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CHAPTER ONE


Near Dry Wells, Nevada
Friday, 8:12 a.m.
“Help! Over here!”
Matt Cahill shaded his eyes. Even this early in the morning the fierce Nevada sunshine slammed down like a giant metal press. The desert was flat and freckled with flat rocks. Clumps of blue sage sprouted here and there, tiny flowers open and gasping with thirst. Matt had jumped off a flatbed truck when the driver turned east, figuring he’d easily catch another ride, but no one had passed this way in more than an hour. He’d started walking and was completely lost. Now he wondered if he was also hearing things.
“Help!”
A male voice? Then Matt spotted the boy, who was jumping up and down, waving frantically. He also saw a shirtless, sunburned man in overalls nearby, walking in circles. He took in the two racing bicycles resting against the side of what appeared to be an old, boarded-up mine located on some scruffy ranch property. Matt dropped his backpack, his grandfather’s ax, and his worn bedroll and sprinted in that direction.
He jogged past a sign that read “Kearns Property Leave Shit Here,” and as he got closer to the boy, the situation clarified itself. The redneck man was shouting and cursing, delusional or completely drugged out. He had some mining tools and bottles of water, ropes and a few sample sacks. Perhaps he’d been prospecting in the mine when something collapsed. The two bikes were top-of-the-line, the kind used for long distances.
One of the riders was missing.
Panting, Matt arrived at the spot. The boy, a thin kid with freckles, wasn’t as young as Matt had first thought, maybe late teens. He had been crying. “She’s down there, my kid sister is down there. Do you have a cell phone, mister? I called our dad for help, but mine just up and died. I’m not even sure he heard me.”
Matt shook his head. “Sorry, I don’t. What happened?”
The boy said, “We were daring each other, just screwing around. My kid sister went down in there as a joke and something collapsed. Now I can hear her calling for help, but there’s no way down.”
“No way down?” Matt looked at the miner, a wreck of a human with missing teeth. “How do you get down in there, friend?”
The man screamed and batted at his own clothing. Speed freak, maybe. He looked useless. Spit flew from his mouth.
The kid said, “I tried to crawl in, but it’s straight down-something fell apart. This old bastard won’t tell me what to do.”
Matt stepped closer and looked into the mine shaft. The kid was right: behind the ring of rocks, everything just dropped away, but he heard the girl calling for help. Matt stepped back, evaluating. The miner had a lot of equipment, much of it modern. He’d clearly been down below many times. There were small cutting tools, extra-strength ropes, and a pair of night-vision goggles. The guy was just too stoned to help. Matt walked closer, but the miner grabbed a claw hammer and threatened him.
“Easy, old-timer. Are you Mr. Kearns? Look, I just need to borrow some of your gear,” Matt said.
“The fuck back!” Kearns bellowed as he swung the hammer at Matt’s head. Matt stepped inside the blow, knocked it up and away with his left hand, and punched twice, once over the heart and once in the side of the neck. Kearns sank to his knees, red faced and retching.
“Stand back. What’s your name?” Matt said to the freckle-faced kid.
“Jeb Pickens.”
“Jeb, you keep an eye on that crazy son of a bitch. If you have to, hit him in the balls with something.”
Matt Cahill grabbed some rope and a bottle of water from the miner’s stash. He examined the night-vision goggles, which seemed easy enough to work, so he took them, too. He moved quickly to the mine entrance. Here goes…
Matt secured the rope to a boulder near the entrance, then lowered himself into the cool, dark mine. The air thickened…small things scuttled away…a rattler stirred and expressed annoyance. Matt tried to move slowly and deliberately. The movements weren’t that foreign to him and his strong arms supported him-he’d climbed up and down hundreds of trees as a lumberjack. Working with one rope wasn’t all that different. As he descended into the shaft, the sunlight shrank above him and his eyesight gradually failed.
“I’m coming down,” Matt called. “Try to step back out of the way.”
“Okay.” A female voice. Below him, close now.
Matt paused for a moment, slipping the goggles on and experimenting. After a few seconds he found the right switches and the gear clicked on. The world turned green and black, images distorted and weirdly flowing, but he could see. As Matt continued to lower himself, hand over hand, he looked down.
She stood at the bottom of the trench and to one side, a teenage girl in denim shorts and a loose men’s T-shirt. She carried herself well, seeming more scared than injured. That was good, because Matt had to help her climb back out. He dropped down next to her, assessing her expression. Her eyes glowed strangely in the infrared light. He’d almost forgotten that she couldn’t see a thing. He touched her arm and she jumped.
“Are you thirsty?”
She nodded, so he opened the water bottle and fed her a few sips, then drank some himself. It was warm but delicious.
“My name is Matt Cahill,” he said. “What’s yours?”
“Suzie.”
“Well, Suzie, I’m going to lead you to a rope. Can you climb?”
She nodded in the dark. “Just get me out of here. I’ve never been so scared in my entire life.”
“Take my gloves,” Matt said. “They’ll help you get back up.” He took Suzie’s hands gently, helped her tug on the work gloves. Then he led her to the rope, almost banging her head with the long nose of the NV goggles. Strange contraption, but remarkably effective. Matt thought, No wonder our soldiers have such an advantage in combat.
The girl found the rope, and Matt guided her feet to the first footholds. Looking up, he described the climb as best he could, put his hands on her waist and gave her a good start up the wall, then stepped back.
“Just keep going, Suzie. You’ll see the sunlight soon. If you have to stop and rest, take your time. I’ve got some gear on. I can see okay down here.”
Matt decided not to tell her he wasn’t fond of creepy crawlies.
Eventually the girl reached the top-Matt could hear the boy screaming for joy. After testing the rope, Matt began to climb back up. Without the gloves, the rope cut deeply into his hands, but they were calloused from years of physical labor. He kept his eyes on the rock face, just to make sure nothing slimy or furry was planning a sudden assault. Boards and rock groaned and moaned around him, and suddenly the walls began closing in-Matt felt claustrophobic. He wanted to get the hell out of there before something else collapsed. He was born for the mountains, not for a dark cave in the desert.
As he reached the top, the world went white. Suddenly Matt couldn’t see.
He cursed, almost let go of the rope. He’d forgotten to turn off the goggles, and the sudden appearance of sunlight as he reached ground level momentarily blinded him. Matt found foot purchase in the rock, let the NV goggles dangle around his neck, and blinked feverishly, then kept his eyes closed for a while, his muscles trembling. White spots gradually turned dark again, and Matt opened his eyes. His vision had returned to normal. Satisfied, he climbed the rest of the way out and rolled into the hot sand, relieved and panting.
“Mister, we are so damned grateful, I can’t tell you!” Jeb exclaimed.
Matt sat up. The miner had crawled away and was sitting near a cactus, cradling his claw hammer. Matt waved, “Sorry about that, mister.”
“It wasn’t my fault,” the man said. A crafty look crossed his pocked features.
“That Dark Man done it. He pushed her down there. He does all kinds of bad shit.”
Matt Cahill felt a chill in his bones. Mr. Dark is here?
Before he could ask any questions, the two teens started screaming and waving. Someone was coming from the highway. Their father at long last, driving a battered white police cruiser.
It said “Dry Wells Sheriff” on the side.



CHAPTER TWO


Dry Wells, Nevada
Friday, 9:06 a.m.
Matt Cahill walked down the sidewalk and through the ghost town with Sheriff Pickens by his side. Word of the rescue had spread quickly. Folks came out onto the old wooden sidewalks to stare, and a few older people even cheered him. It seemed there were very few residents left in this town. Most of the young citizens had moved away in search of better schools and jobs. Those who stayed behind had a deep love for local traditions and the state’s rich history. Clearly the teen he had saved was a precious commodity, and Dry Wells was understandably grateful for Matt’s good deed.
Their sheriff was a big man, wide and tall, with white hair bound in a ponytail and a large, arrogant beard. He looked to be in his early sixties, and Matt had taken him for an ex-hippie who’d originally come out to a commune to smoke pot and get laid. Pickens was the kind of man who grew up and sobered up but had never returned home. His tan uniform was stretched tight across his ample belly and thick arms, and his chest hair was like a scrap of white shag carpet. His wife had died some time ago.
“Thanks, mister!” a gray-haired woman called. She was dressed as a nineteenth-century prostitute, frilly dress and all. She probably ran the tourist shop beneath the old brothel. Feeling a bit silly, Matt waved hello. He felt like a politician on parade.
“You’re welcome.”
Matt Cahill had stuffed his battered hat in his pocket and slung the bedroll, long ax, and backpack over his right shoulder. Although he certainly looked the part of a cowboy, Matt came from timber country. The nearby Ruby Mountains looked a lot more like home than this ghost town did. Matt didn’t belong down with these flatlanders, on the edge of an eternal desert. He tried to smile and get past this experience, but he felt distracted.
His mind was on what the miner Kearns had said-something that made it sound like his nemesis, the Dark Man, had been here recently. Matt figured he would put in just enough time with the sheriff to be polite, and then go back and check out that possibility. He felt better on his own and out in the open anyway. On top of that, he’d already attracted way too much attention. Sooner or later someone would recognize him.
Knowing he was trapped for the time being, Matt tried to relax and let his momentary celebrity roll off him. He smiled and waved and let people shake his hand.
“Buy you a beer?” Sheriff Pickens said. “Least I can do.”
Matt said, “I’m sure you have more important things to do. I think I’ll just relax for a while and then be on my way, if that’s okay.”
“It’s your town for as long as you want it,” Sheriff Pickens said. “We’re beyond grateful for what you’ve done.”
Matt paused on the sidewalk and took in his surroundings. Though there were homes and small ranches surrounding it, historic Dry Wells itself looked like the abandoned set of a classic cowboy movie. The narrow wooden-plank sidewalks were bordered by split-rail horse hitches and fronted small buildings faded by weather and the relentless Nevada sun. The overall shape of the tourist town was loosely oval, with the main opening facing east. The sheriff’s office and small jail cells sat at the west end, with a small alley on either side. In the center of the street sat a small gazebo littered with beer bottles and trash.
To the north and south there were empty storefronts, a grocery, Wally’s Saloon, a closed tourist shop, a two-story hotel with a handful of empty rooms, and an abandoned movie theater. On the other side of the street sat an office and stables. A hand-lettered sign read “Vet.” Next to that building squatted an old whorehouse left fully decorated just for show.
All in all, it was kind of fun.
Pickens laughed. “You trying to memorize the place?”
“I like it,” Matt said. “I come from a small town.”
The sheriff grinned. “Folks say we should put a mirror at one end, just to make it look bigger. Come on, let’s get us some shade.”
The two men walked briskly west past the old hotel towards the alley, boots thumping over the splintering wooden boards. The Nevada sun sat in the pale sky like a huge white blister, and the heat remained oppressive, the air dry and still. Back to the east, where the town opened up, a pair of black vultures swam a lazy oblong over roadkill. Nothing moved on the black ribbon of highway. Many of the town’s storefronts were empty, a lot of the windows broken. Matt licked his lips. It would be high noon soon. Most living things wouldn’t want to be outside. Damn, it gets hot…
As if reading his mind, Sheriff Pickens said, “You want to wait an hour or two before you go back out there.”
“I’m starting to agree with you.”
The radio on the sheriff’s belt crackled and he answered it. “What’s going on, Barbara?”
A woman spoke hurriedly, something about an accident. Pickens sighed. “I got me something to take care of, Mr. Cahill. How about you go on inside and relax for a bit. Maybe we can talk again before you leave.”
“Sure.”
“Look,” the sheriff said, “please reconsider letting us put you up for the night. I’d at least like to buy you a big steak dinner.”
When Matt didn’t respond, Pickens sighed. “You’ll think on it?”
“I’ll think about it,” Matt said, just to get away. “We’ll see.”



