancient prayer. Every few minutes he stopped to toss herbs on the fire. The smoky herbs made the Stranger calm and drowsy.

The villagers brought him tortillas, some gamey meat he didn’t recognize, and wine in a dried gourd. He didn’t remember falling asleep, but he dozed peacefully. In the morning light that filtered through the hut, he saw that the walls were simply straight tree branches tied together. Gaps between the poles made stripes of shadow and light along the dirt floor. He was surprised that the hut was so flimsy, but then he realized that he still thought like a man from a cold climate. In the jungle the spaces between the tree branches allowed cooling breezes through the hut, which was exactly what they needed here. Feeling a now familiar itch, the Stranger glanced at his arm and immediately slapped the mosquito that had just landed. A bit of blood smeared where the insect had been drinking. Of course, the mosquitoes, tarantulas, and scorpions found the gaps, too. The insects weren’t a problem for the Stranger because he would heal in minutes, but the villagers couldn’t escape them. The Mayans must be sturdy people.

A woman brought him tortillas and beans for breakfast. She wouldn’t look directly at him or acknowledge him when he tried to thank her. He guessed she was shy. Her serene face didn’t give any clues to her age, and even though her bright clothes were bulky, he could tell she was petite and curvy. While he was still eating, the woman returned with a beautiful scarf. She placed it near him and began to slip away.

“For me?” He laid his hand on the cloth, which was smooth and finely woven.

She paused and looked up smiling for an instant, then hurried off. There was something mischievous and slightly naughty about that grin. She looked like she’d broken a rule and was pleased about it.

Normally he wouldn’t have accepted a gift from people who had so little, but the scarf was lovely and he sensed that something about it was special. When he gathered his belongings, he tucked it in his pack.

The shaman stood in the doorway, blocking his way. “You need to be here.”

The Stranger gave his thanks for the food and medicine even though he knew the healing had nothing to do with the shaman. It seemed better not to mention the cloth. “I have many miles to travel. I must leave.”

“To fight the jaguar god and survive is a sign.” Pointing to the rapidly healing scratches on the Stranger’s arm, the shaman nodded his approval. “This is the sign of a protector, a great warrior. Your destiny brought you here. I am a priest of the old gods. I read the stars. Two months ago the stars told me a northern man was coming. You will stay. Your name will be Sak Balan. It means White Jaguar.”

The Stranger found the shaman’s confidence almost funny. He wished he believed in this man’s powers, because if there was a seer who could read his destiny in the stars and point him toward the place he belonged, it would be a comfort. The Stranger had no such illusions. Every place he visited had evil people with putrid sores and decay. He didn’t know when the trouble would start, but it always did. The worst part was the suffering of the innocent. He had learned to stay away from people because something about his presence seemed to put them in danger. He could fight. Defeating evil was possible, but the cost was high.

“Your people will suffer if I stay.”

“The stars tell me a different story.”

“My story is very dark. You are waiting for someone else.”

“Tell me your story.” The shaman pointed to the ground near his hut.

The Stranger meant to leave, yet he found himself doing exactly what the shaman wanted. Again. He told the shaman that he had been battling evil for a long time. An evil being followed him and brought disaster to everyone he cared about or who helped him. “I can’t stay because he will find me, and you and your village will be the victims.”

The shaman listened, nodding as if the problem of a powerful evil spirit was serious, yet not unusual. “He is like Juan Noj, the mountain lord that enslaves men’s souls and makes their rotting bodies work for him. I do not know your demon, but I know how to fool him.” He explained that he could cast a spell of protection that would make it impossible for the evil spirit to find the Stranger.

The Stranger hadn’t spoken about decaying people. He kept that a secret because no one else could see them festering and he was worried that people would think he’d gone mad. Still, the shaman seemed to understand what was happening. He also had a potent talent for persuading others. Maybe it was fatigue or the herbs, or maybe it was the charming little Guatemalan woman who had brought him food, but the Stranger agreed to stay.

The entire village spent the next day preparing for the protection spell. Huge amounts of corn were ground, vegetables were chopped, and dried meat was made into stews. In the morning everyone loaded themselves with sacks or gourds and followed the shaman through the jungle to a cave, which contained an altar with elaborate carvings. First the shaman built a fire at the altar. Then the men danced for hours while the women watched. The women feasted separately, but everyone drank together. There was much wine. The entire group, including the children, stayed awake through the night and the next day. A heavy perfume filled the room every time the shaman tossed a lump of plant resin on the fire. The resin was followed by herbs and plants. During the entire ceremony, the shaman chanted and prayed. The woman who had been bringing the Stranger his food brought her own offering of three candles and another lump of resin.

“That is the mother of the boy you saved.” The shaman pointed to her as she lit her candles.

