





Praise for Jonathan Maberry and
Bad Moon Rising

“One of the best supernatural thrillers of recent years.”
—John Connolly, author of The Unquiet

Praise for Dead Man’s Song

“This is an immensely entertaining American horror saga in
the tradition of Stephen King or Robert McCammon. Just
open the book and it’s Halloween.” —Fangoria

“Maberry takes us on another chilling roller-coaster ride
through the cursed town of Pine Deep. You might want to
keep the night-light on for this one. Really.”

—Laura Schrock, Emmy Award-winning writer/producer

“A fabulously written novel that grips you from its first line
to its last. Jonathan Maberry’s writing runs from dark and
beautiful to sharp and thought-provoking, and his books
should be on everyone’s must-read list.”

—Yvonne Navarro, author of Mirror Me

“What began as a classic ghost story evolves with Dead
Man's Song into something more of a classic monster tale.
Ignore the curse of the second book of the trilogy. Dead
Man's Song keeps the reader rapt and moves quickly, leav-
ing the audience hungry for the final chapter in the saga.”
—Dreadcentral.com

“New master of the macabre.” —The Morning Call
“This is intense, creepy, and well written.” —BookCrossing
“Jonathan Maberry roars back into the horror scene with a

most worthy sequel to his Stoker winner, Ghost Road
Blues.” —Creature Feature



Praise for Ghost Road Blues
‘Winner of the Stoker Award for Best First Novel

“Jonathan Maberry rushes headlong toward the front of the
pack, proving that he has the chops to craft stories at once
intimate, epic, real, and horrific.”

—Bentley Little, author of The Burning

“Reminiscent of Stephen King . . . Maberry supplies plenty
of chills in this atmospheric novel. . . . This is horror on a
grand scale.” —Publishers Weekly

“Every so often, you discover an author whose writing is so
lyrical that it transcends mere storytelling. Jonathan
Maberry is just such an author.”
—Tess Gerritsen, New York Times bestselling
author of The Mephisto Club

“It is hard to believe this is Jonathan Maberry’s debut novel
because his writing is of such a high caliber and his story-
line is comparable to that of a master writer of horror. Great
action scenes, a growing sense of foreboding, and fine char-
acterizations make this a one-sitting reading experience.”
—Midwest Book Review

“Jonathan Maberry writes in the grand poetic horror tradi-
tion of Poe and Robert McCammon. His novel is not just a
frightening tale, but one in which the reader can truly iden-
tify with both the characters.The language and descriptions
are vivid, threatening, and beautiful. Maberry belongs with
the big names, including King and Koontz.”

—Stuart Kaminsky

“A chilling tale about the staying power of evil. As lyrical,
melodic, and dark as the music that provides the imaginary
soundtrack. Maberry breathes new life into modern horror
fiction.” —Scott Nicholson, author of The Red Church



“Maberry knows that true horror lies in the dark, hidden
places in the human heart and to take this journey with him
is genuinely chilling.”

—T. J. MacGregor, author of Cold As Death

“If I were asked to select only one new voice in horror
fiction to read today, it would be Jonathan Maberry. Ghost
Road Blues jumps so easily out of his blend of words,
images, and characters you hardly realize you're reading
a novel rather than watching a movie.”
—Katherine Ramsland, author of
Piercing the Darkness and The Blood Hunters

“If you think that small-town horror has nothing new to
offer the reader, you have a surprise in store for you.
Jonathan Maberry’s Ghost Road Blues, first in a trilogy,
demonstrates that even the most haunted town in America
is unprepared for the full depth of evil, either human or
inhuman. A fine blend of authentic supernatural folklore
and conventional villainy in a fully realized contempor-

ary setting.” —Don D’Ammassa, author of Haven

“Ghost Road Blues is a superbly woven, chilling tale that
makes you wonder who the real monsters are—humans or
the undead.” —L. A. Banks, author of

The Vampire Huntress Legends series

“As effective an opening as I’ve ever read, and the jolts just
keep on coming.”
—Jeremiah Healy, author of The Only Good Lawyer

“Stunning! A fierce and new talent!”
—Ken Bruen, international
bestselling author of American Skin



“A fun, fun read and creepy as hell. Jonathan Maberry
serves up scares like pancakes at a church social.”
—Gregory Frost, author of
Attack of the Jazz Giants and Other Stories

“I read as much horror fiction as I can get my hands on, and
it’s been a LONG time since I’ve read anything that I've
enjoyed as much as Ghost Road Blues.”

—Stephen Susco, screenwriter of The Grudge

“Ghost Road Blues rocks. From the first page to the last,

Jonathan Maberry displays the sure hand of a master of the

craft. I can’t wait to see what this new king of horror has in

store for us next.” —Bryan Smith, author of Deathbringer
and the House of Blood books

“Jonathan Maberry writes densely layered prose full of real
characters and plenty of eerie atmosphere. He’s in tune with
both the dark side of human nature and the simple goodness
that can redeem us all.” —David Wellington, author of
Monster Island: A Zombie Novel

“Jonathan Maberry is the big guy you'd want to back you
up in a fight. Now, he’s writing big, scary books that feel
just right. Ghost Road Blues is dues paid in advance: read it
now so you can say you were there at the beginning of a
blockbuster career.” —Bill Kent, author of Street Legal

“With Ghost Road Blues, Jonathan Mayberry lands solidly
on his feet in territory once dominated by Manly Wade
Wellman and Joe Citro; this haunting, complex, terrifying,
and deeply humane novel is a heady feast for those who’ve
been looking for something new and lyrical in horror.”
—Gary A. Braunbeck, Bram Stoker Award winner,
author of Destinations Unknown and Prodigal Blues



“Ghost Road Blues reminded me why I’'m afraid of the
dark””  —Charles Gramlich, author of Cold Is the Light

“Maberry will scare the bejibbers out of you!”
—John Lutz, Shamus Award winner
and author of Chill of Night

“Dark, scary, and so darn well written, one might think this
book something Stephen King wrote and forgot about many
years ago.” —Michael Laimo, author of

Dead Souls and The Demonologist

“Maberry takes his reader to new and chilling places. If you
read horror, you can’t miss this book.”
—H. R. Knight, author of What Rough Beast

“Ghost Road Blues is a hell of a book—complex, sprawl-
ing, and spooky . . . with strong characters and a setting
that’s pure Americana Halloween hell. A satisfying chunk
of creepy, visceral horror storytelling—I'd recommend this
to anyone who loves the works of Stephen King.”
—Jemiah Jefferson, author of Wound

“Reading Maberry is like listening to the blues in a grave-
yard at the stroke of midnight—the dead surround you,
your pounding heart keeps steady rhythm with the dark,
melodic prose, and the scares just keep coming. You find
yourself wondering if it’s the wind howling through the
cold, foreboding landscape of gray-slate tombstones or
whether it’s Howlin” Wolf’s scratchy voice singing ‘Evil.””
—Fred Wiehe, author of Strange Days



“Get ready to be totally hooked, because it’s all here: incred-
ible atmosphere, characters you truly care about, and a level
of pure suspense that gets higher with every page. Jonathan
Maberry is writing as well as anyone in the business right
now, and I’ll be counting the days until his next book.”
—Steve Hamilton, Edgar Award—winning
author of 4 Stolen Season

“A remarkable first novel [that] delivers scare after scare,
lulling readers into a sense of security before jolting them
upright, squeezing them with the tenacity of a snake, and
leaving them breathless and begging for more.”
—dreadcentral.com

“Maberry’s Ghost Road Blues leads with a hard left hook
and never lets up, full of good, strong writing and complex
characters who step right off the page and into readers’
heads. It’s a lyrical, frightening and often astonishing read.
Although Pine Deep is not a place you’d like to call home,
you’ll feel as if you’ve been there before. A wonderful
novel from a fresh new voice in the genre.”