CHAPTER THREE


Dry Wells, Nevada
Friday, 10:59 a.m.
As the wickedly hot desert wind moaned and strained at the dusty bathroom window, Sally Morgan stared into the cracked mirror above the sink and ran a brush through her long blond hair. Sally was still on the right side of thirty, but her blue eyes were losing their twinkle, some fine lines had broken through, and her body was softening. She sighed. Life had taken a pretty girl born to conquer the world and stuffed her into a tight waitress outfit. It was like a bad practical joke. She sniffed her armpits, sprayed on a little more perfume, and returned to work.
The tiny saloon called Wally’s was dimly lit, festooned with neon beer signs and old cowboy memorabilia. A large antique wagon wheel hung over the polished wooden bar, and George Jones whined from an antique jukebox. The street entrance was a dented metal door, but the inner entry was all atmosphere-old style batwings with slats. Sawdust covered the floor. Sally often wondered what had prompted the owner to invest in a tourist saloon in old-town Dry Wells, much less name it after himself.
Wally’s was a dump.
The joint was never crowded, barely turned a profit. Then again, what the hell prompted her to continue to stay here? At least Wally got to live in the saloon and stay drunk all day, which he was right now, passed out facedown on the bar. All Sally got was spare change, smart-assed remarks about hooking, and tiny bruises on her ass cheeks from all the pinching.
Kyle Brody was still in his corner, nursing a beer. Sally knew he had a thing for her. Whenever he could get away from the garage, he’d hang around like some kind of bodyguard, trying to act charming, but Kyle was a big, clumsy boy with red hair and blotchy freckles. Still, maybe he was the best she’d be able to do. Sally hadn’t had sex since that charming traveling salesman had turned out to be a Mormon from Utah with three wives and thirteen kids. Kyle smiled. Sally smiled back.
Someone grabbed at her ass. Zeke and Hog were shitfaced again, and it wasn’t even lunchtime. Sally wondered what their boss paid them for. The rancher was known to be a penny-pincher, so why did he allow his two hands to hang out in old town plastered all day? They were a real pair, chubby Hog with his huge biceps and skinny Zeke with his knives and his rattlesnake mean. They went back and forth between Molly’s Pussy Parlor and Wally’s Saloon like a pair of trained monkeys. Molly’s for sex, Wally’s for a break and couple of more drinks.
Another grab at her butt. Sally dodged the groping hand and forced a thin smile. “Want me to refill that pitcher, Hog?”
“I’d like to fill your pitcher, babe,” Zeke said. “You need to put some time in over to the Pussy Parlor. Hell, I’d pay double.”
Hog snorted, which was the second source of his unsubtle nickname.
“Maybe it’s time you boys switched to coffee.”
“Fuck that, babe. I’d pay triple!”
Sally slipped by their clutching fingers and walked sideways toward the stranger at the other corner table. Matt Cahill. The guy everyone was calling a hero. Up close, he was a big man, dark haired and muscular. His work shirt and jeans were dusty, and he carried a backpack with a lumberjack’s ax strapped to it along with a small sleeping bag. The stranger had a battered cowboy hat pulled down low over his eyes. It looked like he was catching a nap before hitting the road.
“Can I get you anything else?”
Matt looked up. Sally was struck by how handsome he was, in a rough-hewn way. He had careful, intelligent eyes that didn’t undress her. He really focused on her face, as if searching for something. It made her skin ripple and her legs part just a tiny bit. Easy, girl, you’re not in high school anymore.
Cahill didn’t speak, just smiled and shook his head.
Sally turned, then jumped back. Now Hog and Zeke were bracing her, blocking her way.
Uh-oh.
Over at the bar, Wally raised his head drunkenly. He fumbled to support himself, bleary-eyed, but wasn’t sober enough to intervene.
“We’re making you an offer,” Zeke said pleasantly. His breath reeked. “A three-way for triple. You can’t refuse.”
Out of the corner of her eye Sally saw Kyle slowly get to his feet. She silently willed him to stay put. He was a good boy, one of the only decent males left in Dry Wells, and she didn’t want to see him get hurt. Kyle had tried to stand up to Zeke and Hog before. It hadn’t gone so well. Zeke carried a couple of small knives and moved like a cat. Hog had guns like other men’s thighs and could poleax a steer with one of those fists. They liked to hurt people.
“Easy, boys,” she said. “This may be Friday, and we’ve got cause to celebrate, but it’s way too early for me to have to be calling Sheriff Pickens on you. Hell, you still got the whole weekend ahead. The whorehouse is across the street. This here is just a bar.”
“For now,” Hog said.
“That old fart can’t do nothing and you know it, gal,” Zeke said. He moved a step closer, the better to stare down her top at her breasts. He seemed to like it that Sally was now breathing rapidly from fear. “You ever have two big men at once? Might like it.”
“Let her be,” Kyle said.
Zeke smiled at the sound of Kyle’s wavering tenor. Sally realized that this was what Zeke had really been after all along. The fight. He and Hog exchanged grins. Zeke nodded, and Hog turned, lumbered over to deal with young Kyle. He picked up a chair, raising it over his head, ready to smash it over the young man’s head. Kyle tried to duck but lost his balance and ended up on his ass on the sawdust floor. Meanwhile, skinny Zeke reached out for Sally with his right hand, intending to grope her breast. Sally took a deep breath to scream, knowing that there was likely nobody around outside, that it probably wouldn’t do her any good.
The handsome stranger came out of nowhere and grabbed Zeke by the wrist. In a voice low and urgent, he said, “Hey, pal. Take it easy, okay?”
Hog turned and saw that the stranger was now interfering. Pleased, Hog waddled back their way like a rhino crossing a mud paddy. His fat face was clenched into a huge red fist of excitement.
Meanwhile, the stranger let Zeke go. “Guys, I don’t want any trouble.”
Zeke laughed. “Mister, your ’tude just wrote a check your body can’t cash.”
Sally gasped with alarm. Zeke produced a switchblade with his free hand, popped the wicked blade out, and stabbed at the stranger’s thigh. But the man wasn’t there anymore. He had moved out of the way, back towards his pack and sleeping bag. Hog changed direction to cut him off but moved too slowly. Cahill grabbed his ax and used the handle to pop Zeke low in the groin.
Zeke gasped and dropped the knife. He sank to his knees, gripping his balls with both hands.
Pissed off, Hog charged.
Sally couldn’t believe her eyes. The handsome stranger stayed put. Hog was bigger, outweighed him by forty pounds, but Cahill didn’t move. His assailant launched a haymaker at his chin, but the stranger stood fast. At the very last second, when Hog was slightly off balance, Cahill knocked his arm up and out of the way. He punched Hog twice with the end of the ax handle, rapid-fire, right in the soft spot above the belly and between the ribs. Hog went white, sank to his knees gasping for air. He rolled over onto his side and drew up his knees like a baby trying to let loose a huge fart. The stranger tossed his ax onto his sleeping bag.
“Just breathe, man. The pain will go away.” Cahill went down on one knee. He lowered his voice, said something to Hog and then repeated it to Zeke. He was whispering, but Sally caught the gist of it. He actually apologized again for hurting them and told them both to go sober up. He said to lay off the girl from now on.
Like a pair of whipped puppies, Zeke and Hog helped each other limp out the batwing doors. They didn’t look back.
What amazed Sally was that Cahill didn’t seem to be an expert at martial arts. Maybe he was just a man used to fighting in bars. He looked a bit shaken but wasn’t even breathing hard.
The man looked over at Kyle, who had struggled back to his feet and was holding a candle as if wishing it would magically turn into a weapon.
“You okay, kid?”
Kyle’s cheeks went pink. He’d just lost a substantive dick-measuring contest. Sally stared at the stranger. She shook her head. “Mr. Cahill, you move like you’ve had a few fights in your day.”
The man shrugged. “A few.”
“We thank you.”
“No sweat.”
Sally watched as he turned to get his dusty pack, bedroll, and hat. He dug into his jeans to find a few dollar bills. He handed them to her, finished his beer, and turned to go. The harsh sunlight surrounded him, turning his features shadowy and mystical. Sally tucked the money into her bra and held out her hand.
“Sally Morgan, Mr. Cahill.”
“Mr. Cahill was my father.” The handsome stranger hesitated as if he’d grown tired of meeting people. He shook her hand. “Matt. Call me Matt.”