“She’s here? Her son was horribly bitten.”

“Another child watches him. I told her he will be healed. Why should she not celebrate? It is lucky to have the mark of the jaguar. Her son will be strong and favored. He did not fight a jaguar like you, but it is still a good sign. She is a widow in need of a husband.” The shaman tapped him on the chest before returning to the altar and slitting the throats of three chickens. Singing loudly, he sprinkled the blood into bowls and across the altar.

The next few days in the village felt lazy and sinful. The men refused to let him hunt or farm. The women were busy weaving and grinding corn. He could hear them all gathered together laughing and swapping stories, but when he came near, they went silent. With nothing else to do, he spent hours kicking a round gourd with some small children. But he wasn’t a babysitter.

He saw the shaman watching with a smile. “Your people are scared of me.”

“They are grateful that you are here.”

“The men don’t trust me with their weapons or farm tools. The women won’t even look at me.”

“We all have our purpose, and all are important. Yours is to protect, not to hunt or farm. A good Mayan woman does not talk to strange men. You must give them time. White men have not been good for our people or the land. The Spanish did not bother us much here, though. The jungle was too hard for them.” He laughed.

“I can’t just lie around and let them feed me. I’m not a lazy man. I can protect and still work.”

So the next day the Stranger went into the forest and began learning the art of hunting monkeys. Part of the hunt was a prayer before the killing. When he borrowed a spear and brought down a mule deer without saying a prayer, the others knelt down and left a gourd of wine where the animal fell. The deer was so large it meant a communal barbecue for the village. The shaman must have spoken to the women, because when the hunters returned, the women didn’t avoid the Stranger anymore. The boy’s mother greeted him and handed him a gourd full of wine.

While the mule deer roasted in a pit, the wounded boy stepped out of his hut for the first time. He walked slowly, supported by his mother. The others called out happy greetings, and the shaman translated as the child thanked the Stranger. Then the shaman pointed to the mother and said, “This is Itzel. Did I tell you she is a widow? But still young. She can have more sons.” With that he gave the Stranger another thump on the chest.

A month later the Stranger married Itzel and became a farmer. The soil was good, the corn grew fat, and the forest provided game from tapirs to spider monkeys that Itzel cooked in their barbecue pit. She also wove beautiful cloth and filled their hut with her laughter. She taught him Mayan and explained the meanings of the designs in her cloth. All the women of the village wore blouses covered with the village’s design. When they met other Mayans for trade, everyone knew one another’s villages just from their clothes. Over time he realized that the shaman had healed him—not from the scratches of the jaguar, but from the ones in his heart. Eight happy years passed.

During the harvest in the eighth year, a Mayan man from across the valley, dripping blood from several wounds, limped into the village. He and some others had been taking cloth and corn across the mountain to trade and had stopped to rest and gossip at a nearby village. In the middle of the night, a band of Salvadorans had attacked. Two of them had guns, and they shot many people before burning the huts and leaving the survivors homeless. The man told them that even though the whole village fought back, there were still many robbers left. “They killed us like mosquitoes.” He urged the villagers to flee.

The Stranger, who now spoke excellent Mayan, picked up his walking stick. “Where are these men?”

In spite of his wife’s protests, the Stranger headed off alone to find the invaders. As he left, he could hear the shaman calling him back, and even though the shaman sounded desperate, he kept going. The old man’s rituals took too much time. Some of the villagers ran after him, but they couldn’t keep up. He had to stop the criminals before they got near his village. Besides, he did not need a protection spell in order to fight. He had more than a century of experience battling evil men.

Smoke from the burned huts led him to the carnage. The attackers were still there among the ruins—not just evil, but also stupid, because they had no shelter, either. One was on the ground, shirtless and snoring loudly. As the Stranger got closer, he could smell the wine on him. Some gourds of liquor, a bit of corn, and some pretty cloth: that was all these people had to steal, and yet a village had been slaughtered. The man’s chest, covered with peeling gray skin, rose and fell with his snores. Black beetles were devouring his dead flesh and mating on an exposed rib. Out of his open mouth dripped globules of pus. It had been years since the Stranger had seen people covered with proof of their evil. The Mayan villagers weren’t free of bad behavior, but their crimes were petty and caused by emotion: jealousy, anger, and fear. There had been no murders, no rapes, and no acts more serious than a fistfight or the theft of a gourd of wine. The shaman judged the offenders, punishment and restitution were ordered, and life went forward with forgiveness.