—Nate Kenyon, author of Bloodstone

“Maberry weaves words of mesmeric power. Gruesome,
scary, and bloody good fun.”
—Simon Clark, author of Vampyrrhic

“A wild melange of soulful blues music and gut-wrenching
horror! Through vivid characters and clever descriptions,
Jonathan Maberry carefully crafts a very special town that
any horror fan would love to live in—that is, until it starts
to get ugly . . . really ugly. He brings terror to life in a
uniquely contemporary way. I’ll be so excited to read the
second book in his trilogy!”

—Brinke Stevens, horror actress and author



“Ghost Road Blues is epic horror that puts you in the mind
of The Stand, It, Boys’ Life, and They Thirst, but beats its
own scary path. Nicely tied to the blues and the dark magic
of Halloween, it is the first of an impressive new trilogy by
Jonathan Maberry, whose vivid prose hits the right rhythms
and whose creeping horrors will feed your nightmares until
the next installment—and maybe forever. High-octane
storytelling meant for chilly, full-moon nights.”
—W. D. Gagliani, author of the
Bram Stoker Award finalist Wolf's Trap

“Prepare to be scared. Maberry frightens, amuses, and
makes you think, often on the same page. The horror is
pervasive, but so is a deeply entrenched sense of fun.
Move over, Stephen King.”

—J. A. Konrath, author of Dirty Martini

“Jonathan Maberry writes with the assured hand of a
veteran wordsmith. His voice is a confident one, his stories
possessed of the kind of rhythmic, lyrical quality one might
find in the work of Cady, Conrad, or even Faulkner. And
yet such comparisons, though hard to avoid when sitting
around Maberry’s campfire and hearing his voice, are not
entirely fair, for there is a uniqueness here that is exciting to
behold. Jonathan Maberry is reaping a crop all his own, and
I, for one, eagerly await the fruit of future harvests.”
—XKealan Patrick Burke, Bram Stoker Award—winning author
of Currency of Souls, The Turtle Boy, and Vessels

“Maberry writes a vivid, fast-paced prose, creating charac-
ters and events that are memorable and often frightening. If
you like your fiction compelling and deliciously dark, this
is an author you should get to know.”

—Bruce Boston, author of Flashing the Dark



“Ghost Road Blues begins with more horror than one can
imagine, and ends savagely beautiful, intricately and deftly
written. Don’t start this book unless you can finish it!”
—Jack Fisher, Flesh & Blood magazine; president, GSHW

“A grand work, really absorbing and highly recommended.
Maberry uses the same sort of small-town storytelling as
Stephen King. The action is exciting and fast paced.
Maberry looks to be a strong force for future storytelling.”
—maximumbhorrors.com

“Like Stephen King in Salem s Lot, Jonathan Maberry
creates a small town where the everyday, flesh-and-blood
brutality of the citizens seems to call forth a deeper, more
supernatural evil. . . . A cliffhanger ending will make you
impatient for the next installment of this trilogy!”

—E. F. Watkins, author of Dance with the Dragon

“Terrifying. Maberry gets deep into the heads of his
troubled characters—and ours. The small-town horror
feels like it’s right next door.”

—Jim Fusilli, author of Hard, Hard City

“Ghost Road Blues is epic horror guaranteed to save
Jonathan Maberry a seat among the great writers within
the horror community.” —Joe Kroeger, Horror World

“Stunning, powerful . . . a complex, heart-pounding read. It
deserves the Stoker for Best First Novel.”
—XKim Paffenroth, author of Gospel of the Living Dead



“As a horror fan, I loved Ghost Road Blues with its great
storytelling and memorable cast of characters. As a music
fan, I loved Maberry’s references to classic blues and rock
recordings. There may very well have been hellhounds on
Robert Johnson’s trail.”
—Andrew Burns, deejay, and author of
The Legends of Classic Rock

“Riveting, bristling with scares, rich with atmosphere . . .
brings to mind early Stephen King. Highly recommended
—Jay Bonansinga, author of Shattered
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“Without a doubt this prolific author is the next Stephen
King. Maberry deserves more then a Bram Stoker Award
for this; he deserves Bram Stoker to rise from his grave and
shake his hand.” —Chad Wendell, New World Reviews

“A must for anyone who enjoys a literary roller-coaster ride
with a deliciously grotesque streak.”
—Litara Angeli, Dark Realms magazine

“This is a fat rich gorgeous tale that demands to be paid
attention to. Maberry is not fooling around.”
—Cemetery Dance
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Welcome to Pine Deep!

Bad Moon Rising is my third novel about the pleasant lit-
tle town of Pine Deep, Pennsylvania, where a lot of un-pleasant
things seem to happen. It can be read as a stand-alone novel
or as part of the complete Pine Deep Trilogy. If you want to
take the whole ride, start with Ghost Road Blues (which, I'm
delighted to say, won the Bram Stoker Award for Best First
Novel of 2006 and was also nominated for Novel of the Year,
though it was edged out by Stephen King).

That book tells the story of Karl Ruger, a psychotic killer
who wrecks his car in Pine Deep while on the run from both
the mob and the law. In truth Ruger is drawn to Pine Deep by
an even worse killer, Ubel Griswold, one who cut a bloody
swath through the town thirty years ago and whose body is
buried deep below the swampy mud of Dark Hollow. In Pine
Deep, however, the dead don’t always rest easy and Gris-
wold’s particular brand of evil is vast, powerful and ancient.

Griswold was brought down by an itinerant farmworker
and sometime blues singer named Oren Morse, or as the kids
called him, the Bone Man. The Bone Man recognized Gris-
wold for the monster that he was and risked his life to stop
the killer’s reign of evil; but although he killed Griswold the
Bone Man was framed for the murders and beaten to death
by the town fathers. He, too, rested uneasy in his grave and
when Griswold’s power began to reassert itself the Bone
Man returned as a ghost to try and stop him. The real prob-
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lem there was that Griswold understands how to be a super-
natural being and the Bone Man, sadly, does not. Alone, un-
seen, nearly powerless, the Bone Man has been trying to
communicate with the living and help them in their fight
against Griswold’s growing power.

Ghost Road Blues is also the story of a handful of people
in the town whose lives were touched by the slaughter thirty
years ago and are tainted again by more recent events. Mal-
colm Crow’s brother was one of Griswold’s early victims and
Crow himself was very nearly killed (saved by a timely ap-
pearance by the Bone Man), and he alone understands that
something dreadful and unnatural is still at work in his town.
His fiancée, Val Guthrie, lost an uncle to Griswold years ago
and more recently saw her father gunned down by Ruger.

Dr. Saul Weinstock, the chief medical examiner and Crow’s
friend, has begun to suspect that something is seriously wrong
in Pine Deep and has begun to compile evidence that points
to an impossible and horrifying explanation.

Terry Wolfe, Crow’s oldest friend and the mayor of Pine
Deep, lost a sister to Griswold and received terrible wounds
himself. Now, as Griswold’s power reawakens, Terry feels his
mind begin to fracture: is he going insane or is there some
supernatural taint in his blood that is transforming him, night
after night, into a monster?