CHAPTER FOUR


Friday, 11:14 a.m.
Matt Cahill walked back through the ghost town, this time with the pretty young waitress. Despite the sunshine, he had his battered hat stuffed in his pocket. He kept the bedroll, long ax, and backpack over his right shoulder.
“You’re pretty much as advertised,” Sally said.
“Excuse me?”
“You pulled Suzie Pickens out of a mine shaft. And then you come into my bar and straighten out two of the local bullies like it was nothing much. Whole town is buzzing about you. You must have some kind of powerful cereal for breakfast.”
Matt sighed. “Can we talk about something else?”
She grinned. “Sure is hot, ain’t it?”
“Okay, how about telling me where we’re going?”
The girl gestured, pointed. “To my car.”
“How far?”
“Right down that alley. Now, where is it you need to go, cowboy?”
Matt paused to wipe sweat from his brow. “What is the fastest way to get back to the Kearns ranch? I’d appreciate a lift, but no need to take me all the way.”
Sally stopped, and her boots thumped on the wooden slats. A trickle of sweat ran down the sweet crevice between her full breasts. Matt tried not to follow it with his eyes, looking up, busying himself with adjusting the ax and pack. A dust devil twirled by behind her sunburned shoulder.
“Sure,” Sally said. “But answer me this: Why the hell would you want to go back out there?”
Matt shrugged. “Why not?”
“You really want to know? Because Zeke and Hog work on the spread right next to Kearns.”
“Oh.”
“Look, those two are bad enough, but there are also some new strangers out that way. Four guys that showed up crack of dawn this morning.”
“So?”
“So they are damned spooky. They came in for breakfast and they were armed to the teeth. Looking for someone, I’d expect. They’re so mean, they make Zeke and Hog nervous.”
Matt frowned. She had his attention. “What did they look like?”
“Desperados, with buzz-cut hair and a shitload of muscles. Their leader, Scotty, was cute, but he has Zeke’s kind of eyes, like a predator who gets off on the suffering of others. Know what I mean?”
“I think so.” Matt felt his pulse twitch. He had no reason to believe this had anything to do with him, but still…He shifted his pack, ax, and bedroll to the opposite shoulder. “These men-did they actually hurt anybody?”
She shook her head. “Not yet. No, nothing bad happened, but they made sure we all got the feeling something might if we don’t behave. I think they wanted us to know that, to feel spooked. They are up to something.”
“Do folks spook easily around here?”
“They are my friends and like family,” she said, “but they all live in fear. They’d back down from a dog with a hard-on. That sort of mind-set tends to encourage bad guys, if you know what I mean.”
“Yes, Sally,” Matt Cahill said with a laugh. “I know what you mean.” He wiped his forehead. “Did anyone try to stand up to them?”
“Sheriff Pickens walked up and had a talk with the one called Scotty, but as you know, our sheriff’s getting on in years. Those teenage kids keep him young since his wife died, but hell, his chest dropped into his gut when Bill Clinton was president. Put it this way-these guys were professionals. They didn’t seem too intimidated.”
The passed the closed movie theater and Matt peeked inside. The furniture was covered with blankets and drop cloths, and the John Wayne posters on the wall were decades old. What an interesting old town.
“Sally, I still don’t see why that has anything to do with me just revisiting the Kearns place.”
“And I still don’t see why you’d want to go back there.”
He couldn’t tell her about the Dark Man. Kearns had likely just been raving from drugs. Still, Matt had to follow anything that looked like a valid lead. Maybe it would come to nothing. Perhaps the man was just another crazed redneck cooking speed in a shack who’d imagined the whole thing. Still, just in case, Matt needed to get this thing over with. He had to find and stop the Dark Man. And hopefully return to the life he once had.
But he didn’t tell her that. What he said was: “I want to talk with him about living alone in the desert.”
“You writing a book or something?”
“Or something,” he said. “Look, thanks for the concern, but I can take care of myself.”
Sally sighed. “I figured that part out.”
A bald head appeared in the window of a storefront. They both jumped. “Jesus, Bert. You scared me half to death.”
Matt saw that the bald man was wearing a white apron stained with blood and juices of some kind. The sign outside said he was a grocer. Bert had a large, red-veined nose and a twitch under one eye.
“Howdy, mister,” Bert said. “Thanks for what you did for Suzie Pickens. Whole town is buzzing about it.” His curious eyes gave him away as desperate for human contact and maybe a bit of gossip.
“Howdy.” Matt again opted to avoid introducing himself. Sally hadn’t made the connection, but even way out here in the Nevada desert some folks watched television. Sooner or later someone would recognize Matt Cahill, a man briefly famous for having returned to life after being buried under an avalanche for three months. Stories like that had a way of getting around, and Matt didn’t want to answer any more questions. He wanted answers…like how he’d survived, why he could now see evil in others as a physical rot, and how he could stop the horrific Mr. Dark, a man who could spread that evil with a touch.
“Sally! Wait up.”
Matt turned. The young redheaded man from the saloon jogged to catch them, then slowed to a walk. Like so many other men in this part of the country, Kyle had the rawboned look and worn hands of someone who kept his own cars running. Meanwhile, Bert the grocer seemed to remember something and popped his head back inside the darkened store. Kyle came closer, stopped a few feet away. Matt could sense how possessive he felt, but the ego-driven part was well tempered by a genuine concern for Sally.
“I’m Kyle. I just wanted to say thank you, mister. Those two are mean as a pair of badgers.”
Matt lowered his pack and bedroll, extended his hand. “You’re welcome.”
The two men shook. Matt could see that Kyle wanted to stay, to keep a sharp eye on Sally. Matt couldn’t blame him. She had to be the best-looking female for a couple of hundred miles in any direction. Instead, Kyle said, “You’ve made quite an impression on Dry Wells in one morning.”
As if he weren’t there, Sally said, “Like I said, I’ll drive you about halfway back. After that you’ll have to hitch a ride from the highway. Best take a big bottle of water with you. The roads aren’t exactly jammed up around here. I’ve got some in the car. See you later on, Kyle.”
Knowing he was beaten, Kyle stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jeans and backed away with a forced smile. He turned his back and walked off. Matt cocked his head at the girl.
“Wow. Now, that was subtle.”
“Come on,” Sally said. “My car is around the corner past the jail.”
As if on cue, the sheriff appeared in the doorway of his office.
Sally greeted him warmly. “Sheriff Pickens.”
“You on your way already, son?”
“Yeah, need to get moving.”
“Matt, I owe you big,” the sheriff said. “Whole town does. You ever need anything, anything at all…” Behind him in the gloom, Matt could just make out the antique bars of a jail cell and a desk cluttered with papers. He saw a couple of hunting rifles anchored by a long rack on the wall. Matt nodded.
“Tell the kids I said good-bye.”
“I will.”
They shook hands and Matt resumed walking.
As if sensing something out of place, Sheriff Pickens called out after them. “Hey, you all right there, son?”
Matt just waved his right hand without looking back. His mind was on the strangers Sally had mentioned. Matt knew he didn’t particularly want to meet them. Still, he had to investigate what the miner Kearns had said about a dark man in the desert. Matt was worried, as the sheriff had sensed, but Sally didn’t seem to notice anything. She led him down an alley that ran behind the one active street in this part of the ghost town. Two feral cats watched Matt go by, one black and one white. Their eyes seemed to be glowing, as if they were spying for the Dark Man.
Although the air cooled as the shadows took over, the smell of feces and dead animals was still oppressive in the stifling heat. At the end of the alley, they entered a small area with cracked pavement, where Matt saw a beat-up old white Toyota with a black replacement hood. The backseat was littered with junk-food bags and piled-up clothes ready for the washing machine. The car was facing another opening, out to the highway. Wind caressed them and the air became fresh and clean.
“My chariot.”
The Toyota was unlocked and the windows were down. Matt tossed his pack, ax, and bedroll into the backseat and got into the passenger side. The car smelled like Sally stole a cigarette now and again. She started the car and rolled slowly down the alley, over gravel and the desiccated remains of small animals. He liked her profile, the full cheeks and thin nose. The way she concentrated on driving, looked both ways before heading out onto the highway. He was paying so much attention to Sally that he missed the black van parked near the edge of the ghost town, the two motorcycles on top, and the very odd look of the men inside.
One tracked his movements with a video camera.



CHAPTER FIVE


Friday, 12:49 p.m.
Once they were out on the open road, Sally put on sunglasses, popped in an old Emmylou Harris music cassette, and floored it. The engine roared like someone-perhaps the kid called Kyle-had souped it up. This girl was a rush. The wind whipped her hair back and flushed her cheeks. They soaked up the sunshine but didn’t say much, didn’t really have to talk. They were clearly attracted to each other, but he was a drifter, just passing through.
Matt enjoyed his brief time with her. She had no idea who he was, and he liked that. He wished he could stay longer, but he suspected he was nearer to locating the Dark Man than he’d been in weeks. The prospect of another face-to-face meeting both thrilled and frightened him. His torment, the curse of recognizing evil in others, would never end unless he stopped the Dark Man. Somehow, someway, someday…
Sally drove, and Emmylou Harris sang “Too Far Gone” with a clear soprano voice that broke Matt’s heart. The wind howled as if struggling to slow them down. When Matt looked over his shoulder, the Ruby Mountains behind them were retreating into low clouds and the green foothills were shimmering like a mirage. In front of them the Nevada landscape went flat, high-desert bleak, just bleached fists of tumbleweed and the grinning skulls of long-dead cattle. They tore up the road to the 41 cutoff, and then Sally slowed down and whipped off the highway with a spray of sand and rocks. A hot and dusty silence descended.
Sally licked her lips. “Don’t do anything stupid out here all by yourself.” She lowered her sunglasses and took him in one last time. “Cowboy, I owe you. I really mean that. You ever want to collect, you know where to find me.”
“Wally’s Saloon in historic Dry Wells, Nevada. Yes, ma’am.”
She kissed him on the cheek. It had been a long time, and Matt felt himself stir. She kissed him on the mouth, and he kissed her back, but then Sally pulled away.
“You’d best go,” she said in a husky voice. “Stay clear of those bastards you beat up, avoid the strangers, find out whatever you need to know from Kearns, and get the hell out of Elko County. You’ll be safer that way. Sure you don’t want me to come with you?”
Matt shook his head. “No, thanks. I’ll be fine, so long as somebody comes along in the next couple of hours.”
She laughed. “There are cars out here, Matt. Just not a lot of them.” She tossed him a large plastic bottle of water from below her front seat. “You take care.”
He slid out of the car, grabbed his backpack, ax, and bedroll, and put on his beat-up cowboy hat. “You, too, Sally.”
She sped away without looking back. Matt Cahill knew a part of her heart had stayed with him. She’d made him think of his dead wife, Janey, and sadness thickened his breathing. He shouldered his things and walked over to the fork in the road, where he set his gear down, slammed the ax head down into the earth, and propped his hat on it for a bit of shade. He had a seat, closed his eyes, and waited for the drone of the next car headed south and west.
The sun beat down, frying his bare skin, drying his body out like a strip of old leather. Matt wondered how he’d come to be so alone in the world. Not for the first time, he thought, Shit, why me?
Of course, the only possible answer was Why not you?
Time passed, and then a shimmering little silver bug appeared on the horizon. A car was coming his way. About fucking time.
Matt swallowed several gulps of water and got to his feet. Apprehension tickled his stomach. This might all be for nothing, but it felt good to be close to finding out. When the car seemed close enough, he stuck out his thumb. He willed the driver to throw caution to the pathetic lack of wind, take pity on a slowly roasting hitchhiker, and take a risk.
As the car got closer, Matt noticed it was drifting from side to side. The observation gave him an uneasy feeling. He shaded his eyes. The road looked empty all the way back to the horizon. All things considered, Matt figured he’d have to take whatever he could get.
The vehicle was a flatbed Ford truck, with a piss-poor paint job somewhere between silver and blue. The windshield had a long crack across it. The front fender hung low, like a penis at half-mast, and the right front headlight was missing. The driver pulled up and parked with the engine still running. The engine sounded like the car looked. Matt walked closer and saw that the driver was a man around fifty, compact and wiry, with big bottle glasses and a dyed comb-over. He wore a checkered red-and-white cowboy shirt with a string tie, and he seemed exhausted.
“Well, shit. You gonna stand out there all day looking at me?” The driver had a tenor voice, scratchy and annoying. Fortunately he drove the next several miles without saying another word.
The driver dropped Matt near where he’d been standing when he’d first heard the call for help. Matt could see the old mine shaft, and beyond it some buildings. He walked past the “Kearns Property Leave Shit Here” sign. After about a quarter mile, an old house came into view. It was low to the ground, slanted to one side, painted white to deflect some of the smothering heat. There was a splintering wooden porch and a rocking chair. Behind the place was a shambles of a garage, car parts everywhere, old farming equipment, rusty wrecked cars half covered with thirsty weeds.
Matt dropped his backpack, ax, and bedroll in the sand. He studied the shack for a while, looking for any movement. Kearns had already seemed out to lunch. A man who lived alone out here might just as soon shoot a stranger as ask questions.
And then he saw it, a faint shimmering in the air near the back of the garage. Matt felt his stomach clench with disappointment. He gave the buildings a wide berth and walked around to the south. There was a small stovepipe chimney at the back of the garage, and it was releasing heat and a trace of smoke. Matt sniffed the air, smelled something sharp and chemical. His shoulders slumped. The guy was cooking meth. Matt turned to go.
“Don’t you fucking move. I’ll blow you out of those boots, motherfucker.”
Matt froze. His scrotum tried to shrink into a slipknot.
An eerie specter rose out of some trash and a bit of cactus. He was covered with dust and powder. Kearns again. This time the man cradled a sawed-off shotgun in his arms, business end pointed Matt’s way. The twin barrels seemed to sneer. The guy still wore those ripped overalls, no shirt, and had blistering, sunburned skin. He was one butt-ugly sight, balding and toothless and sallow. Matt, as accustomed to horrific apparitions as he’d become, almost cringed at his appearance. Now it was clear that the rot wasn’t from evil. It was from the crystal methamphetamine the dumb peckerwood was cooking and shooting.
“Mr. Kearns, I just came to apologize for striking you. I’ll just be on my way.”
“Who the fuck asked for an apology?” No front teeth, a slavering lisp. “You from the gummint?”
“I’m not from the government, no, Mr. Kearns.”
“Bullshit.” Kearns spat. “You get off my land.”
“Sure…”
Suddenly Kearns shrieked. A crow and two vultures took flight in alarm as the sound echoed. Startled and afraid of the shotgun, Matt flinched.
“What is it?” he asked.
Kearns fired the shotgun, aiming towards his own house. Out here in the middle of nowhere, the noise was like the bark of a giant dog. “Stay away from me, you bastard! Stay back!”
Spooked, Matt looked. The house. The rocker. There was nobody there.
Kearns squinted, carefully studying his porch for the movement of a creature that didn’t exist. Matt took advantage of the distraction and edged towards his belongings. Kearns clearly had a bad case of amphetamine psychosis-full-on auditory and visual hallucinations. If he had really seen the Dark Man, the experience had run together in his mind with dozens of other delusions. He’d be useless in terms of acquiring new information. The trip had been a waste of time-and could still be a fatal mistake.
The gun discharged again. An echo barked back a few seconds later, and then one more. The crow cawed as if amused. Kearns screamed in a voice high and shrill. He fired at it the bird, and blood and feathers exploded in all directions.
“Take that, you skinny, black-winged motherfucker!”
Matt trotted over to his stuff but didn’t take his eyes off of Kearns. He gathered up the backpack and sleeping bag and reached for the ax. Matt thought he heard some kind of low throbbing sound, wasn’t sure from where. Could have been the panicked blood thundering through the veins in his own ears. Facing down an enemy was one thing. A psychotic with a shotgun was quite another.
Kearns hunkered down like a man taking a dump in his pants, which was actually quite possible, all things considered. He gripped the shotgun in his trembling right hand and with his left he dug into his filthy pocket for another shell. He seemed to have forgotten Matt’s presence or written it off as a hallucination. Kearns reloaded and stalked towards his own home.
But Kearns stalked nothing and fired at nothing. Matt backed away, the ax in his right hand and the pack and bedroll over his left shoulder. He was almost out of range of the shotgun when he noticed the humming sound again and pegged it for an engine.
A vehicle this far from the highway?
A large one, a truck or a van, and it sounded closer. Perhaps he could hitch a ride away from this madhouse.
“Ugh!”
Kearns threw his hands up as if upset by something, and the shotgun went sailing. Matt blinked. Part of the redneck’s head disappeared, to be replaced by a strange pink cloud that floated away. Kearns dropped to his knees and fell over dead.
He’d been shot, and Matt hadn’t heard a thing.
Someone was using a silencer.
Matt ducked and tried to run, but something slammed into the side of his head, and he dropped his gear. The world went white with pain, spun in a circle, and turned pitch-black.