However, these men dripped evil—just like the ones in the life he had left behind. They had murdered people who would have happily shared. Guatemalans treated their guests well. The smoldering houses and the massacred bodies of the villagers, including children, filled him with rage. These could be his people. A bloodied, naked child cried as she wandered through the smoke. Behind her a man whose face was covered with fuzzy blue mold yelled at her in Spanish to be quiet. When she continued to cry because she didn’t understand him, he threw a rock and knocked her down. The Stranger moved quickly and surprised the man with a blow to the head strong enough to kill him. He pulled the child to her feet. “Run.” She seemed too scared to move, so he pointed toward the jungle and repeated, “Run!”

Using his walking stick, the Stranger poked the snoring man on the side where his skin still looked normal. The drunk just rolled over. Before the Stranger could give him a harder poke, he heard noise behind him. Two others were advancing toward him with machetes. The Stranger turned to face them, and when they were close enough he brought the stick down with a swooping swing that clipped one in the solar plexus and the other in the knees. Then, reversing the arc of the swing, he brought the stick back from the other direction, hitting the first one in the side of the neck and breaking the vertebrae. Continuing the swing, he flayed the other across the ribs.

A bullet whined past. The Stranger dropped to the ground and crawled behind the ruins of a hut. He had been warned about the guns. Around him the ground thudded as four shots were fired at the burned-out home. The shots were spaced out rather than rapid—they were conserving their ammunition. He took cover in a barbecue pit and pulled a nearby section of roof thatching across it. Charred bits of wood crunching under the men’s feet told him they were advancing. When they got close, he heard them reload and quietly separate so they could come at him from both sides. The Stranger lay still until one of them was almost on top of him. Then he brought the walking stick straight up into the man’s groin. The man gasped, in too much pain to scream. He would not father any more children. One more hit and he was unconscious. The second shooter fired, so the Stranger pulled the gun out of the first one’s limp fingers. The robber had no cover, but the Stranger was protected by the barbecue pit. Throwing down his gun, the man put his arms up. At that point two Mayan men with stone hatchets stepped from the jungle. One sliced the surrendering man’s throat while the other picked up the gun. As the Stranger watched, more Mayans materialized from the jungle and quickly killed the wounded attackers. For the drunk, death came so quickly that he did not even fully wake up.

The stunned and confused villagers walked through the debris searching for their loved ones. Wails of suffering and grief came with every gory discovery. The Stranger felt an evil presence that he hadn’t encountered for years. Mr. Dark was close. The thought filled him with dread, and an icy coldness gripped him deep inside his chest. A few survivors tried to thank him, but the Stranger had no time. Running toward his village, he crashed through the jungle with no regard for his body. He suffered more wounds from trees and tangled roots than from the fight with the robbers.

When he reached his village, there was a creepy silence—no happy chatter, no children playing, no corn grinding. He hoped they had fled into the forest, but as he entered, he saw the bodies lined up, side by side, and stacked neatly in the center of the village. They had been gutted and decapitated, butchered like animals. He knew them all so well that even mutilated he could recognize them. His family and the shaman were not there. As overwhelmed as he was by the day’s death and tragedy, he still had hope that his wife and child had survived. Looking up from the corpses, he saw a body hanging from a tree. The head was still attached, so it was easy to recognize the shaman. The Stranger walked toward the body with a growing sense of despair. The shaman’s belly had been hollowed out, butcher-style, just like the rest. Inside him, where his stomach used to be, was Itzel’s head. The Stranger staggered backwards and tripped over a bloody metate. His hands landed in piles of intestines. Scrambling to his knees, he retched until his stomach was raw. For hours he howled out his mourning. Even after he lost his voice, he continued the raspy roar of pain.
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From somewhere in the desert a bird called out a warning. The Stranger had stopped talking, as if he couldn’t continue with his story. His voice was raw and strained, like it was giving out again just from the memories. Matt sat quietly in the darkness until the Stranger recovered and continued.

“I don’t remember the next day. I guess it was shock. The insects forced me to move again. There were thousands. It was like the jungle was trying to take their bodies. I had to get up. The rest of Itzel’s body was lying inside our hut. It took days to bury all of them. I couldn’t do it right, the way the shaman did, but I washed candles and made sure everyone had some. They need light so their spirits can find the way out of purgatory. I spent weeks looking for my son, but I never found anything. Maybe the jaguar scar was lucky. If I hadn’t gone after those killers and revealed myself…if I’d stayed where the shaman could hide me, then they would have lived. Or better, if I’d left that village the day I arrived. I was such a fool to let myself think I could live a normal life. It was stupid and arrogant.”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“I didn’t kill them, but the evil came for me. They paid the price for my selfishness.”

“No, that’s not—”

The Stranger interrupted. “I’ve been doing this a long time and I have made the worst mistakes you can imagine. If you really want to help people, stay away from them.”

“What about the gas station?”