And Mike Sweeney, a fourteen-year-old newsboy, has been
caught up in the events as Griswold’s power grows. He is the
victim of appalling ongoing physical abuse by his stepfather,
Vic Wingate. Vic, unknown to everyone except Ruger, is the
slave and right hand of Griswold; and it is Vic who has la-
bored for thirty years to set in motions the events that will
launch Griswold’s Red Wave: an attack on the town, and on
humanity itself. But Mike is a much more complex person
than anyone knows: he has a twisted bloodline that ties him
to both the forces of good and evil, and as he struggles to
survive the abuse and punishment he begins to undergo a
transformation into something else.
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Karl Ruger repeatedly attacks Val Guthrie and Crow, and
each time—even though he is defeated—he seems stronger.
Way too strong, as if death no longer has a hold over him.
Even after Crow guns him down for the second time he lies
in his morgue drawer, quietly waiting for Griswold to call
him forth. Ruger’s companion, the normally mousy Boyd,
has also been transformed by Griswold’s power, though, un-
like Ruger, Boyd no longer possesses any traces of human-
ity. He becomes a shambling and murderous hulk.

In the second book, Dead Man's Song, as Dr. Weinstock
continues his investigation Crow decides to confront his
demons by laying the entire story out to news reporter
Willard Fowler Newton. He tells Newton about the massacre
thirty years ago and then takes him on an adventure: a trip
down into Dark Hollow, where Griswold’s abandoned house
waits among the shadows. The two men are foiled in their at-
tempts to penetrate the house and are ultimately driven off
by a bristling wave of cockroaches—tens of thousands of them.
They flee Dark Hollow in terrified defeat.

Throughout the entire Pine Deep story there is another
tale, that of Tow-Truck Eddie, a brute of a man who believes
that the voice in his head is that of God ordering him to track
down the Antichrist. God tells him that Mike Sweeney is the
Beast and Eddie tries over and over again to murder the boy.
The voice he hears, though, is that of Ubel Griswold. Only
the ghostly Bone Man—and Mike’s own developing powers—
save the boy from slaughter.

Meanwhile death has come again to Val’s family. Her
brother is savagely attacked by the now-monstrous Boyd,
and after a bloody battle in which Val’s friends and family
are torn apart, Val manages to kill the monster. It’s a very
near thing.

The second book ends with the battle at Guthrie Farm.

Bad Moon Rising is the tale of the Red Wave and how or-
dinary people try and take a stand against an impossibly
powerful and very dark enemy. Crow, Val, Mike, Dr. Wein-
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stock, Newton and a handful of others are pitted against a
true army of darkness. On Halloween night a very bad moon
indeed will rise over Pine Deep.

There’s another note at the end of this book, so I'll see
you on the other side.

—IM



From The Black Marsh Sentinel, September 28

AMERICA’S HAUNTED HOLIDAYLAND
By Willard Fowler Newton

For most small towns a reputation for being
haunted would turn away tourists and vacation-
ers. But for Pine Deep, Pennsylvania, tucked into
the wooded hills of Bucks County, the haunts
are what draw the tourists by the tens of thou-
sands. Several years ago Newsweek Magazine
published a list of the “Most Haunted Towns in
America,” and Pine Deep landed solidly in the
top spot. More hauntings and weird happenings
per capita than any other town in America, and
that includes Salem, Massachusetts.

Since Colonial times Pine Deep has been the
scene of strange happenings—murders, disap-
pearances, odd behavior, and poltergeists. The
town celebrates this reputation with a variety of
spooky events designed to send chills up the
spines of even the heartiest trick-or-treater. Pine
Deep Authentic Candy Corn is the number-one
treat for the little monsters that come around on
Halloween; and pumpkin muffins and cakes are
made locally and served on tables from Allen-
town to Philadelphia.

The Pine Deep Haunted Hayride, owned by
town mayor Terry Wolfe, is the largest and most
elaborate attraction of its kind in the country;
and the accompanying Haunted House of Hor-



rors has won the award for the Best Haunted
House four years running from Attraction In-
dustry magazine. All during October the Dead-
End Drive-In features classic horror films from
dusk till dawn, and the movie theaters in town
and on the campus of Pinelands College hold
continuous monster movie marathons.

The centerpiece of Pine Deep’s creepy cele-
brations is the Halloween Festival, which kicks
off on Mischief Night and rolls on until dawn
on November 1. This is a huge event that brings
in many thousands of tourists and includes a pa-
rade, magic shows, dramatic re-enactments of
classic moments from horror film, and much
more. Topping the bill this year will be appear-
ances by a number of celebrities from the world
of horror entertainment, including special makeup
effects master Tom Savini (who created the ef-
fects for most of the zombie films by Night of
the Living Dead director George A. Romero);
Ken Foree (star of the original Dawn of the Dead),
James Gunn (screenwriter for the remake of
Dawn of the Dead), Stephen Susco (screenwriter
of the Grudge films), film critic Joe Bob Briggs,
Hollywood stuntman and haunted-attraction con-
sultant Jim O’Rear, and a pair of femme fatale
scream queens, Brinke Stevens and Debbie Ro-
chon.

Malcolm Crow, owner of the Crow’s Nest
Craft Shop—which sells everything from Hal-
loween costumes to scary novels to DVDs of
classic horror films, is the man responsible for
much of Pine Deep’s ghoulish fun. “Mayor
Wolfe’s an old friend of mine,” he told reporters
during a press conference for the Festival, “and
he knows I have way too much interest in these
spooky kinds of things. So . . . he hired me to
amp up the shocks and frights at the Hayride
and I’ve been helping to bring in the coolest



horror industry celebrities so that this year’s
Festival will be the best ever.”

It promises to be a terrifyingly good time for
all!

For more information visit the Festival’s web-
site at www.ghostroadblues.com/pine_deep_
halloween.

From CNN, September 29

BUCKS COUNTY MANHUNT
FOR COP KILLER

PHILADELPHIA—Three men are being sought by
police following a deadly shoot-out in Phila-
delphia that left several people dead, including
one officer. Names of the victims are being with-
held pending notification of next of kin.

Details are still sketchy, but sources close to
the commissioner’s office say that a drug buy
between members of the Menditto crime family
of South Philadelphia and a posse of Jamaicans
from West Philly ended in a gun battle that left
at least eleven dead. An as yet unnamed Phila-
delphia undercover narcotics officer was caught
in the crossfire and was pronounced dead on ar-
rival at Episcopal Hospital.

Witnesses say that three men were observed
fleeing the scene, and at least one of them ap-
peared to be badly injured.

From The Black Marsh Sentinel, September 30

MURDER IN PINE DEEP
By Willard Fowler Newton

Tragedy struck Pine Deep, Pennsylvania, last
night as three armed gunmen, fleeing from a
shoot-out with police in Philadelphia, brought
violence and bloodshed to this sleepy rural



town. The suspects have been tentatively identi-
fied as Karl Andermann Ruger, Kenneth Boyd
and Anthony Macchio—all reputed to be mem-
bers of the Menditto crime family of South Philly,

Police sources say that the gunmen eluded
police roadblocks but were forced to stop in
Pine Deep when their car broke down. Macchio’s
mutilated body was found by the wrecked car. It
is speculated that Karl Ruger, the leader of the
crew, killed Macchio after a dispute over the
split of money and drugs. A few torn bags of
cocaine and bundles of bloodstained money
were discovered at the scene.