CHAPTER SIX


Friday, 4:32 p.m.
Matt came to but kept his eyes closed. He was inside and could feel cool air-conditioning on his exposed skin. His arm ached-like an IV needle had been badly inserted and then clumsily taped down. The back of his head was pounding. No one could have gotten close enough to hit him without Matt sensing it, so he’d been shot with something, perhaps a beanbag. Cops or military? But why?
“Sleeping Beauty is awake.” A man’s jocular baritone. “Bro, we have been trying to catch up to your ass for a week. This morning we got here ahead of you. At last we meet!”
Matt forced his eyes open and squinted. He was on a gurney but not in a hospital. This was some kind of gigantic van-he could tell by the shape of the walls. Everything around and below him vibrated a bit. The speaker was dressed in black with a web belt and a sidearm. Mercenary all the way. He had a friendly, boyish face and a good-natured grin.
“My name is Scotty, Cahill,” the man said. “And of course we already know who you are.”
The scary stranger Sally had mentioned. Scotty instantly reminded Matt of someone. Someone he knew. His head hurt too much to focus. He rolled his head to the right. There was a needle in his arm. And some kind of a transfusion bottle there, but something didn’t look right. What was it? Matt struggled to make sense of his situation. He felt weak and dizzy. And then it finally hit him. They weren’t giving him fluids or medication.
They were drawing his blood.
Lots of it.
“You hungry?”
“What?”
Scotty repeated, “You hungry? Our medic says you’ll last longer if we give you some fruit and orange juice once in a while.”
Matt felt the world slide sideways and tilt. He was growing weaker by the second. Matt knew he wasn’t like other people-not anymore, not since he’d come back from the dead. No one was guaranteed immortality. How many pints of blood in a human body? Something like ten? How much had he lost already?
They were bleeding him.
“Two things I get off on,” Scotty said. “Football and old movies. You ever watch Laurel and Hardy? Those two old comics from the silent movie days? One tall and skinny, one short and fat. Loved those guys. You know, it turns out the dumb one was the brains.”
“Huh?”
Scotty grinned again. The boyish smile prompted Matt’s memory. “Andy,” he said. His voice was already becoming a desperate croak.
“Andy?”
“You remind me of my friend Andy.” A lifelong friend Matt had to kill after the Dark Man and the rot of evil took him over. And now that same rot was spreading across Scotty’s face, eating away the flesh on his chin. A thin stream of pus dribbled from his right nostril.
“That so?” Scotty seemed pleased. “Cool. Hey, thing is, under other circumstances, we probably could have been friends. Hope you realize this isn’t personal, Cahill. If it was up to me, I’d keep you around. Orders are orders.”
Matt shivered. The air was cold and he felt weak. “Whose orders?”
“Boss man says to take your blood, so we take your blood. Ours is not to reason why.” Scotty yawned. Something ugly and black writhed like a worm of smoke in the back of his throat as if fighting to get out.
“Don’t do this,” Matt said. “It’s murder.”
“War is hell,” Scotty said. And he flashed that Andy grin again. Matt felt fear and a deep sadness, both for himself and for Scotty, who might have been a decent person once but was past saving now. Matt didn’t want to die like this, but he was too weak for much of anything else-and growing weaker by the minute. He closed his eyes.
Scotty slapped his face lightly. “Stay awake, dude. We want you around for as long as possible.”
“Screw you.”
“That’s it! Come on, you don’t want this to be too easy, do you?”
“I don’t want this at all.”
Matt rolled his head the other way. A couple of mercenaries sat nearby. One was sucking on what smelled like a joint. The other was snoozing. The sliding side door to the van was open a crack. Another mercenary stood guard outside, but without much panache or enthusiasm. These men were well trained, but evil was on board, eroding their focus. Individual discipline was sliding. Appetites running amuck. They all reeked of sin. If Mr. Dark wasn’t actually running the show, he was most certainly involved. Had to be in some way.
Matt studied his foe. Tried to speak. “Why?”
Scotty blinked. “Why take your blood? Dude, you’re fucking famous. Matt Cahill, the man who was frozen solid for three months and brought back to life. The word went out among the very, very, very rich that you are Ponce de Fucking León himself, the owner of the secret of eternal youth. It was only a matter of time until someone hired a guy like me to come and find you.”
“Who?”
Scotty smiled. “Guess it doesn’t matter if I tell you. The checks come from some very smart men with money. Old men who contribute heavily to the university where you were first studied.”
“The university?”
“Alumni, shall we say.”
“They think it’s in my blood?”
“They say it has to be, dude. Somewhere in your blood or your DNA. So they figure it’s something money can locate and copy, or at least secure the rights to.” Scotty leaned closer. His breath stank of the rot eating him from inside. “Oh, I know what you’re thinking. Why not just steal a sample and go to work on that? Why bleed you dry? So I asked the same question. Seems to me we could take some, let you eat and rest, then take some more, and even go on and on for months or years that way.”
“Uh-huh.”
Just let me stay alive long enough to figure a way out of here…
“But no, we’re supposed to get as much as we can over a few days, then punch your ticket and dispose of the body. In case you’re curious, it will be a state-of-the-art cremation. That is, we plan to burn your ass up with a frag and split.”
“Why kill me? Just to leave no evidence?”
“Monopoly, dude. Once we have enough healthy samples, taking your ass out leaves no way for anyone else to compete. Business is murder these days.”
Matt licked his lips. “Water. Please.”
Scotty snapped his fingers. The mercenary with the marijuana sighed, pinched out his joint, and got a small bottle of water. He tossed it to Scotty, who opened it and poured a taste into Matt’s mouth. “Go easy, partner. Wouldn’t want you to get sick. We’ll turn off the drip now, let you get some strength back.”
Matt managed to make his left hand crawl up to grab the bottle. He wanted to handle it himself. He took another sip. “You must feel really proud of yourself.”
Scotty blinked once, then looked away.
A hit, a palpable hit.
The mercenary got up, walked around the gurney, and stopped the blood flow. He put some grapes and orange slices on a paper plate and set it down on Matt’s legs. Something in Scotty’s weakened mind wandered, though, and instead of feeding Matt he began to absently snack on the grapes himself. He looked normal again, and then horrific. These dangerous men were rapidly being taken over by their own mindless appetites.
Matt swallowed some more water, choking a bit but keeping it down. He looked to his right, where the needle protruded, and his mind raced for some kind of answer. He was alone in a huge trailer parked out in the desert, guarded by mercenary soldiers recruited in the cause of evil. Everyone thought he’d left town. The rancher he’d visited was dead, and perhaps Matt would be blamed for the murder. As for any chance of rescue, no one even knew he was here. Only one thing was certain.
Matt was in deep, deep shit.