“We were trapped. It was fight or die, and even then look what happened to that young couple. Just being around people gets them hurt.”

The Stranger seemed to be freshly wounded by the past. He walked off into the desert. His frosty exterior hid deep misery. He didn’t take his rucksack, but Matt still wondered if he’d be back. There was now a spent, hollow quality to the man.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Matt wanted to help the Stranger, but he didn’t know how. Maybe someone knew words that could break through those walls of pain. Perhaps there was a way to convince the man he wasn’t to blame. The problem was that Matt had no idea what that was, so he waited outside on the lurching porch. He believed the Stranger’s guilt was due to Mr. Dark’s manipulations. While the Stranger was hidden by the shaman’s cloaking spell, the first village was slaughtered. Evil didn’t chase the Stranger to his village. It came on its own. They were likely to be the next target whatever the Stranger did. The barbaric and disgusting way the bodies were arranged was Mr. Dark’s attempt to destroy the Stranger with both horror and guilt.

However, the Stranger was partially right. The people they cared about were in danger. Matt’s own experience with his buddy Andy back home and the Stranger’s story convinced him that leaving Deerpark had been the right call. There was no question that Mr. Dark liked to torture anyone close to them. It was best to help people and move on quickly. The idea of a family, a home with loved ones and friends, was an illusion that they had to give up. Not just for the sake of the other people, but for their own sanity, too. Mr. Dark used their attachments against them as a way to weaken them. His capacity for bloody, violent acts was bottomless.

Mr. Dark created nightmares. Matt was sure these horrors were meant to break them. The Stranger might already be too damaged to continue fighting. Mutilating the villagers’ bodies was just the sort of move Mr. Dark excelled at. The Stranger could be a powerful partner in the battle against Mr. Dark, but not if he had been convinced that fighting only made things worse. Matt wasn’t immune to Mr. Dark’s tricks, either. Still, if Mr. Dark was planning elaborate attacks just to weaken them, they were a threat to him. If one of them was a threat, what about two working as a team? They had a power they didn’t understand yet. Maybe together they could find and destroy Mr. Dark.

Matt knew he had to make the Stranger see the truth behind the manipulation. Some force had brought them together. There was a reason behind his wandering and the Stranger’s, too. He had been lucky too many times to believe it was random. When he needed to find Cheryl, he found Maria waiting inside the shack. Now he could free Cheryl and Maria’s sister at the same time. He knew that he had been led here somehow. He was meant to save them, and the Stranger was meant to help. Now he just had to figure out a way to convince the Stranger.

A sliver of moon moved halfway across the star-filled sky, and the Stranger still had not returned. Matt began feeling for rusty old nails sticking out of the porch and then driving them back down with the end of his ax. There were at least a hundred, but he pounded them one by one, and as he did, the little deck began to straighten. Behind him the shack’s door creaked. In the doorway he could see Maria outlined by the candlelight. He stopped work. “We’ll leave in the morning.”

She gasped. “Thank you.” There was quiet sobbing until, seeming embarrassed by her tears, she covered her face with her hands for a moment. When she took her hands away, the tears had stopped. “Where is the White Jaguar?”

“We’re going without him.”

“You want me to go instead of the White Jaguar?” She sounded fired up. “I don’t know how to fight!” She muttered something in Mayan and went back inside.

Matt followed, knowing she thought he was crazy or stupid or both. He explained that he needed her to guide him back to the place where the coyotes were holding her sister. She was clearly terrified by the idea of returning.

“The White Jaguar killed eighty murderers all by himself! You must make him go with you.”

“Eighty?”

She nodded. “The husband of my great aunt’s friend was there.”

The story that the Stranger had told Matt had closer to eight murderers, but Matt knew all stories get better in the telling. It didn’t matter whether you were Mayan or one of the guys from the mill back in Deerpark.

“I am like him.” Matt pointed in the direction of the door. “I can fight them. I’ve done it many times and I’ll do it until I die. I’m going to save your sister and my friend Cheryl. It’s what I’m supposed to do.” Matt didn’t bother saying he was her only hope. She already knew that.

She looked at the ground and whispered, “If you asked me to die for my sister, I would. But to go back there…getting caught would be a slow, hard death. What if they see me?”

“You’ll show me the place, and then you’ll go hide.”

Maria’s eyes showed the agony of being caught between her fear and her love for her sister. With a deep breath she looked up and nodded. Somehow she found a way to defeat her terror. There were no more tears. Maria had her game face on, and she was ready to make the long walk back to her captors.

“Get some sleep.” Matt stretched out in front of the door. Maria curled up in the far corner. Neither of them slept.