From here the story took a bizarre and tragic
turn as Ruger broke into the farmhouse of Henry
Guthrie, one of Pine Deep’s most prominent
and important farmers. Ruger took the whole
Guthrie family hostage, including Guthrie, 65;
daughter Val, 41; son Mark, 38; and daughter-
in-law Connie, 37. After brutalizing the captives
for several hours, Ruger took Guthrie and Val out
into the cornfields on the pretense that he needed
their help with Boyd, whom Ruger claimed had
broken his leg in a rabbit hole. When they
reached the spot where Boyd was supposed to
be resting, the other gunman was gone, along
with all of the money and cocaine.

Ruger flew into a rage. Guthrie, fearing for
his family, tried to lure Ruger into a chase through
the cornfields while Val headed back to the
farmhouse to free her brother and sister-in-law.
However Ruger coldly gunned down Henry
Guthrie, leaving him to die in the rainstorm that
assaulted the town that night.

“It’s a great tragedy,” said Mayor Terry Wolfe,
a close family friend. “Henry Guthrie was the
finest man I’ve ever known.”

Ruger got to the farmhouse first and after
savagely beating Mark Guthrie, he attempted to



sexually assault Connie. Val was able to inter-
rupt the attack and draw Ruger outside, but was
unable to elude the killer, who caught her in the
yard and attempted to strangle her.

Luckily for her and the others in the town,
Val Guthrie’s fiancé, Malcolm Crow, owner of a
local craft shop and a former Pine Deep police
officer, arrived in the very nick of time. Crow
and Ruger fought in the rain and though details
of the encounter are sketchy, it seems clear that
Crow was able to overcome the killer. Police ar-
rived shortly thereafter and in the confusion
Ruger managed to pull a gun. During a brief
gun battle Office Rhoda Thomas was shot twice
in the chest and shoulder and is listed in stable
condition. Crow was grazed by two bullets and
was hospitalized from wounds received in the
fight. Val, Mark, and Connie Guthrie were also
admitted for treatment.

Though Crow and officer Jerry Head, a Phila-
delphia officer in Pine Deep to participate in the
manhunt, both claim to have shot Karl Ruger,
the killer escaped.

“We’ll get him,” insists Pine Deep Sheriff Gus
Bernhardt. “We have Detectives Frank Ferro
and Vince LaMastra from Philadelphia working
with us and we’ve put together a big task force
to hunt these men down.”

From The Black Marsh Sentinel, October 1

SHOOTOUT AT PINELANDS HOSPITAL
By Willard Fowler Newton

Late last night Karl Ruger, the gunman sought by
police for several murders including those of
Philadelphia police officer Michael Johnston and
beloved local farmer Henry Guthrie, made a
second attempt on the lives of Val Guthrie and



Malcolm Crow. According to a statement by
Sheriff Gus Bernhardt, “Karl Ruger broke into
Pinelands Hospital late last night. He attacked
the maintenance supervisor and disabled the
hospital’s main and emergency generators. While
the lights were out he proceeded to the hospital
room of Malcolm Crow and assaulted him and
his fiancée, Valerie Guthrie. Ruger also seri-
ously injured Norris Shanks, a Pine Deep vol-
unteer police officer. During the struggle Crow
and Ms. Guthrie managed to secure Officer
Shanks’ standard sidearm and backup pistol,
with which they fatally wounded Ruger.”

Sheriff declined to provide further comments
but promised a more detailed formal statement
after Crow and Guthrie were treated for wounds
received in the fight and were able to give com-
plete depositions.

From The Black Marsh Sentinel, October 1

CAPE MAY KILLER IN PINE DEEP!
By Willard Fowler Newton

The Karl Ruger murder case took a far more
bizarre and chilling turn when this reporter dis-
covered that the man responsible for the murder
of Henry Guthrie has been positively identified
as the mass murderer known widely as the Cape
May Killer.

The Cape May Killer has been wanted by po-
lice and the FBI for the murders of eighteen
senior citizens who were visiting the Cape May
Lighthouse last year. Two of the victims, Maria
and Vincent Menditto, were the grandparents of
Philadelphia mob boss Little Nicky Menditto.
FBI sources have speculated that the murders had
been part of the turf war that rocked Phila-
delphia for three years following the death of the



former don. One unnamed source in Philadel-
phia’s Major Crimes Unit speculate that the mur-
ders were an attempt to discourage Little Nicky
from pursuing his goal of running the crime fam-
ilies of Philly, but that the extreme nature of the
murders had an opposite effect, making Little
Nicky more determined and causing the other
crime lords to step up in support of him, as a
way of turning the focus of blame away from
themselves. Until now no suspect had ever been
named.

This reporter has heard from a number of re-
liable sources within the investigation, however,
that Karl Ruger was the leading—if not indeed
the only—suspect in the case and that a warrant
for his arrest was being sought when Ruger got
wind of the suspicion and fled, more from the
wrath of Little Nicky than from the police. It is
now believed that Ruger orchestrated the drug
buy between his crew and the Jamaican posses,
then deliberately provoked a gun battle so that
he could get away with both the drugs and the
money.

Considering the extreme danger this mad-
man posed to the citizens of Pine Deep, Black
Marsh, and Crestville, it seems odd and perhaps
criminal that the mayor and police chose not to
inform the public. The Black Marsh Sentinel is
calling for an immediate investigation into the
mishandling of this case.

From The Black Marsh Sentinel, October 1

TWO OFFICERS SLAIN AT GUTHRIE FARM
By Willard Fowler Newton

Early this morning two police officers were bru-
tally murdered at the Guthrie Farm, the scene of
another murder just days ago. The officers have



been identified as James Castle of Crestville Po-
lice Department—on loan to Pine Deep during
the Karl Ruger manhunt—and Nelson Cowan of
Pine Deep. The degree of savagery inflicted
upon the officers was described by one witness
as “beyond brutal.”

Sources close to the investigation indicate
that Kenneth Boyd, a confederate of Karl Ruger,
is being sought as the lead suspect in the mur-
ders, though this degree of brutality does not
seem to fit the picture of Boyd given to the press
during earlier statements by Detective Sergeant
Frank Ferro of Philadelphia PD, who described
him as “a relatively minor figure” in the Men-
ditto crime family who was probably accompa-
nying Ruger under duress. According to Ferro’s
partner, Detective Vince LaMastra, “Boyd’s what
we call a ‘travel agent.” He arranges to get other
criminals out of the country. He’s a small fish.
It’s Ruger we really want.”

Now, with Ruger dead, that assessment seems
strangely premature.

In a statement to the press, Mayor Terry Wolfe
said, “Kenneth Boyd is now being sought as the
primary suspect in the murders of Officers Cowan
and Castle. Police departments in Pennsylvania,
New Jersey, and New York are working together
to spread a net so finely meshed that [ can guar-
antee you Boyd will not slip through.”

From The Black Marsh Sentinel, October 14

MORE TRAGEDY AT GUTHRIE FARM
By Willard Fowler Newton

Once more death and horror struck Pine Deep,
and once more blood was spilled on the Guthrie
Farm. Two weeks ago Henry Guthrie, 65, the pa-



triarch of the Guthrie clan and the owner of the
region’s largest corn farm, was brutally mur-
dered by Karl Ruger, who was later revealed to
be the infamous Cape May Killer. Two days later
two police officers, James Castle of Crestville
Police Department and Nelson Cowan of Pine
Deep, were killed and mutilated by Kenneth
Boyd, a known compatriot of Ruger. But last
evening Boyd returned to Pine Deep and once
more attacked the Guthrie family.