CHAPTER SEVEN


Sunday, 11:34 a.m.
He lost track of the number of times they woke him up to give him water, fruit and juice or to change the trickle of urine in the bedpan. As soon as he’d regained some of his strength, they’d start collecting blood again. Matt was light-headed all the time now, and his vision was blurring. The mercenaries looked horrific, their souls pocked with the unspoken evil of what they were doing. One with a shaved head never looked at him. One with thick red hair never stopped. The stoner never quit smoking. Their lack of sympathy and interest betrayed souls too far gone for any kind of recovery.
These were trained mercenaries, in great condition and still quite lethal, but the Dark Man had found a way to touch them. They ate Matt’s food on a whim, smoked dope, drank booze, and napped. When Matt was able to concentrate, he wondered if these men would even remember what they had done here. They seemed beyond caring.
And Matt didn’t have much longer to live.
The mercenaries rotated positions. Scotty was the only one with a smidgen of bedside manner. The others rarely spoke, except to grunt a request or use a four-letter word. One had the habit of constantly scratching his balls. They argued violently, exercised, cleaned their weapons endlessly, burped and farted, slept and snored. Sometimes they fought like animals over a scrap of meat. Killers without a purpose.
Matt was pretty certain it was just the next day, not two days later. The sun was up again, and the light and shade he could see through the small opening suggested it was approaching noon. He’d finally realized why they kept the door open, despite the constant air-conditioning. The pot smell bothered Scotty.
As Matt slowly died, Scotty talked about Charlie Chaplin and Fatty Arbuckle. Finally he switched to professional football. He had an obsession with the classic teams of the sixties and early seventies, especially Miami. He droned on and on about the Dolphins’ perfect season with Larry Csonka and Jim Kiick and Mercury Morris at halfback. The backup quarterback Earl Morrall. He described plays against the Redskins and a big playoff game against the Chiefs that went into overtime.
Matt came to appreciate those talks because listening to Scotty gave him something to hold on to, something to think about other than gathering darkness and the fear of bleeding to death. He wondered if he’d see Janey after he died and hold her again. That thought was a comfort.
“Boss?” one of the mercenaries asked. He was standing guard in the doorway, with an AK pointed down at the floor.
Scotty stopped in the middle of describing Larry Csonka plowing through three defenders and knocking himself silly running into the goalpost. He seemed annoyed by the interruption.
“What?”
“Somebody is outside,” the guard said. “Women.”
“The fuck?”
The other bored mercenaries rushed the door like frat boys, their weapons at half-mast.
Scotty sighed and stared down at the bed for a few seconds. When he looked up, his face was just raw meat and writhing worms. Matt cringed as Scotty shook his head and a couple of gray worms fell off and dropped writhing on the bedsheet.
“I don’t care if it’s the chicks from ‘Black Swan’ licking each other,” Scotty said. “Stay sharp or I’ll shoot you myself.”
The stoner went to the window, opened it, and jammed himself into the corner with his weapon pointed outside. To Matt, the man’s eyes were black holes. His nose had fallen off. The other two went to their assigned posts as well. Scotty patted Matt’s leg in an absurd parody of politeness.
“Excuse me for a second.”
Scotty gripped his weapon and went to the door. He kept the weapon behind his back and filled the doorway. Matt gathered himself to call for help but then realized he’d just get whoever was outside killed.
The breathless voice of an unfamiliar female. “Sorry to bother you, honey.”
“Hold it right there, honey,” Scotty said. Matt watched as Scotty’s fingers tensed on the Glock. Matt hoped whoever it was wouldn’t be killed right there in front of him.
“We’re coming back from a party in Elko,” another woman said. Her voice sounded slurred. “We got a flat tire.”
The stoner said, “I’ll change it.”
Scotty shot him a dirty look. He peered out the door again. Seemingly satisfied, he relaxed. “Just stay where you are, okay? Someone will be out in a second.”
He closed the door, looked at the stoner. “Get them out of here.”
“Kill them?”
“Not unless you have to. Someone might come looking before we’re done with Cahill. Go change the tire and get the fuck back inside. Red, you cover him from the window. Don’t let any of them see your weapons. Anything goes wrong, take all three of them out.”
Three?
The mercenary called Red went to the window. Whatever he saw there made him whistle with appreciation.
Matt tried to raise his head, but the effort made him dizzy. He considered calling for help but didn’t want to put the women in danger. Exhausted and queasy, he closed his eyes again and passed out.
When he came to again, the trailer was silent except for the humming air-conditioning. He felt shaky but not as bad as he had. He rolled his head to his right. They had once again stopped draining his blood. Two brownish slices of apple and a half-empty bottle of water sat beside him on the white sheet, placed there almost as an afterthought.
Some time had passed. Matt tried to sit up but failed. He tried again, got up on his elbows. The van was quiet. Why? Matt looked around.
No one else was moving. The mercenaries were passed out cold. Scotty was on the floor in the fetal position, nearly sucking his thumb, his pus-filled face and blank eyes twitching. The other three were in poses around the trailer. Empty bottles of beer and whiskey lay on the floor. Some of the furniture was tipped over. There was no sign of the strangers. Matt started to pass out again, but he fought the impulse. He had to get the hell out of here-now. And then he heard footsteps.
Someone was coming.
Matt struggled to free his hands. He got his left arm loose and pulled on the tape holding his right arm to the board, tape that covered the needle that had been draining his life pint by pint. The door creaked open. Panicked, Matt managed to tear at the tape. Then a shadow fell across the bed.
Matt Cahill look up and saw the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen. Sally, her face framed by sunlight. She had come to rescue him. Sheriff Pickens, Wally, and Kyle had come with her. The two other women waited outside.



CHAPTER EIGHT


Monday, 8:53 a.m.
“That ought to get it,” Doc said. The silver-haired cowboy sat back and closed his black bag. Matt had resisted yet another needle, but Doc argued that he needed a transfusion, nutrients and B12 with a bit of a stimulant. Just moments later, Matt did feel quite a bit better. He was seated upright in a chair in Sheriff Pickens’ office. He’d refused to lie down again. He’d had enough of feeling helpless.
“Whatever you just did, it worked pretty well,” Matt said.
“Ought to. I’ve practiced on quite a few wounded horses,” Doc said without the slightest trace of a smile.
A jealous Kyle had discreetly followed Sally and Matt out of town. He’d wanted to make sure his rival was gone for good. Kyle explained the truth sheepishly but also seemed proud because of how it had all worked out. He’d seen the huge van drive up and kidnap Matt, but knowing he couldn’t possibly take on mercenaries with weapons, Kyle had hung back and followed the van until it parked out in the desert. Then he’d raced back to town, and the people of Dry Wells couldn’t stand by and let him be kidnapped. They owed Matt Cahill. Something had to be done.
Sheriff Pickens had come up with the plan. Sally and Suzie Pickens had dressed as hookers. They’d taken another volunteer from the whorehouse, a girl named Maggie. The women had approached the trailer while Sheriff Pickens and some of the men watched from a distance. Wally covered them with a hunting rifle.
The girls had gotten the mercenaries to drink a bit of drugged booze, then slipped away before anyone could get hurt. Then they’d all waited half an hour, returned when it was safe, and brought Matt and his bedroll, backpack, and ax back to Dry Wells. Sheriff Pickens hadn’t wanted to risk trying to take the men into custody without more backup.
“But now,” Sheriff Pickens said, “our problem is that the bastards are going to wake up again soon. And it won’t take long for them to figure out what happened. We helped you get away. They’ll want to get even. And that means they’ll be coming for you. For us.”
“Get help now,” Matt said. “Those men are trained professionals.”
“Sure, that’s what I’d figured on doing as soon as we got back, son. Just turns out that I can’t.”
“Can’t you call the state police? The National Guard? Somebody?”
“No, because we got us some more shit luck in Dry Wells,” Sheriff Pickens said. “There’s a badass forest fire going on down the 41, and everything is closed tighter than a gnat’s ass. The Guard is all tied up fighting the fire, and everyone else is either evacuating or blocking the highways. They got to keep away every swinging dick with a six-pack of beer and a digital camera. And the phone lines went dead a few minutes ago. Can’t raise a signal. The long and short of it is, we’re on our own, at least through tomorrow.”
Matt didn’t think it was a coincidence that the phone lines were down and the signals were jammed. It was intentional. The university had paid a lot of money for this team and their support staff. They seemed to think Matt was worth a fortune.
Surprised, Matt saw that Zeke and Hog, the two bullies from the bar, were here with the rest of the residents. Stone sober now, they seemed both tense and oddly deflated. Neither man seemed eager to meet his eyes, but Matt just nodded his appreciation and the two seemed to relax.
“I appreciate what you all have done for me,” Matt said. “But saving me is bound to bring suffering. I should go.”
“If they do come for us,” Doc said, “we’re going to need every man we can get. Including you.”
“Let him leave!” a woman called. Other people shushed her up.
Kyle shrugged. “Let’s just man up and do something for once.”
Bert the grocer said, “Easy for you to say. You’re young, you got no kids and nothing to lose.”
More people crowded into the room. Uncomfortable, Matt found himself the center of attention again. Yet this wasn’t about him anymore. It had grown much bigger than that.
“Far as I’m concerned, Kyle is right,” Sheriff Pickens said. “I owe my daughter’s life to this man. He’s been here a day and in my opinion he’s already changed us for the better. I for one ain’t going to let those bastards murder him. I won’t just look the other way. This is our town, damn it.”
Many of the townsfolk agreed. Several others remained silent.
“And I’ll repeat that,” Doc said. “Matt here has proved he’s got brains and balls. We’re going to need his help to protect ourselves tonight.”
Sally, still wearing tight clothing and smeared hooker makeup, as was Suzie Pickens, spoke up. “We’re going to have to figure out how to do that pretty damned quickly.”
Bert the grocer looked at Matt. “Or we could just give you back to them and say we were sorry.”
Matt nodded. “I’d understand if you did. But think about it. The problem is, now you know they murdered Kearns in cold blood and you know about what they tried to do to me.”
“Which was what, exactly?” Doc asked.
“Something illegal as hell. They were after my blood and organs.” The townspeople wouldn’t believe the truth if Matt told them. He barely believed it himself. “Guess maybe somebody needed a kidney.”
“Well, okay, maybe it ain’t so bad. All we have to do is hold them off until help arrives,” Wally ventured.
The sheriff shook his head. “Matt is right. They’re gonna come for Cahill, and they’re gonna also want anybody else they think might know more than he or she should. Which means all of us. Are we going to sit by and let that happen?”
By now the remaining townspeople had edged into the room. Matt knew he didn’t have time to make friends with the fifteen or twenty permanent residents of old-town Dry Wells, but he had to win them over immediately. Because the clock was ticking. He scanned their faces, but the townspeople just waited for something to happen. A black crow cawed outside the window like an angel of death.
“It’s your town, your decision.” Matt got to his feet. “You want me to go, I’ll go.”
“If I thought that would work, I’d probably show you the way out of town,” Zeke said. Everyone seemed surprised that he was speaking out. “But it likely won’t. These desperadoes broke the law. They look badass to us. They aren’t going to take any chances folks will talk about what happened out there. Hog and me, we say make a stand.”
Silence.
Hog said, “Mr. Cahill, you beat us fair and square, and you weren’t mean about it. We remember things like that.”
“We ain’t fighting men like you three,” someone called. “We’re just farmers and ranchers.”
“I know it’s not fair that you’re in this position. But here we are.” Matt looked down. Suzie Pickens and her brother were each on one knee. Sally was seated cross-legged on the floor, staring up at him, wide-eyed and smitten. Doc, Wally, and all the others watched him as silence took hold. They were waiting, obviously expecting him to take charge, even though he didn’t know the first thing about combat. And then it hit him. Matt had been wondering why he’d come back to life, why he’d been spared. This was another one of those times when it felt like destiny. His arrival had caused the situation, but it had also saved lives and brought the whole town together. Perhaps this was all supposed to happen.
Matt said, “Kyle, can you draw me a detailed map of the town? Every building, hiding place, electrical panel, water source, whatever you can think of that might help us out?”
Kyle nodded, then exploded into motion. People began whispering as the young man dug in a desk drawer for paper and pencils. Sally joined him and they both got to work. Seeing that, the other residents gained a bit of confidence. They were standing taller, even though Matt didn’t have a plan-he just sounded like he did. Apparently, that was enough for the time being.
Oh man…
“Okay, I’m no expert,” he said, “but I’ll try to figure out how to buy us the time we need until the National Guard can get here.”
The sheriff said, “Listen up. One thing I do know about is firearms. This is crucial, okay? Once we figure out the best defensive positions, you’re all going to have to think about finding cover, not concealment. Concealment is a rosebush. Cover is a brick wall. Get it? These men shoot, and bullets go through just about anything.”
Matt rolled his shoulders. He felt a lot stronger now, almost normal. “Give some thought to some booby traps we can rig to at least slow these bastards down.” He looked around the room. “Does anyone have a working telescope, or at least a great pair of binoculars?”
A teen in the back raised his hand.
“What’s your name, son?”
“Timmy, sir.”
“Timmy,” Matt said, “you need to grab some bottled water and climb the tallest building. Get as high up as possible, son. Start looking around and don’t stop. These guys are well trained. They may come from any direction, or more than one. You’re our listening post, our eyes and ears. Someone else needs to go with him and wait down below to carry the word. Pick him or her now. And remember what the sheriff said. Stay down, behind bricks, not brush, okay? Get your stuff and go.”
Matt continued to bark all the instructions he could think of until everyone had some initial function. He figured it was better to have them all staying busy, and in the meantime he could focus on setting up some specific defenses.
And on how the hell he’d manage to bluff his way through something he knew so little about.
“Doc? How long before those drugs wear off?”
Doc looked at his watch. He seemed less terrified, a bit resigned. “Pickens was right, basically. If he drove back out there now, there’s a good chance that one of them would already be awake enough to shoot his ass dead. I’d say most of them won’t be coming out of the fog for at least a couple of hours, though. Maybe three or four, tops.”
They didn’t have much time.