CHAPTER NINE

Just before daybreak, the Stranger pushed the door into Matt. The Stranger’s night of walking in the desert blackness had calmed him. He took a package from his rucksack and made them rough, hot campfire coffee. When he stretched out his arm to hand a cup to Maria, she didn’t take it because she was looking at his left biceps. The stab wound was now just a faint red line.

“Ahpatpehcahel!” She turned her back like she couldn’t bear to look at him.

The Stranger opened his mouth to say something, but then, as if he had decided it was pointless, said nothing.

Matt was pretty sure he’d just learned the Mayan word for “liar.” If Maria had ever doubted that the Stranger was the White Jaguar, now she knew. When bitter grounds were all Matt had left in his cup, he said, “We’re heading out this morning. Maria is going to take me to the coyotes.”

“Weren’t you listening to me?”

“I was. Have you ever wondered why Mr. Dark worked so hard to torture you? I think he’s afraid of you, of us both. And what really scares him is the two of us working together.”

The Stranger threw his dregs on the fire. “You’re going to get them all killed and probably yourself, too.”

Matt pointed to Maria’s back. “If that little girl is brave enough to go back, I’m going to do everything I can to save her sister. It’s what we do.”

The Stranger bristled with disgust as he shook his head. “I’d call you muleheaded, but that would tarnish the reputation of the mules.”

Twenty minutes later, when Maria and Matt started out, the Stranger groaned, picked up his walking stick, and followed. Matt wasn’t sure what had made him change his mind, and he didn’t ask because he wasn’t going to chance some wrong word that might get the Stranger’s back up. It was a huge relief to have help, but Matt spent the first mile wondering if the Stranger was coming along to help or to die.

The desert was still cool, so they moved quickly; the fiery sun was rising and the temperature would rise with it. Maria was nimble and took the heat well. Matt wasn’t surprised she had been able to escape. He hoped he wasn’t putting her at risk for nothing. The coyotes would be well armed, and, as usual, Matt and his comrades had no guns. Still walking behind them, the Stranger was silent. Whatever he was thinking, it was likely to be gloomy, and Matt was relieved he wasn’t sharing it with them. Maria was scared enough already.

After ten miles of trudging, they came across a mesquite tree decorated with women’s panties. From a distance it appeared festive, but as they got closer and saw the panties, the hair on Matt’s arms rose. There were fifteen or sixteen pairs, mostly white, with a pink, a blue, and a couple of striped ones scattered throughout. Whatever this was, it wasn’t good. Matt turned towards the others and saw Maria staring with jagged anger. She said something in Mayan and spat on the ground. The Stranger quietly asked her a question. She started to answer in Mayan as if she was too upset to remember the English words, but she stopped and started over in English for Matt.

“It’s a rape tree.” Then she explained that the panties were souvenirs of rape. The smugglers compete to see who can get the most panties in their tree. “It’s a game to them. They bet with each other. Before we crossed the border, an old woman selling condoms told us we must buy some so we would not end up both raped and pregnant. I thought she was trying to scare us into giving her the little bit of money we had for food, but she was telling the truth. What kind of people know about this and instead of trying to stop it, they make money?” Maria took out her matches and started for the tree.

“No. Too much smoke.” The Stranger blocked her way. “It’s green. Probably won’t burn, but if you manage to catch it on fire, the smoke will be seen and smelled for miles.”

Maria repeated her curse and spat when they passed a second and third tree hung with sick trophies. Matt thought about what kind of evil cowards would prey on these women and girls and how desperate the women must have been to cross the border, knowing there was no one to help them out on the other side. How terrifying would that be? If Janey had been attacked like that.…Matt glanced at the Stranger, and from the man’s dark face he could only assume the Stranger was just as horrified. There were levels of suffering here he could barely comprehend.

Miles away from the rape trees, they found a large paloverde with enough branches to give them shade. They rested there and hid from the noon sun. A breeze blew through their sweaty clothes, making them feel cooler. Maria was quiet, but her expressive face revealed a struggle. Matt assumed she was growing more afraid as they neared the coyotes.

After twenty minutes of rest, Maria stood up. “We should go.”

Matt realized she wasn’t growing more frightened. She was angry. He looked at the Stranger, who shrugged and picked up his walking stick. It was almost dark when they stood on a small hill as Maria pointed and said, “Down there.”


CHAPTER TEN

The coyotes had taken over an abandoned house. Once it had been a humble working ranch, but now the corral’s fencing lay on the ground and the barn was missing half its roof. There were four vehicles: a banged-up old Ford F-150, two jeeps, and the moving truck from the gas station. Matt could see at least ten men outside the house. The setting sun glinted off steel pistols. He got a look at the closest man’s face in profile. It was Ant Man from the gas station.

“We can’t attack the house.” The Stranger was studying, too.

Matt nodded. At least the Stranger was still planning on helping.