Boyd murdered Mark Guthrie, 38 and at-
tempted to murder his sister, Val, 41, and Mark’s
wife, Connie, 37. During the ensuing struggle
three farm employees, José Ramos, 25, Tyrone
Gibbs, 23, and Diego Santiago, 52, rushed in to
try and overcome Boyd. However things went
badly wrong. Boyd killed Gibbs and critically
wounded Ramos and Connie Guthrie. Santiago
received a head wound and is listed in stable
condition. Hospital sources indicate that Ramos
received severe spinal trauma and is feared to
be paralyzed. Connie Guthrie received exten-
sive throat wounds and is on life support.

In an ironic twist of events, Val Guthrie, who
was also injured during the attack, was able to
bring down the killer using the handgun once
owned by her father.

From The Black Marsh Sentinel, October 14

PINE DEEP MAYOR
IN CRITICAL CONDITION
FOLLOWING SUICIDE ATTEMPT
By Willard Fowler Newton

Pine Deep, Pennsylvania, does not seem to be
able to get a breather from the ongoing violence
that has rocked the town since the end of Septem-
ber. In the latest chapter of this ongoing tragedy



the town’s beloved and respected mayor, Terry
Wolfe, attempted to take his own life last night
by throwing himself out his second-floor win-
dow onto concrete flagstones.

Sources say that Wolfe has been under tremen-
dous pressure since the beginning of this sea-
son’s crop blight that has brought many of the
town’s farms to the brink of financial ruin. “The
poor man’s been a wreck,” said Deputy Mayor
Harry LeBeau. “First the blight and then the at-
tacks on the Guthries. He’s always been very
close with them, ever since he and Val were an
item back in school.”

Sarah Wolfe, the wife of the mayor and a ca-
reer politician herself, made only a brief state-
ment: “Terry has been working night and day to
try and save Pine Deep from economic ruin.
This town means everything to him and I ask
that everyone in town joins me in praying for
my husband.”

Sheriff Gus Bernhardt released a brief state-
ment: “Mayor Wolfe is in critical condition and
is in surgery at this time. The nature and cause
of his injuries are under investigation. It has
been a very tragic night for the people of Pine
Deep.”



PROLOGUE

Diggin’ in the graveyard—finding all them secrets out
I’'m digging in the graveyard—I’ll be finding all your
secrets out

—Oren Morse, “Midnight Graveyard Blues”

This is a cruel cruel cruel world
You have to live in each and every day
You can’t hardly trust your next-door neighbor
Or they just might steal your life away

—Eddy “The Chief” Clearwater, “Messed Up World”
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The Bone Man was as thin as a whisper; he was a scare-
crow from a blighted field. He stood on the edge of the hos-
pital roof, toes jutting out over the gutter, his trousers
fluttering against the stick slimness of his legs. His coat flaps
snapped vigorously but silently around his emaciated hips.
The only sound the wind made as it whipped by him and
through him was a faint plaintive whine as it caressed the sil-
very strings of the guitar slung behind his back.

Far below, the parking lot faded back from the glow of
the emergency room doors, spreading out in a big half-circle
that had been cut acres-deep into the surrounding sea of pines.
Even this late there were dozens of cars down there, dusted
with moonlight but asleep. All around the town there was a
ring of black clouds that were invisible against the night, but
above the Bone Man the stars flickered and glimmered by
the thousand.

For three hours he had sat cross-legged on the roof, play-
ing his songs, humming and sometimes singing, coaxing the
sad blues out of the ghost of an old guitar that Charley Pat-
ton had once used to play “Mississippi Boweavil Blues” at a
church picnic in Bentonia, Mississippi. Another time the
Bone Man’s father, old Virgil Morse, had used that guitar to
play backup on a couple of Sun Records sides by Mose Vin-
son. The guitar had history. It had life, even though it was no
more real than he was. A ghost of a guitar in a dead man’s
hands, playing music almost no one could hear.
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He’d sat there and played and listened to the whispers and
cries and moans from inside the hospital, hearing the beep of
the machine that breathed for Connie Guthrie. Hearing the
sewing-circle whisper of needles and thread as the doctors
stitched Terry Wolfe’s skin, and the faint grinding sound as
they set his bones. He heard the whimper of hopelessness
from the throat of José Ramos as the doctors stood by his
bed and explained to his mother that his back was broken,
and then the scream as the enormity of that pronouncement
drove a knife into his mother’s heart. He heard the dreadful
terror as Dr. Saul Weinstock murmured, “Dear God,” over
and over again as he knelt alone in the bathroom of his of-
fice, hands on either side of the toilet bowl, his face streaked
with tears and his lips wet with vomit.

He heard all of these things while he played, and then he
heard the hospital slowly fall quiet as drugs or shock or al-
cohol took each of them into their private pits of darkness.
That’s when the Bone Man had stopped playing and rose to
stand on the edge of the roof, staring across blacktop and car
hoods and trees at the moon.

It was an ugly quarter moon, stained yellow-red like bruised
flesh, and its sickle tip seemed to slash at the treetops. The
sky above the trees was thick with agitated night birds that
flapped and cawed, hectoring him like Romans at the circus.

@

“Where are you now?”

Jim Polk cupped his hand around his cell and pitched his
voice to a whisper. “At the hospital, like you said. Back load-
ing dock.”

“Anyone see you?”

“Jesus, Vic, you think I’m that stupid?”

Vic Wingate’s voice tightened a notch. “Did anyone see
you?”
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“No, okay? No one saw me.”

“You’re sure?”

Polk almost mouthed off again, but caught himself. A
half beat later he said, “I’m sure.”

“Then open the door. We’re here.”

The hallway was still dark and empty. He'd already dis-
abled the alarms and the video cameras, permanently this
time per Vic’s instructions. He pocketed his cell and fished
for his keys, his fingers shaking badly. His nerves were shot
and getting worse every time Vic asked him to do something
like this. There was no letup, always some other shit to do,
always something that was tightening the noose around his
neck. The McDonald’s fish in his stomach felt like it was
congealing.

He turned the key, but before Polk could push it open the
door was whipped out of his hand and Karl Ruger shoul-
dered his way in, pausing just enough to give Polk a slow,
hungry up and down. He smiled a wide, white smile that
showed two rows of jagged teeth that were wet with spit. The
greasy slush in Polk’s belly gave another sickening lurch.
Vic was bad enough, but looking into Ruger’s eyes was like
looking into a dark well that was drilled all the way down to
Hell. He fell back a step, stammering something useless, and
twitched an arm nervously toward the morgue door halfway
down the hall.

Ruger’s mouth twitched. “Yeah,” he whispered, “I know
the way.”

Polk flattened back against the wall, not wanting to even
let Ruger’s shadow touch him. Two other men came in—beefy
college kids in Pinelands Scarecrows sweatshirts—their faces
as white as Ruger’s, their mouths filled with long white teeth.
Vic was the last to enter and he pulled the door shut behind
him and stood next to Polk, watching the three of them pad
noiselessly down the hall.

“Yo!” Vic called softly and the college kids turned. “Quick
and dirty. Mess the place up, paint some goofy frat-boy shit
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on the wall, break some stuff, and then haul Boyd’s sorry ass
out of here.” He looked at his watch. “Five minutes and we’re
gone.”

The college kids grinned at him for a moment and then
pulled open the morgue door and vanished inside. Ruger lin-
gered in the doorway.

Vic said to him, “They can handle it, Sport. You don’t
need to bother.”

Even from that distance Polk could see Ruger’s thin smile,
and he felt Vic stiffen next to him. Jesus Christ, Polk thought,
Vic's afraid of him, too.

“Mark Guthrie’s in there.” Ruger’s tongue flicked out and
lapped spit off his lips. “I want to pay my respects.”

With a dry little laugh Ruger turned and went into the
morgue.