CHAPTER NINE


Monday, 1:04 p.m.
Matt sat in the sheriff’s office, clumsily cleaning an old Taurus.357 the way the lawman had told him. Sally sat across from him, taking stock of the other weapons, laying the guns and ammo on a table.
Matt sighed, feeling overwhelmed. He was a fraud, but these people were desperate for a leader. The smart thing to do would be to run-and hope he could get the mercenaries to follow him and leave the town alone. But what if they wouldn’t follow? Worse, what if he got away and the town paid the price?
“I’m sorry I ever came here,” Matt said aloud.
“I’m not,” she said. “You saved a life, and then saved my bacon in the bar. In some strange way, you’ve inspired us to come together as a town.” She paused. “Are we all going to make it through this?”
“I certainly hope so.” He resumed cleaning the gun. “I guess it depends on who steps up when the time comes.”
“What do you mean?”
Matt fumbled with the three speed loaders and set them aside with the newly cleaned.357. “I don’t know most of the people in Dry Wells. Bert is okay. Hog and Zeke may come through, they seem to have had a real change of heart. Wally-he’s an alcoholic, but in some ways seems like the most genuine man in town other than Kyle. And that boy, Kyle? Well, he just loves you to death-you know that, right?”
Sally shrugged. “I’m all there is around here.”
“You’re underestimating him-and yourself.”
“What about Doc?”
“He’s scared, but he’ll do okay, too.”
“You spend a lot of time reading people, don’t you?”
Matt didn’t answer. He didn’t want to have to explain how or why. He collected the handguns and put them into cardboard boxes. “Sally, get a couple of the women to help you distribute these, okay?”
“That’s it, right?”
“I guess. We’re down to firing up the kerosene lanterns, shouting at each other, hand signals, and anything else we can think of.”
“Like it’s 1875 or something.”
“Pretty much. We’re as ready as we’re likely to be without any outside help. Remember, all we have to do is make it through the night.”
She kissed his cheek. The kiss drifted to the side, and for a long moment their passions leaked out. Her hands grabbed at his back, but Matt broke away and kissed her forehead instead.
“You’d best get moving.”
Sally sighed and hurried out.
When Sally was gone, Matt sat in his chair. He wondered whether there might still be some way to leave the citizens of Dry Wells out of the confrontation. The mercenaries needed his blood, not his corpse, so they’d have to be careful. As for Matt, he wasn’t willing to be taken alive again, because there would be no guarantee Sally and the others would be safe. If Mr. Dark was around, perhaps there was some other solution, a different deal to be struck…a way to save the others, if not himself.
If Scotty gave him a chance, they’d have to talk.



CHAPTER TEN


Monday, 4:51 p.m.
Why are they taking so long? They should do something.
Sunset was coming soon. Matt Cahill walked down the middle of Main Street in old town, heading west towards Sheriff Pickens and the jail, making the rounds yet another time. He hoped to hell he looked inspirational. He waved at the men stationed on the roof of the hotel. Matt cupped his hands and called out.
“Got water?”
Timmy gave a thumbs-up.
“Remember what Sheriff Pickens said-stay the hell down behind the bricks. Cover, not concealment, right?”
Matt stopped in the shade of the old gazebo. He spun in a lazy circle, his boots kicking up dust. The sun was getting lower and the sky was beginning to color as evening approached, but the heat still lay on Dry Wells like a thick blanket. Matt let his eyes roam to check the windows and rooftops, making sure everyone was in place for the battle to come. Doors and windows had been nailed shut. Pits had been dug, streets blocked to slow the intruders down.
Matt licked his lips and his stomach rumbled. He was out of ideas and tired of waiting.
Suzie and Jeb Pickens were in the top windows of the old whorehouse, armed with hunting rifles. Each had a makeshift Molotov cocktail of kerosene and a rag stuffed in an empty jelly jar. They knew to be careful, since most of Dry Wells was made of wood and highly flammable.
Matt carried his ax over one shoulder. For security, he also had a Smith & Wesson snub-nosed.38 in his belt. He held a bottle of water in his right hand.
Had he covered these people as well as humanly possible?
Would they be ready and willing to fight, perhaps to the death?
Would he?
Kyle had managed to recover wicks for the old-style lanterns hanging outside all along the western street. He and Timmy had climbed ladders to put kerosene in them and test every one. Light would be their only defense. That and knowing the landscape far better than did their enemy.
Why are they taking so long? They should do something.
The mercenaries hadn’t made any attempt to contact them or attack, even to explore their defenses. Perhaps it had taken them longer to recover from the animal tranquilizers than Doc had originally thought. Hell, those mercenaries were already drinking and badly infected by evil. If Matt was lucky, maybe one or two had even died by accident from a lethal combination of drugs.
Though right then Matt didn’t feel very lucky.
Not since that damned avalanche.
Unfortunately, an attack in the darkness, using some kind of night-vision equipment, seemed to Matt to be the most likely scenario. He’d worn the goggles while rescuing Suzie Pickens, so he had some idea of how they worked, how they made everything crisp and clear in a greenish way. As long as the ambient light was low and constant, the users-the mercenaries-would have the complete advantage over any normal human being.
But bright light hurt-and could buy Matt and the townspeople a few precious moments.
It was going to be four heavily armed men against sixteen defenders who had no real equipment and far less expertise. Their only advantage was that Scotty likely wanted to take Matt alive to draw more blood. The mercenaries would need to be careful with their fire and couldn’t just come in and blow shit up. They knew the forest fire would keep law enforcement reinforcements from arriving for a while, though, so Scotty had probably figured a night assault to be the safest, smoothest plan of attack. At least that’s what Matt told himself, though the truth was, he didn’t know much about any of this. Not really.
Everyone seemed to be in place. If they could just last through the night, some kind of reinforcements should arrive via the National Guard or the police. Of course, the mercenaries knew that, too. And that every minute would count.
Why are they taking so long? They should…
“Mr. Cahill! Mr. Cahill!”
Matt looked up. The boy called Timmy, on the hotel roof, was calling him. He gestured toward the mouth of the town. Another teenage boy named Clete stood on the roof of Wally’s bar, binoculars in his right hand. He pointed east.
“Someone’s coming!”
At last.
Matt felt like throwing up.
“Hold your positions!” Matt called. He hefted the ax, kept one hand on the.38, and jogged east.
Sheriff Pickens and Wally had blocked the alleys to the west and the entrance to the east with old cars, wheelbarrows, junked bicycles, and trash cans. One defender held each position, with two at the open area.
With the approaching sunset at his back, Matt went to the car and motioned for Sheriff Pickens and Wally to duck. Wally looked half in the bag, as usual. His jaw was set and his eyes were grim. His soul seemed at peace. Thank God, he’d do.
Sheriff Pickens lowered his own binoculars. “We got us two men in a van, two on motorcycles. Looks like one of them is holding a white flag.”
Matt took the binoculars and focused on the rapidly approaching clouds of dust. He immediately recognized the mercenaries in the van. The one who scratched his balls and the one with the red hair who smoked too much dope. He was easy to spot because of the smoke pouring out the passenger window. The one to the south on a motorcycle was the one who had always stared at him. Matt continued to scan the nearby desert. He finally located the man with the white flag. He almost jumped at how close the man seemed.
Scotty.
Through the binoculars he seemed confident and healthy, rather than twisted and evil. He wore shades and was smiling, chugging along, slowly waving the flag. Matt went up and down what he could see of the man’s body. Body armor for certain. Two sidearms, one long like a cop’s 9 mm, the other oddly shaped. He had a pair of goggles that looked like the NV stuff Matt had seen in movies. There was something else there on his chest, perhaps some kind of grenade. Matt was worried about grenades. The townspeople were scared enough already. Hell, so was he. It didn’t seem likely that the mercenaries would use anything that random, though, for fear of killing Matt.
“That’s them,” Matt said. He handed the binoculars back to the sheriff, who raised one hand and waved it.
“Looks like they want to parlay.”
“That it does.” Matt thought for a moment. “Sheriff, can you loan me that flashlight for a bit?”
Sheriff Pickens cocked his head, shrugged, and handed it over. Matt put his ax down in the sand, stuck the flashlight in his belt-behind his back, next to the.38-and then grabbed his ax again.
“Thanks. Get them ready.”
Pickens called out, “Nobody jumps the gun. Everybody just hold your fire until one of us gives the signal.”
Matt Cahill scratched his neck. His pulse raced with anger and steadily increasing fear. The mercenaries could have and should have come after dark, when they’d have had even more of a natural advantage. Why hadn’t they? Something seemed out of place. He didn’t like surprises. He fingered the.38 beneath the back of his jeans next to the flashlight and cracked his knuckles. He was going to have to trust his instincts. Matt came to a decision.
“Okay, I’m going to go out and talk to him.”
“You serious?”
“Believe me, I wish I weren’t. Looks like I have to, though.”
“You’re out of your fucking mind, but better you than me.” Sheriff Pickens picked up a hunting rifle and sighted on Scotty. “I’ll aim for a head shot if this goes bad. Can’t hardly miss from here. Wally and Bert will cover the others. Don’t worry, Bert may be a chickenshit at heart, but he’s a damned fine shot.”
Matt nodded and squeezed through the narrow space between the car blocking the entrance to Main Street and the front of Wally’s Saloon. Three long strides later he was out in the open. He felt naked. Four guns were trained on his chest. Behind him, Matt heard Sally crying. It sounded like Kyle was trying to comfort her. Matt did not look back. He just started walking.