“We have to draw them out.” The Stranger came up with a plan. He wanted to wait until the smugglers were asleep because stealth and confusion were their only hope. Yesterday’s waning crescent moon meant tonight would bring a new moon and darkness. “First we have to incapacitate the moving truck. Then you’ll hide in one of the jeeps. I’ll start a fire in the barn, and while I’m running for the second jeep, I’ll yell, ‘La migra.’ At that point the smugglers will be trying to get the women into the truck and leave, but the truck won’t start. With luck the coyotes will be confused and run for the jeeps, where we’ll surprise them.”

As plans went, it had some good points. It even sounded logical, but it was still suicide. Even if it all worked, they were hopelessly outnumbered, and these hardened criminals weren’t likely to panic or stay confused for long. If their timing was perfect, Matt and the Stranger would have about three minutes before the coyotes were telling each other to get the guys hiding behind the jeeps. Still, getting the traffickers out in the open would give the women a chance to escape. If the coyotes hunkered down in the house, there would be no way other than fire to get them out. Matt remembered the chained girls in Breckenridge and knew that wouldn’t go well for the hostages.

“They leave the keys in the trucks.”

Matt and the Stranger turned to look at Maria. “I remember because I thought you wouldn’t do that in Guatemala or Mexico. They are very comfortable here.”

Matt nodded. He could drive with his right hand and swing an ax with his left. “Can you drive?” he asked the Stranger.

“I learned in 1946 just after the war.”

“I’ll start the fire.” Maria looked quite confident now.

Both men said, “No!”

“You’ll stay here and not move. No matter what.” The Stranger turned to Matt. “We can take the keys out of the trucks. Then we’ll drive the jeeps and go for the ones with automatic weapons first. We have to get them in the beginning to have any chance.”

Matt paused to think. “You start the fire and get in your jeep. I’ll get the keys and get in mine. When we’re both in our jeeps…”

“Then I yell, ‘La migra.’” The Stranger was nodding. “Your ax isn’t long enough for this. There might be something else in the barn.”

Matt’s fingers slid over the head of his ax. The edge was sharp enough to shave with. He’d rather have it than some rotten rake. Still, they had a better plan. No real chance of survival, but a plan that would cause chaos and hopefully remove enough smugglers to save the women stuck in that ranch house. To pass the time until the lights went out, Matt and the Stranger studied the ranch, trying to plan every move, count every coyote. The Stranger estimated the distances between the jeeps and the buildings. They refined their plans even though both understood that with all the variables, this would be more brawl than military campaign.

A rustling noise behind them caused both of them to jump to their feet with weapons ready. When the Stranger quietly stepped back to circle around, a fox ran from beneath a bush. It stopped to growl at Matt. He swung the ax in front of its face to frighten it, but instead the creature bared its teeth and approached. “Okay. We can do it the hard way.” Matt turned his ax so the blade was away from the fox and started his back swing. The animal growled and walked off, unhurried.

“What does it mean?” whispered Maria. Her voice was trembling.

“Sometimes a fox is just a fox.”

She looked unconvinced, but she exhaled and nodded.

“You and your damn animals.” Matt muttered in the Stranger’s direction.

The Stranger shrugged, but Matt was pretty sure he heard him choke back a chuckle.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

The barn’s dark interior was difficult to navigate in the starlight. Going only by touch, Matt quickly found a scythe. A few inches away was an old pitchfork, along with rakes and shovels. It was a barnyard armory. The Stranger was also having good luck. He handed Matt the wheel of a tilling machine. It was not much bigger than a Frisbee and just a bit thicker than a pencil, but it was iron and the long teeth that stuck out along its circumference like the arms of a star were still pointed. There were eight of the discs stacked in a corner. They gathered everything they could carry.

Something caught Matt’s foot, and as he stumbled the tools clanged together. Both of them froze in place, but no traffickers came. When Matt disentangled his foot, he found a long coil of heavy cable. If they could figure out a way to hold it between the jeeps, they could mow the smugglers down. Moving slowly to avoid more clinking metal sounds, they carried their weapons to the jeeps. After leaving their arsenal to be loaded later, when they hoped there would be shouting and gunfire, they checked the jeeps and were relieved to find the keys in the ignition, just as Maria had described. The Stranger went back to the barn to start the fire while Matt continued on to the moving truck to remove the keys. Even though he was far from the house, Matt stepped as quietly as he could and gently opened the door. He got the key to the moving truck and headed on to the pickup. Figuring the barn fire was about to start, Matt grabbed the pickup’s driver’s side door handle just as he heard a few words of Spanish. It was coming from the truck bed. He peeked and was able to make out two coyotes sprawled out on sleeping bags.