Polk looked at Vic, who took a cigarette from his shirt
pocket and slowly screwed it into his mouth, his eyes nar-
rowed and thoughtful. Absently Vic began patting his pock-
ets for a match and Polk pulled his own lighter and clicked
it. Vic cut him a quick look, then gave a short nod and bent
to the light, dragging in a deep chestful of smoke.

“Vic...?”

Vic said nothing. Polk licked his lips. “Vic . . . is this all go-
ing to work out? I mean . . . is this all going to be okay for us?”

Vic Wingate exhaled as he turned to Polk, and in the
darkness of the hallway his eyes were just as black and bot-
tomless as Ruger’s. “Couple hours ago I’d have told you we
were screwed. Royally screwed.” He plucked a fleck of to-
bacco from his tongue-tip and flicked it away. “But a lot’s
happened since then.” He took another drag.

“Does that mean we’re okay now? Does that mean we’re
safe?”

A lot of thoughts seemed to flit back and forth behind the
black glass of Vic’s eyes. “Depends on what you mean,” he
said with a smile, and then he headed down the hallway to-
ward the morgue.



PART ONE
AMERICA’S HAUNTED
HOLIDAYLAND

October 14 to October |6

Hope is the worst of evils, for it prolongs the torment
of man.

—Friedrich Nietzsche

Walking that Ghost Road is like walkin” down to Hell
Walking the Ghost Road—it’s taking me
down to Hell.
I’'m walking it once, won’t walk it no more
Tonight I’'m walking down to Hell . . .

—Oren Morse, “Ghost Road to Hell”
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Malcolm Crow wanted to kill someone. He wanted to
take a gun, a knife, his hands . . . and murder someone. He
wanted it to hurt, and he wanted it to last. He wanted to run
up and down the hospital hallways and find someone who
needed killing, some black-hearted bastard whose death
would mark the line between the way things were and the
way they used to be. Or should be.

Waiting was excruciating. It had been hours since he’d
ridden with his fiancée Val in the ambulance to Pinelands
Hospital and then watched the ER team take her away. He'd
tried to bully his way in so that he could be with her while
they checked to see how badly she’d been hurt—Val and the
tiny baby just starting to grow inside of her. Their baby.
Crow had tried to stay by her side, but the doctors had been
insistent, telling him that he needed to leave, needed to let
them work. Yeah, well . . . what he really wanted was a vil-
lain he could find and hurt. He needed to have a big summer
blockbuster ending to this madness, with explosions, CGI
effects, a big body count, and the sun shining on the good
guys as the bad guys lay scattered around them. Defeated,
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once and for all. That’s what he needed, and he needed it
bad.

A snowball had a better chance of making it through Au-
gust in Hell.

The voice in his head was giving him a badass sneer and
telling him he’d come too late to this dogfight. It was all over
and if the good guys won, it had nothing to do with him. Not
in this latest round. He stood looking at his reflection in the
darkened window, seeing a small man, barely five-seven, slim,
with a scuffle of black hair. He knew he was tougher than he
looked, but toughness hadn’t been enough to get him to Val’s
side in time to help her. To his eyes he just looked as weak as
he felt.

Karl Ruger was already dead—okay, to be fair Crow had
killed him two weeks ago, right in this very hospital, but that
was yesterday’s news. Kenneth Boyd was dead, too, but Crow
had no hand in that, though he wished he could fly counter-
clockwise around the world like Superman and roll time
back to last night so he could change the way things hap-
pened. It would have been so much better if he had been the
one to face Boyd down there at the Guthrie farm. Him . . .
rather than Val.

It was crazy. Ruger was supposed to be the stone killer,
not Boyd—his crooked but relatively harmless chum. But
after Ruger died Boyd suddenly steps up and takes a shot at
being Sick Psycho of the Year by killing two local cops at
Val’s farm, breaking into the hospital to steal Ruger’s corpse
from the morgue—and Crow didn’t even want to think about
what that was all about—and then, to really seal the deal, the
rat-bastard tried to kill everyone at Val’s farm. It had been a
true bloodbath.

Val’s brother, Mark, was the first victim. He’d stormed off
after a spat with his wife, Connie, and had apparently been
sulking in the barn where he’d run into Boyd. For no sane
reason that Crow could imagine, Boyd murdered him. Tore
his throat out with his teeth. Drank his blood. Actually drank
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his blood. Every time Crow thought about that a sick shiver
rippled through him and gooseflesh pebbled every inch of
his skin. He got up from his chair and stared out the window
at the featureless black of the middle of the night.

Val was taking Connie out for a cool-down stroll when
Boyd attacked them. Connie—poor Connie, who was never
much cut out for the real world and had very nearly been
raped by Ruger—was overwhelmed by Boyd. He bit her,
too. Not immediately fatal, but bad enough. From what little
Crow had been able to find out from harassed nurses, Con-
nie’s throat was a ruin and she was fighting for every breath,
every heartbeat. No one seemed hopeful about her chances.

Three of Val’s farm hands—big, tough sons of bitches—
had come pelting up and tackled Boyd. They should have
been able to stomp the living shit out of him, and that should
have been the end of it; but two seconds later Tyrone Gibbs
was dead, José was down with a broken neck—alive but par-
alyzed for life—and the foreman, Diego, was knocked sense-
less.

That left only Val.

Crow closed his eyes hard, trying to squeeze the image
out of his head, but it worked on his mind like rat’s teeth.
Boyd tried to kill her, and the thought of her facing down the
murdering monster was too much to bear. Rage kept spiking
up and Crow was sure his blood pressure could blow half-
inch bolts out of plate steel. Thank God Val had been carry-
ing her father’s old .45 Colt Commander ever since Ruger
invaded the farm at the end of September. It was too heavy a
gun for a woman, even a tall, strong farm woman like Val,
but heavy or not she must have been pumping adrenaline by
the quart. She held her ground and used that heavy pistol to
blow the living hell out of Boyd.

The thing was—more gooseflesh rippled along Crow’s
arms—Boyd didn’t go down like he should have. That .45
should have punched him down and dead on the first shot.
Maybe the second, if Boyd was totally whacked out . . . but
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Val shot him over and over again until finally a shot to the
head snapped off his switch.

While they were waiting for the ambulance last night, Val
told him, “That’s when I knew.”

“Knew what, baby?”

“That he wasn’t human. That he was . . . dead.”

Crow understood. Who better to understand such things?
The dread of just that sort of stuff had been haunting him
since he was a kid, and it was almost funny because in Pine
it was okay to believe in ghosts. Hauntings brought in the
tourists. Problem was, Boyd was no ghost—he’d killed Mark
for his blood. He tore grown men apart. He'd taken bullet
after bullet and kept coming. Boyd was something else en-
tirely.

Crow knew that, of anyone in town, he was the only one who
was predisposed to accept that kind of thing as possible . . .
even likely. During the Massacre when he and Val were kids,
he alone had seen the face of the killer and had understood
that the terrible menace in Pine Deep was not just a serial
killer. Crow had looked into the face of local farmer Ubel Gris-
wold and had seen that face begin to change from human . . .
to wolf. Only the sudden arrival of Oren Morse, the guy all
the kids called the Bone Man, had saved Crow. Griswold hadn’t
completely transformed and, before he could complete the
murder, the scuffle with the Bone Man had roused all the
neighbors. Griswold had vanished into the darkness; no one
else had seen what he was.