CHAPTER ELEVEN


Monday, 5:14 p.m.
It was nearly dark. The sunset flowed rapidly across the desert floor like spilled paint, dragging long shadows in its wake. The night approached quickly, eagerly, like a predator cornering prey. The rider to the south turned and shut off his motorcycle. The van stopped as well. Scotty rolled to a halt, got off his hog, and left it standing. Dusk swallowed them and the air began to chill.
I am out of my fucking mind for doing this…
As the evening glowered, Matt Cahill walked, ax on his shoulder, his eyes fixed on the lone man on the motorcycle. Scotty smiled brightly, as if delighted to see him. They stopped, by instinct, perhaps five yards apart. Up close, Scotty’s eyes were bright and feverish. His nose was rotting away, writhing with worms. The flesh on his exposed arms was blackened and splitting and oozing yellow slime. He had two firearms on his belt, one unfamiliar and bulky, and that pair of NV goggles. He was also carrying one large grenade.
“Well, damned if you aren’t causing us a bit of trouble after all,” Scotty said. Something rattled, deep in his chest, as if parts of him were beginning to break loose.
“Guess I underestimated you.”
“The jury is still out.”
“It seems like we got ourselves a bit of a conundrum. Love that word. The way I see it is, we need to take you back with us. You don’t want to go. We got firepower and experience. You got innocent bystanders. You need this to take a few hours. We need it over and done. It’s fourth down and forty and you can’t punt. That about sum it up?”
Matt kept the ax pointed at the sand. He casually put his trembling right hand on his hip, moving it closer to the items in his belt. “You going to talk all night, or did you have a proposal of some kind?”
“Oh, I had me an idea,” Scotty said. He drooled pus from a drooping lower lip. “Figured I’d ask you to do the right thing.”
The shadows swept over them. They were only a few yards apart now.
“Shit,” Scotty said. “Wanted to get here sooner, but Mack was too fucking stoned. Now it looks like we timed this all wrong. I can’t hardly see you.”
“Can’t see your face anymore either,” Matt said agreeably. “I don’t mind, though. You really are turning butt ugly.”
Scotty laughed. “There’s something going on for sure. I can feel it. Sometimes when I look in the mirror, I catch something strange out of the corner of my eye, like that old Candyman piece of shit movie we saw when we were kids. Like there’s someone else over my shoulder. Something freaky.”
“There is,” Matt said.
Black squatted on the desert floor with them. The town had no power. The volunteers had no night-vision equipment. The darkness had arrived. Matt realized that Scotty hadn’t timed it wrong at all. In fact, he’d timed it perfectly. But then, so had Matt.
“So are you going to do the right thing, Cahill? Let us take you back, so that we don’t have to kill all these innocent redneck men, women, and children?”
Matt squatted in the sand. He bought time, wanted his eyes to adjust a bit. “Well, I’ve thought about that all day. That’s the big question. Does the Dark Man want me enough to let them go?”
“Who?”
He doesn’t know who sent him. He thinks it’s just the scientists from the university. But someone along the way is pure evil. They are all infected. I’ll need to find out who sent them one of these days…
Scotty slowly rose, scratched the seat of his trousers. He moved a few steps closer.
“Look, Scotty,” Matt said, as if he hadn’t noticed, “we both know you’re planning to kill the townsfolk anyway. The way I figure it, the only reason you’re here now, instead of just attacking us later under cover of darkness, is someone got word to you. Help is closer than any of us expected a while ago. What happened? Did they put that wildfire out already?”
“You figured all that out on your own?” Scotty squatted, letting Matt know that he was still able to see reasonably well. “Okay, here’s the thing, straight up. There is a busload of weekend warriors on the way down from Salt Fucking Lake or somewhere. ETA about an hour and twenty minutes.”
“And that changes things.”
“Indeed it does.” Scott scooted closer, voice lowering as if imparting secrets.
“Oh, Scotty? I also know I’m in somebody’s sights and you can take me out anytime you want. I’m not stupid.”
“Didn’t think you were.” He casually edged even closer.
Matt said, “But the thing is, you don’t want me dead. You want me alive. And if you kill me out here, all that precious blood runs out into the sand and it’s useless. Your boss will have to make do with whatever you’ve already got out there in the van. And if that’s not enough, the university will be royally pissed off. You might not even get paid.”
“True enough.”
The pocked moon was rising. The starlight was dazzling. Matt had his own night vision now. He was no longer helpless. He tried to summon the courage to act. His limbs shook. In the darkness, under the full moon, Scotty’s wicked eyes seemed to glow.
“So we just give you a badass flesh wound,” Scotty said. He moved a bit closer. “Then we patch you up and take you with us. Game over.”
“Nice plan. But you know what John Lennon said, right?”
Scotty grinned like the corpse he was rapidly becoming. “You wondering the same thing I’m wondering, Cahill?” He moved a bit closer, now only ten feet away.
“Yeah. Each of us wonders why the other one agreed to meet out here after dark. Why we’re talking for so long. Thing is, for me it was stalling for time and one other thing. When it comes to you, I already know that answer.”
Finally close enough for accuracy, Scotty made his move. His right hand darted for the tranquilizer gun on his belt, but Matt was expecting the move. He reached for his flashlight and rolled away, hearing a chuffing sound as the first dart went harmlessly into a clump of dead sage. At the same time, Matt flicked the flashlight on, temporarily blinding the men who had been focusing intently through their night-vision goggles. He rolled again and felt a tranquilizer dart thwack into his boot heel. He shined the light directly into Scotty’s hideous face.
Scotty was a gory zombie now, flesh hanging from his body, organs and excrement sagging and bulging from his bloody fatigues, a literal sack of shit. His pupils contracted in blackened sockets. Matt clumsily located the.38 and fired twice, knowing the flash would further damage the vision of the other mercenaries if they still wore the NV gear. One bullet struck Scotty in the Kevlar and stunned him. Gunfire came from Dry Wells as a few of the townspeople fired in response to the shot. Scotty was hit again, this time in the shoulder. He spun around, the dart gun dropping from his fingers, and fell flat on his back in the sand, probably just stunned.
Matt crawled over to the downed mercenary on knees and elbows. He ripped the coveted NV goggles from Scotty’s webbing, grabbed the grenade from Scotty’s chest. He’d wanted the goggles for Timmy, the town’s lookout. Matt kept moving, rolling away as fast as he could.
Scotty whispered, “Motherfucker!”
Half as a mercy, Matt brought up the.38 to blow Scotty’s head off, but he felt the sand near his own head puff up. The report followed a half second later. Someone had him zeroed in. Panicked, Matt rolled behind Scotty’s body and fired twice towards the van parked in the darkness. He flashed the light again, got to his knees, flashed it the other way.
Scotty moved, then sat up. Matt rose to his feet, decided not to waste his last two rounds so far from town. He kicked Scotty in the head and flashed the light both ways again. Then Matt Cahill raced back towards town.
Townsfolk fired past him at muzzle flashes and where they thought the enemy was parked. At the same time, the mercenaries did their best to wound Matt and bring him down. Three times bullets tugged his clothing as he pounded through the sand, but somehow Matt made it to the parked cars. He threw himself in the air, slammed onto the roof of the old Toyota, rolled over it, and landed back inside his own lines with the night-vision goggles in his hand. He was wheezing and shaking like a willow in a windstorm. The townsfolk cheered.
Soon, though, they all sat uneasily, whispering back and forth. Now there was nothing else to do but wait.



CHAPTER TWELVE


Monday, 6:22 p.m.
Dry Wells was brighter now. They’d fired up the old-style streetlights. Kyle and Wally had them all working, plus most of the fighters had their own kerosene lanterns and flashlights. The town was lit up like a modern art piece, yellow and stripes of black shadow. The defenders could now see most of what would take place. They’d created some ambient light to work with, enough to slow down the effectiveness of any night-vision equipment. Still, the mercenaries had training and superior firepower.
Zeke and Hog had parked like Siamese twins up near the sheriff’s office, holding both hunting rifles and handguns at the ready. They seemed brave enough in each other’s company. Matt hoped that would hold when the firing started.
“You two ready?”
“Shit yeah,” Zeke said. His voice cracked on the second word, but he managed a grin. Hog managed a giggle.
Matt jogged low across the middle of the street and took cover by the gazebo, kneeling down in the trash and dried sage. Doing his best to sound official, he called up to his lookout.
“Timmy? Stay down, but answer me. Do you or Clete see anything?”
“Nothing.”
The teenager was still on the roof of the hotel keeping watch. The desert floor was a gigantic ink pad in every direction. At least he now had the night-vision goggles as an edge. The mercenaries no longer had the element of surprise. They would have to be careful every step of the way.
“All clear?”
And then, ignoring the order, Timmy raised his head to answer.
“Nothing, sir.”
Chuff!
In the flickering light and shadow, the top of his head vanished, a mist of blood and bone. The kid dropped flat onto the roof like a bag of flour. He’d been shot from afar with a night-vision sniper scope. Seeing this, the prostitute called Maggie wailed and kicked at the outside wall of the whorehouse.
Matt grimaced and took a deep breath. His anger boiled over. “Here they come!”
Sheriff Pickens called out, “Stay down, damn it! Cover, not concealment!”
Scotty and company began their attack.
In the end, the mercenaries weren’t cute about it. They just surrounded the ghost town, loaded up their weapons, and approached on foot, firing at will. They had body armor and darkness on their side, plus the ability to communicate via a group radio untouched by the jamming systems. They walked out of the shadows calmly, shooting to keep everyone down. Their fire was sparse but merciless, small dots of flame like pinpricks in a black balloon. Four tall bogeymen were striding arrogantly out of the eternal bedroom closet, shooting to kill.
They had no fear of death. They were already at its doorstep.
Matt pulled himself together. He gripped his ax handle.
The assault continued. While the townspeople handled the return fire, Matt studied the mercenaries’ approach and worked out a plan. The stoner came from the west, towards the sheriff’s office. Scotty crawled and hobbled in from the east, where he’d originally been wounded with a lucky shot. The redhead ran in from the dunes to the south, and the buzz-cut professional warrior jogged into Dry Wells from the north. From the direction and lay of the land, it seemed likely that this was the bastard who had shot Timmy. Matt hadn’t seen anything of Clete, the other teen, since his friend had died. Matt couldn’t blame him for staying hidden.
Zeke and Hog had moved and now crouched together near the old drugstore, grimly firing into the night. Hog had a small plastic tub full of extra ammunition by his massive thigh. They were surprisingly efficient, trading shots left and right in a manner that suggested they’d worked it out in advance. Still, all they could hope to do was slow things down. They had a lot of weapons, but they were still outgunned.
And so the mercenaries closed. Gunfire blazed. At first the enemies’ silenced weapons sounded like corn popping, but the noise steadily grew louder as they approached. Matt ran from the gazebo to the whorehouse and checked upstairs. Suzie and Jeb Pickens were holding their own, firing carefully. Jeb had a small flesh wound on one hand, wrapped with a strip of torn cloth. Matt ran back down the stairs, passing one man he didn’t know who had been injured by flying debris and a whore who had sprained her wrist while diving for cover.
He left for the old barn and loft, playing a hunch since it was poorly guarded. The defenders had thus far avoided using their Molotov cocktails. Someone else had set a fire in the straw, but when Matt arrived, the barn was empty. The fire was in a pile of straw in a small area surrounded by open dirt. Had someone, possibly Kyle, been smart enough to start a controlled blaze to light up the area? Perhaps it hadn’t been set by the enemy after all. Matt turned to go.
The red-haired mercenary dropped down from the rafters, stunning Matt and forcing the ax to fly from his hand into the straw. Red punched Matt twice in the head and rolled him over to bind his wrists with plastic cuffs, clearly intending to drag him back into the darkness and the waiting van.
Matt rolled his eyes up and went limp, and the red-haired mercenary loosened his grip just slightly. Matt head butted him, rolled back over, and kneed the man in the face-a face that was already shattered by sin, dented and weeping blood and brains. Still the man fought on. They rolled together through the fire, and Matt’s exposed flesh felt pain as it burned, but the mercenary didn’t even flinch. Matt could smell singed hair as the two men struggled and grunted. Matt got his right hand free and drove it up under the mercenary’s chin, forcing the man to bite his tongue half off. As blood spurted from the wound, he let go of Matt.
Matt spotted his grandfather’s ax lying near a pile of cow dung and crawled toward it, but the red-haired mercenary recovered enough to climb up Matt’s body, slowing him down. They both saw the.38 in the straw, and the mercenary lunged for the gun. Matt grabbed the pile of cow shit and smeared it into the man’s bloody eyes, then got his fingers around the handle of the ax.
Matt swung hard and decapitated the killer, whose head rolled away and bowled a strike in the feed bags. The mercenary’s trunk fell over and spurted blood, splattering the wooden slats of the stall. Matt threw up in the dirt but quickly gathered himself again. The battle raged on. The enemy was still out there.
Shouting and firing from outside. The smell of gunpowder and burning straw. Shaken, Matt got to his feet and ran to the front of the barn. He looked both ways. Across the street Sheriff Pickens shouted to him.
“Shit, he’s gone, Cahill!”
He had lost track of Scotty.
One down, three to go…



CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Monday, 8:37 p.m.
Matt turned to run back toward the gazebo but saw movement across the way, a shadowy confrontation in the distance. Bert the grocer had been assaulted. A hunter who expected to be able to use his skills with a rifle, Bert was clearly unprepared for close fighting. So when the mercenary with the buzz cut appeared from the alley with a sawtooth knife and charged him, Bert tried to run. With a savage laugh, the killer ran him to ground, yanked his hair back, and reached across to slit the grocer’s throat. Time slowed to a crawl.
Matt raced towards the spot, his bloody ax in one hand and the.38 in the other, hoping for a clean shot. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Hog pause and turn. The big man spotted Bert and the mercenary and sent two rounds their way. One took the soldier in the Kevlar vest and knocked him backwards, stunned but still alive. Satisfied, Hog turned back to his assigned duties. Still running, Matt closed the distance. Suddenly the mercenary rolled, raised his knife to stab down at the exhausted Bert. Matt dropped to one knee and tried to get a shot, but Bert was in the way. The knife was coming down.
The missing teenager-Clete-exploded from the dark alley. He did not hesitate but attacked at once, climbing on the mercenary’s broad back. He was thrown off immediately, but he’d bought a few precious seconds. Bert’s wife came out of the alley next. Her enormous weight momentarily flattened the soldier, shoving his grinning face down into the bloody sand. He quickly threw her off, though, and lunged to gut her. Approaching fast, Matt fired twice but missed. He stopped a second time, trying for better aim. Fortunately, he didn’t fire right away. Just then another body filled his vision.
Kyle emerged from the hotel with a pitchfork. He bellowed with rage and ran the mercenary through. Then, before Matt could close the distance, Kyle pulled his own pistol and shot the man in the neck, just to make sure. Blood sprayed his face. The exhausted citizens ran back to their assigned posts, exhausted but still determined to fight back.
Not bad, Kyle, Matt thought. “Kyle,” he said, “remind me not to piss you off.”
Kyle didn’t see it, but as the mercenary died, his horribly contorted features, dripping pus and writhing with worms, relaxed into a human face. Evil had departed, but so had the soul of the human the force had inhabited. Not for the first time, Matt wondered what awaited these men and women who had been possessed by the Dark Man, once they got to the other side. It surely wouldn’t be pleasant.
“Give me a hand, kid,” Matt said.
They dragged Bert back to the saloon, where Sally worked with the women who were acting as medics. Bert was going to make it. Outside, the fire was lower, becoming sporadic, but the screaming was nonstop. Where Sally tended to them, those who were cut or shot cried out and kept bellowing. They didn’t just lie down, like in the movies.
Two down, two to go.
Matt forced himself to stalk the sidewalk amongst the writhing shadows and the puffs of smoke, the reloaded.38 gripped in his right hand, the ax handy. Right now it felt like his best friend.
“Hog? Zeke? You guys okay?”
“We’re good,” Zeke called back.
Matt looked east. Sheriff Pickens and Wally were still by the parked cars, their rifles at port arms. Pickens shook his head, as if to say he’d been unable to locate his man. Zeke and Hog exchanged glances, then stood up, Hog facing into the center of town and Zeke still looking out at the city limits. A few seconds passed. Flames crackled through dry wood and a horse nickered in the barn.
A mercenary in black rolled across a parked car and took aim at the sheriff just as Pickens ducked. Pop-pop. The body was squat and compact, so it wasn’t Scotty. It had to be the one who never looked up. Matt started toward the sheriff, but instinct told him he wouldn’t make it in time. Hopefully, Pickens could handle himself. Hog fired cougar quick and nicked the mercenary’s leg. Wally fired, too, but the mercenary drove him back under cover. The street puffed dust-Jeb and Suzie were also firing down from the whorehouse, but their angle was bad, and the mercenary rolled away.
Bravely, Wally stepped out of cover and took a shot, hitting the mercenary in the other leg. The man bellowed in rage and fired back. Wally tried to duck but was shot in the face. He fell backwards into the street, twitched a few times, and lay still.
Matt charged, waving his arms, and the mercenary turned to face him. Before Matt could reach them, though, Pickens ducked and produced a wickedly short shotgun he’d had stashed beneath Sally’s car. He did not hesitate, but placed the weapon in the crotch of his enemy and discharged both barrels. The mercenary split nearly in two and splattered in the dirt like chunks of steaming meat.
Three down.
Scotty to go.
Matt swallowed more bile. All around him, the firing gradually died out again as the townsfolk realized it was nearly over. Matt whistled sharply. One enemy remained, so they were all still in danger.
“Hey, Scotty? It’s just you and me now.”
Matt walked out into the center of the street, dust spraying up around his boots. He kept walking, and then he stopped, licked his lips. He called out, “Scotty? Let these people be. Let’s finish this.”
Shit, my voice is shaking. I sound like a poodle standing up to a Great Dane…
A kind of eerie silence fell, except for the low snapping of the steady fire in the barn. Matt could smell the wood smoke blended with the stench of death. Could faintly hear people murmuring, some crying out in pain. Dark reflections flickered up and down the empty street. Everyone held their breath. Matt Cahill waited, knowing there was only one way it could end.
“Matt?”
Scotty came out of the alley, holding a 9 mm down by his right leg, pointed at the earth. He had placed his body perfectly, between the empty movie house and the tourist shop, so none of the people defending Dry Wells had an easy shot. He was lost, looked like something dragged up from a grave a week after he’d been buried. His skin was filthy, with wounds oozing fluid and broken bones poking from torn clothing. His face was a frozen mask of shrieking horror, the countenance of a man buried alive. Matt Cahill stood out in the open, the.38 down at his own side, the ax in his other hand. The two men faced each other on the dusty, dark street. Shadows danced all around them.
“So here we are.”
“Yeah.”
“The 1972 Dolphins, dude. A perfect season. Look it up.”
“I will.”
Scotty grinned horribly, chuckling wetly from deep in his broken chest. To Matt, the laugh sounded disturbingly familiar, so much like his long-dead friend. The two enemies waited there in the street, all eyes on them. The fire made the town flicker like an old black-and-white photograph under a strobe lamp.
“I’m kind of screwed, aren’t I?” Scotty asked. He coughed. “I don’t know what’s happening to me, but it ain’t anything good, is it?”
Matt shook his head. “No. It’s not.”
Scotty looked down. “You remember that old movie comic, W.C. Fields? Talked through his nose?”
“Kind of.”
Hog and Zeke approached from Matt’s right, their weapons trained on Scotty, who pretended not to see them. Matt heard footsteps on the roof as the snipers moved forward, too. Sheriff Pickens stepped out of the shadows. Every gun in town was trained on Scotty now. Matt was the only one who saw the grotesque writhing of the wickedness under his putrid skin.
“W.C. Fields-he had liver disease from all the boozing,” Scotty said finally. “The man was dying in some rest home when a drinking buddy came to see him. This guy caught Fields reading the Bible.”
Matt kept his eyes on Scotty’s hands, just to be on the safe side. He wondered where the mercenary was going with all this.
“The friend says, ‘What the hell are you doing reading that, Bill?’” Scotty said.
“And W.C. Fields just smiles and says, ‘Hey, I’m looking for loopholes, friend. Just looking for loopholes.’”
Scotty raised his eyes. His shoulders sagged a bit. “Man, I really need to get this over with.”
Matt swallowed. “I know.”
Scotty jerked his weapon up, though perhaps a bit more slowly than he could have. Matt wasn’t sure. In any event, Matt was a split second faster as he threw the ax with all his might. It spun end over end, slammed into Scotty’s Kevlar vest, and stuck there, throwing his aim off, turning him to the side. His one round whizzed by Matt’s left ear. And then everyone in town opened fire at once. Scotty danced an obscene jig in the dust for a long moment, his body shredded and torn. Then he dropped to his knees and fell sideways into the dust. Matt watched his face become handsome again as the tortured soul departed.
It was finished.



EPILOGUE


Monday, 9:46 p.m.
The fires were almost out. The air had turned harsh, as sharp as a blade and filled with dark smoke and ash. Matt Cahill had already made the rounds congratulating and thanking the townspeople. He knew the military and police would be here soon. He had to leave-time was running out. A horse was saddled and ready a few yards away.
“You’d best get going,” Kyle said. “I promise we’ll all keep your presence here a secret.”
“Good,” Matt said quietly. “It’s really better that way.”
“Matt?” Sally said, her voice trembling. Kyle pulled her close. “Thank you.”
Matt smiled in the darkness. Sally and Kyle stood together, which was as it should be. Kyle was a good kid, with plenty of guts. He’d take care of Sally, no doubt about it. Matt walked down the sidewalk. Sheriff Pickens and his teenage children waved from across the street. Suzie was crying. Matt searched for something to say. He knew there were no words. Finally he just tipped his hat.
“Take care.”
“You too,” Sally said.
And with that, Matt Cahill checked to be sure he’d properly fastened his ax, pack, and bedroll to the horse. He mounted up and rode away like someone from another century. Behind him, the weary citizens waved as they watched him leave for good.
Out in the darkness Matt paused. The evening had cleared as if relieved of an evil burden. Bright stars hung like tiny diamonds in the night sky. A chill passed over his body. He turned in the saddle, took one last look at the town of Dry Wells, sparkling there in the shadows like a forlorn jewel. Leather creaked and the horse nickered. In the distance, Matt could see the highway and another long string of flickering lights closing the distance. The approaching emergency vehicles and the National Guard. The town would be safe now.
Once again, Matt wondered if perhaps it had all been meant to happen. He had come back to life for a reason-or many reasons. Perhaps this was one of them.
It was time to move on. Like an old-time cowboy, Matt kneed the horse and turned away towards the safety of the Ruby Mountains. He rode away looking forward to entering the far more familiar tree line and the comfort of the mountains. He felt satisfied in some ways, but also deeply concerned. For Matt Cahill now had a new enemy to worry about.
The university.
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