The groggy traffickers didn’t move, but they did curse at him in Spanish. As Matt pocketed the key for the pickup, one of them asked, “Qué pasa, pendejo?”

So much for being ready and in the jeeps before the smugglers woke up. When had they gotten in the truck? The only time Matt and the Stranger weren’t watching from the hilltop was when they were distracted by that fox. Instead of answering, Matt grunted back at the smugglers.

One of them sat up and peered through the rear window. It was Maggot Whiz. By his yelling, Matt could tell he didn’t like what he saw. Matt jumped out of the cab and rolled under the pickup as the men started shooting, a frenzy of bullets peppering the truck and the ground. Matt could smell gunpowder. Men were streaming out of the ranch house yelling in Spanish. Matt hoped the Stranger was on his way to a jeep, then he heard the Stranger’s voice nearby as he yelled, “La migra!” One of the men who had been in the pickup bed started to answer, but his words were cut short by the loud thunk of the Stranger’s stick hitting his head. Moving fast, Matt managed to catch the second one with the flat end of his ax. The squashy sound at impact told Matt he’d hit the man on rotted flesh. As he ran to a jeep, Matt shook his ax and tried not to picture the reeking gore that clung to it.

Matt and the Stranger tossed the farm tools into their jeeps and tore off, each of them holding an end of the cable. The cable was tricky—if they weren’t careful, they’d rip their own hands off. Their plan was to wind it around the jeeps’ doorframes. Matt managed a couple of twists and hoped the Stranger was able to get his done, too. The Stranger had grabbed an automatic weapon from one of the men in the pickup truck, but he wasn’t using it. Instead he was swinging his walking stick like a polo mallet. After wedging his ax next to the seat, Matt grabbed a shovel and knocked an armed trafficker in the head. Holding a rusty pitchfork like a lance, he ended the career of another coyote. At least eight coyotes were running in the field trying to figure out which direction to fire their guns.

“Cable,” yelled the Stranger.

They drove apart until the steel pulled taut before turning to the group. The jeeps rocked as the cable caught smuggler after smuggler. In the dark no one could see it coming. Most of the field was cleared. Now they turned the jeeps around, heading for a trio of coyotes. They caught the first one with the cable and continued toward the next. Matt was closest to the man, and he caught a glimpse of something that looked like blonde hair. It was Cheryl. The man was holding her in front of him as a human shield. There was no way to let the Stranger know, so Matt swung his ax at the cable with everything he had. The rusted old steel was weak but didn’t break. He had to swing again before the cable snapped, sending both jeeps veering off in opposite directions and nearly rolling them over. Bullets whipped by, and Matt realized the remaining smugglers now knew their attackers were in the jeeps.

As soon as the jeeps were steady, they spun around and headed back. When Matt slowed down to use a rake on a man, a smuggler on the other side of the jeep tried to climb into the passenger seat. Matt picked up his ax and changed the man’s mind. A couple of the men were now pushing and dragging the women out of the house. He could hear hollering and cursing as they searched for the key to the moving truck. Matt braked hard enough to fishtail the jeep before jumping out to deal with the smugglers around the moving truck. In the time it took for them to choose between keeping hold of the women and fighting, Matt knocked one out. The second slipped a padlock on the back of the truck before aiming his gun at Matt, who quickly dropped to the ground and crawled under the truck. The man started to bend down, and in desperation Matt swung the ax at his ankles, severing the man’s foot. Blood spurted everywhere, and while the man howled in pain, Matt scrambled up and knocked the lock off the back of the moving truck.

There weren’t many coyotes left, but they still had their guns. One of them sprayed bullets in Matt’s direction with an automatic rifle. Thinking about the women in the truck, Matt jumped back in the jeep and sped off, nearly hitting Maria, who was running for the rear door of the moving truck. Matt drove away, drawing the man’s fire. Then he hunched down and started toward the other smugglers, letting the rain of bullets take out two of the remaining coyotes. The jeep now reeked of gas and began to sputter. Matt jumped and rolled landing next to a dead trafficker’s body. The Stranger, still driving, charged directly at the man with the automatic gun. He stood and threw the tilling wheels like they were Frisbees. When he plowed into the man, Matt could see the Stranger slumping limply against the driver’s side door.

The remaining two smugglers called out to each other. Matt stayed still and quiet. When the coyotes realized they were the last ones left and that the women were escaping, they began running toward the moving truck. Matt waited until he had a good shot with his ax. He hit the first one in the neck, hoping he wouldn’t call out, but the man was huge and his heavy body slammed into the ground with a thud. The remaining smuggler fired his automatic gun towards the sound. Matt hid under the dead man and waited, hoping that the women were scattered out in the desert. He wondered if Cheryl had made it out with them. The Stranger and Matt might not survive, but at least they could set the women free. It would have to be enough.