The truth was that no one else even suspected Griswold
of the crimes. The man had immigrated to the States from
Germany and had purchased a large tract of land in the bor-
ough’s most remote spot—way down past Dark Hollow.
There he’d set up a cattle farm and stayed to himself, paying
his taxes and maintaining only a few friends. But Griswold
never sold any of the cattle he raised. Crow suspected that
Griswold used them to satisfy his peculiar hungers; that he
hunted them the way a wolf would, and that those killings
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kept his appetites in check. It was only after a season of
blight and disease had wiped out all of the town’s livestock,
Griswold’s included, that bloodlust forced Griswold to hunt
beyond his own lands. Still no one suspected because Gris-
wold was sly and careful.

It was only chance that the migrant worker and blues
singer Oren Morse discovered Griswold’s true nature. Morse
was hunting the killer that night years ago and had arrived in
the nick of time to save Crow’s life; but no one was ready to
believe the word of a homeless day laborer—especially a
black one in mid-1970s rural Pennsylvania. Not that Crow
was believed, either; he told his father about Griswold and
was rewarded by a savage beating. The elder Crow was one
of a select group of young men who were completely de-
voted to Griswold. The beating left the young Crow too
afraid to tell the truth; and shortly after that Oren Morse
tracked Griswold down and killed him, or so Crow believed.
Crow’s father and a handful of other men—Vic Wingate, Jim
Polk, Gus Bernhardt, and a few others—captured Morse,
beat him to death, and hung him on a scarecrow post out in
the corn. From that point on everyone believed that Morse
had been the killer all along. The truth had never come out.

The town recovered from the disaster and changed, trans-
forming from a blue-collar hick town into an upscale arts
community. The Bone Man became an urban legend, the
local bogeyman who was blamed for all of the killings of
that Dark Harvest Autumn of 1976. The name of Ubel Gris-
wold was forgotten.

Just yesterday, while death was stalking Val and her fam-
ily, Crow had gone down into Dark Hollow, the remotest spot
in the whole borough, dragging Newton along with him—
the two of them on a stupid quest to somehow try and prove
Crow’s tale of thirty years ago. Down in the Hollow they’d
found Griswold’s house, but they hadn’t found a werewolf or
even a man. Maybe they’d found a ghost, even Crow wasn’t
sure, but when they tried to enter the house they were driven
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back. First by the porch roof that collapsed and nearly crushed
them—strange timing for a roof that had been sagging for
three decades—and then from the rubble a swarm of bristling
black roaches attacked them. Hundreds of thousands of them.
Crow and the reporter had dropped everything and run. Hero-
ics be damned. It was only the presence of patchy sunlight
that had given them a chance to escape. The insects would
not cross from shadow into light, and so Crow and Newton
ran back through the woods and climbed the hill.

Now, looking back on it with vision filtered through his
rage, Crow realized that everything that had happened down
in the Hollow must have been some kind of delaying tactic,
keeping Crow out of play so that Val and her family would
be vulnerable. It had worked, too. Crow got there way too
late.

So, it galled Crow that Val had been forced to do it alone,
just as it galled him that he wasn’t the one to swoop down
like Captain Avenger and save the day. Val had done that.
Pregnant, injured, grief-torn Val. Not him, not Crow. Her.

“You are a stupid day-late and a dollar-short chauvinist
jackass,” he told himself. He burned to be able to step back
one day and change this. Save Mark and Connie and the oth-
ers if he could; but as guilty as it made him feel, those con-
cerns were secondary to wanting to take that experience
away from Val. It was beside the point, there were no villains
left to kill. All the bad guys were dead. The show was over.
All that was left for him to do was wait while the doctors and
nurses did what they did; wait until Val was brought up here
to her room . . . and even then it wouldn’t be Captain Avenger
she’d need. Val would be grieving, and he would need to be
her rock.

Behind him, Newton, the dumpy little reporter, stirred in
his sleep and shifted to a less uncomfortable position in the
comfortless guest chair of what would be Val’s room when
they finally brought her up from the ER.

Crow looked at the clock. Three-thirty in the morning.
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What was taking the doctors so long? Was it a “no news is
good news” deal? From his own memories of hospitals he
didn’t think so. Val had been hit in the head by Ruger—first
a pistol-whipping, then a punch that cracked her eye socket;
then Boyd had hit her even harder. There was a danger, Crow
knew, of her losing the sight in that eye.

Would she lose the baby, too? The thought sent buckets of
ice water sloshing down through Crow’s bowels.

There was a discreet tap on the door and Crow leapt up,
hope flaring in his chest that it was Val being brought in, but
as soon as he saw the look on the face of the young doctor in
the hall his heart crashed.

“Mr. Crow ... ?”

“What’s wrong? Is it Val? How is she, is something
wrong?” He took a fistful of the doctor’s scrub shirt.

“Mr. Crow, please,” the doctor said, lightly touching his
wrist. “This isn’t about Ms. Guthrie. She’s still in the ER,
and the last I heard is that her condition is listed as stable.”

“Thank God—"

“Dr. Weinstock told me to tell you about the other Ms.
Guthrie . . . Mrs. Connie Guthrie. He said you’re more or
less family? Next of kin?”

“Close enough. I’'m engaged to Val. Connie’s her sister-
in-law.”

The doctor looked sad. “Mr. Crow ... I’m sorry to tell
you this, but Mrs. Guthrie passed away.”

“What?” He couldn’t process what the doctor just told
him.

“Her wounds were too severe, there was extensive dam-
age to her airway and . . .” He faltered and shook his head.
“We did everything we could. I’'m so sorry.”” He left very
quietly.

Crow had no memory of walking into the bathroom, but
he suddenly found himself sitting on the floor between the
toilet and the sink, dizzy and sick. He clamped his hands to-
gether, laced his fingers tightly over his knuckles, and bent
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his head, mumbling prayers to a God he’d long since come to
doubt, or at best mistrust. He wanted to pray, tried to put it in
words, but there had been too many bad nights and too many
broken years since he last believed, and he found that he’d
lost the knack of it. So all he did was squeeze his eyes shut
and say the only words that he could muster, making the
only argument that made any sense to him.

“Take me if you want,” he pleaded, “but not Val. Not her,
too. Not our baby. Do whatever you want to me, but save my
family.”” When he added, “Please!” it sounded like the word
had been pulled out of his mouth with pliers.

2

Jim Polk was in charge of the police detail at the hospital.
He was Sheriff Gus Bernhardt’s right-hand man, the depart-
ment’s only sergeant, and getting what he wanted was easy.
Gus was an idiot and even Gus knew it, just as Gus knew
that if it wasn’t for Polk’s efficiency, energy, and attention to
detail the whole department would be a total wreck. So,
what Polk wanted, Polk got.

Even Brad Maynard, head of hospital security, deferred to
Polk, especially in light of the hospital’s appalling track record
lately. First Ruger had broken into the hospital and disabled
both main and backup generators so he could try and kill
Crow and Val; then the very next day Boyd broke in and stole
Ruger’s body from the morgue. It was an open secret that
Maynard was going to have to face the hospital’s board and no
one was putting hot money on his chances for keeping his job.

All of this was Polk’s doing. Ordered by Vic, of course,
but planned and executed by Polk. 7 should just request a re-
volving door for the morgue, he thought as he poured ten
sugar packets into the cup of cafeteria coffee he’'d sent one of
the hospital guards to fetch for him.

It was coming on 4:00 A.M. when his cell phone vibrated
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in his pocket. Polk didn’t even have to look at it to know who
it was. He jerked his chin for the hospital guard to come
over. “Duke, I’'m gonna go catch a smoke. You stay here. Re-
member—no one talks to Val Guthrie unless I personally say
it’s okay. No exceptions.”