The final coyote was very near. It was Ant Man. He fired some more shots into the body above Matt before kicking it with his boot. Matt held his ax tight, knowing that any chance he had to strike would come fast, and when that chance was gone, Matt would be, too. Ant Man wanted to see what was under his comrade’s body, but he couldn’t roll the huge corpse off with his foot. Finally he reached down and pulled with his arms. As soon as Matt’s arm was free, he swung at the man’s leg, managing to cut the artery in the upper thigh. Ant Man dropped the body as Matt grabbed the automatic weapon, but taking the gun put Matt’s arm in an awkward position. The weight of the falling dead man snapped the bones in his forearm. He staggered, arm dangling, to the jeep, where the Stranger was sprawled across the front seat. His breathing was shallow and struggling, but he was alive. Matt knew that as long as the Stranger was still breathing, he could probably heal, just as Matt was sure his broken arm would be healed and stronger than ever in a few days.

After kicking the traffickers’ filthy bedding out of the F-150, Matt pulled the Stranger over and laid him out flat. It was hard work for a one-armed man. The truck bed wasn’t comfortable, but Matt knew he would prefer hard steel to bedding that smelled like a dead carcass. He was pretty sure the Stranger would feel the same. Using his good hand and his teeth, he tied up the Stranger’s wounds before driving the jeep up the hill to Maria. She was there with Cheryl and some of the women. Even in the darkness Matt could see Cheryl’s face was a bruised green and blue mess. The happy dancer had seen her husband murdered, and then she’d been kidnapped and beaten. She was going to need more time to heal than Matt and the Stranger would. Other prisoners were scattering on foot. Matt gave Maria the key to the big truck and told her to let the women have it so they didn’t have to walk. She took charge, calling out into the desert and telling them to wait while she organized their rides.

“The White Jaguar?”

“He’s dying.” Matt hated lying to her, but he knew it had to be done. Her only chance was to go and live her life far away from them.

Maria wanted to stay with the Stranger and try to help him, but Matt insisted that she go. “I’ll stay with him. You have to take care of the others. I need you to get Cheryl someplace safe.”

She nodded. “I’ll take care of your friend. The rest will want to go find their families. Tell the White Jaguar I’m sorry I called him a liar. I should have trusted him.” Maria wrapped her scarf around Matt. “You must be the White Jaguar now.”

[image: Image]

Driving down the highway in the old F-150 brought back old memories for Matt. She was ugly, but the engine roared along just like the truck he had owned in high school. He felt guilty enjoying himself with the Stranger lying wounded in the back. Matt wouldn’t be alive without the man’s help. Playing the battle back in his head, he knew they had overcome huge odds and managed to pull off their crazy plan only because they’d worked together. If it hadn’t been for that fox, the Stranger might not have even been wounded. Ten miles later, the road began to wind into curves. As Matt turned a corner, the headlights caught a snarling fox in the road. It bared its teeth with feral malevolence. Was it the same fox? Matt couldn’t brake in time, so he began to swerve before noticing a huge rut in the dirt road. Swerving wasn’t possible, so he braked hard, hoping the creature would move. It jumped easily out of the way. Was it Mr. Dark playing a game? Maybe. Even if it was, he was too late.


CHAPTER TWELVE

“I’m alive.” The Stranger was sitting up in the clinic’s only bed.

“You are. And the women are safe. It worked.”

The Stranger shook his head and then instantly put his hand on it like he was in pain. “How long was I out?”

“Three days.” Matt held up his ax. “That cable took a bite out of it, but I had time to get a nice hone on it again.”

Matt explained that he wanted to take the fight to Mr. Dark. “With the two of us and some of the others I’ve met, I think we can beat him.”

“You want to chase after him and pick a fight?”

“Do you have anything better to do?”

The Stranger grinned. “I guess not.” He looked thoughtful. “I’ve met others, too. Some good. Don’t know if they’re still alive or still sane, but I’ll find out.”

They decided to spend the next six months finding the others. Then they would meet up in New York, bringing whoever agreed to join up with them.

Matt held up his cast-covered arm. “One more thing. Would you help me get this off? I’d ask the doctor, but I don’t want to explain.”

Before leaving the desert, Matt made one more stop. It had been some time since he’d gotten to chop wood, and there were three evil trees waiting for him. Chopping was one of his favorite things to do. Something about the focus and the simple joy of swinging his ax brought him peace. He planned to turn those trees into matchsticks. A few minutes into bringing down the first one, Matt realized he still didn’t know the Stranger’s name. He was close enough to drive back and ask, but he had his grandfather’s ax, and there was chopping to do.
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