“What about Crow?”

Polk gave him a Clint Eastwood squint. The one Clint
uses when he’s trying to figure out how to explain to some
total idiot the difference between shit and Shinola. Vic had
given him that same look too damn many times. “Just do
what you’re told, okay?”

Polk turned on his heel the way he’d seen Clint, and Vic,
do and strolled out of the ER and into the fire tower. He jogged
up a flight and then down a flight to make sure no one else
was around and then pulled out his cell and hit speed-dial. Vic
answered on the first ring. “What the hell took you so long?”

“I was with people.”

“Gimme a status report on Mayor Wolfe. He going to
make it?”

The town’s mayor, Terry Wolfe, had attempted suicide by
hurling himself out of his second-floor window. The drop
was not far enough to kill him, but almost.

“He’s a mess. Forty broken bones, couple of ’em com-
pound. Shattered skull. Brain’s probably chopped liver. He’s
in a coma right now. Guess we’re going to need a new mayor.”

“So he’s definitely out of the picture for the moment.”

“What about Val Guthrie? What shape did Boyd leave her
in?”

“Might go blind in one eye. They just ran a bunch of tests,
but right now they got an OB-GYN in with her. Turns out
she’s pregnant and they’re checking to see if she’s going to
lose the baby.”

Vic grunted. “Bun in the oven, huh? Let me think on that
some, maybe it’s something we can use. Call me if you need
anything else.”
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“Sure, but what—?”
Vic hung up on him.

&)

Feeling wretched about Connie and desperately alone,
Crow headed down to the ER in hopes of getting a glimpse
of Val or Weinstock, but instead he ran into Sarah Wolfe, the
mayor’s wife, who sat alone on a hard plastic hallway chair,
looking small and lost, her lap scattered with crumpled tis-
sues.

“Hey, sweetie . . . how are you? Or is that dumbest ques-
tion ever asked?” He screwed on a genial smile and it fit so
badly that it hurt his cheeks. She opened her mouth to say
something, but her first word turned into a sob and her face
crumpled. Crow bent to her, drew her into his arms, guided
her around a corner and into an empty triage room.

“Have they told you how he is yet?” he asked when her
sobs slowed.

“I talked to Saul just a few minutes ago. He’s been run-
ning in and out of surgeries. He said that Terry’s lucky to be
alive. Lucky”—Sarah gave a wretched nod—*"“that’s a funny
word to use.”

“Yeah. Really cheers you up, doesn’t it?”” He shook his
head. “Sarah, honey . . . what set Terry off? I talked to him
the day before and sure he was stressed, but he didn’t seem
this far gone. What triggered it?”

Terry’s nightmares and paranoia had gotten much worse
over the last few weeks, and lately he’d been claiming that he
saw his dead sister Mandy everywhere he went. “He finally
confessed to me that Mandy was trying to convince him to
commit suicide. I know it sounds ridiculous,” Sarah said,
forcing a ghastly smile, “but I believe he really saw Mandy.
He believed she was actually there. He would turn to face
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her, to look at a spot in the room as if she was standing right
there. You’ll think I’'m crazy, too, but I swear there were
times I could feel her myself. Nuts, huh?”

Crow made a noncommittal sound and tried not to let the
horror show on his face.

“There was one moment, Crow, where I swear to God I
thought Terry was going to attack me. He started stalking me
across the bedroom floor. It was so . . . weird; it was like he
stopped being Terry and became some kind of, oh—I don’t
know—some kind of animal. He moved like an animal, you
know? He told me about the conversation you two had about
his dreams, where you said that he was probably dreaming
of becoming an animal—a wolf—because of our last name.
I mean, let’s face it, you’ve been calling him ‘Wolfman’ since
you two were little kids. So . . . maybe that’s what happened.
Maybe his psychosis, his damage, whatever it is . . . maybe
it just took that path. Maybe for a few minutes up there in
our room he thought he was a wolf. Or something like that.
Is this making any sense? Am I just rambling?”’

“Sarah, honey, I think it’s those pills he’s been popping,”
Crow lied. “When this is all sorted out I think we’re going to
find that he was probably taking too much of the wrong pre-
scription and it just threw him out of whack. That . . . plus
everything that’s been happening in town, the blight, the
whole Ruger thing. Terry holds this town together.”

“Maybe,” she said doubtfully, “but that still doesn’t ex-
plain what started him down that road. He’s only been on
meds for the last four or five months. The dreams started al-
most a year ago.”

“I know . . . but we’re going to have to let the docs figure
that out. Right now we have to just focus our minds on the
thought that he’s going to pull through, that he’ll be okay.”

“God . . . do you think so? I mean . . . really?”

“Sure,” he said, pushing the lie in her path. “Everything’s
going to be fine. Terry will pull through and he’ll be kicking
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my ass on the back nine by spring. Val, too. We’re all going
to be fine. It’s all over now . . . from here on, everything gets
better.”

@

Tow-Truck Eddie knelt there in a pool of his own blood,
his naked torso streaked with sweat, his face burned dark
with red rage, his hands pressed together in prayer. His knuck-
les were raw hamburger, chopped and lacerated, with flaps
of skin hanging open. Blood ran in slow lines down his fore-
arms and dripped from his abraded elbows.

Around him his living room demonstrated his fury. The
couch was overturned, its wooden bones shattered, each pil-
low bitten open and ripped apart. One metal foot of the
heavy recliner was buried inches deep into the drywall by
the dining room door, still canted at the awkward angle into
which it had settled after Eddie picked it up and hurled it
half the length of the room. The coffee table was a mass of
mahogany splinters scattered in a fan pattern around the
shaft of the floor lamp Eddie had used to smash it.

“I'm sorry!” he said, and it was maybe the hundredth
time he’d said it. It was all he had said since he’d come home
late last night ashamed, furious, and defeated.

Hours earlier he’d had to call his boss, Shanahan, to tell
him that he had driven the company’s best wrecker off the
road into a ditch near Shandy’s Curve out on Route A-32.

Shanahan was furious. “Are you friggin’ kidding me here,
Eddie?”

“No sir,” Eddie whispered back, his shame so huge that it
was like a pounding surf smashing down on him.

There was a long pause on the line. “You hurt?” Shana-
han asked, his concern grudging.

“Nothing to worry about.” In fact his knee was badly
bruised, the muscles in his neck were sore, and he had a
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slowly pounding headache that suggested whiplash. But he
would never say it, couldn’t bear to hear sympathy. The under-
tone of disapproval and disappointment was bad enough. “I
need another truck to pull me out.”

“How bad’s the wrecker?”

“Not too bad. I’ll fix what I can and you can dock the rest
out of my pay.”

“I’'m insured. But—damn it, Eddie, how’d the hell you
put the thing into a ditch?” Before Eddie could invent an ex-
cuse, Shanahan said, “Give me half an hour and I’ll come
fetch you.”

Eddie sat on the side of the ditch waiting, murderous with
humiliation as Shanahan pulled the wrecker out. But that
was not the real source of Eddie’s shame—it was the sure
knowledge that he had betrayed the trust his Father had shown
him. For weeks now Eddie had been hearing the voice of God
whispering to him in his head, telling him wonderful things,
revealing to him that Eddie was the Messiah come again and,
even more wonderfully, that Eddie was the Sword of God! It
confirmed what Eddie had always suspected, but hearing the
Voice of God speaking to him...to Aim...was beyond
glorious.

God told him that the New Age was coming, that a New
Covenant was about to be made between mankind and the
Divine All, but that the Beast—the Antichrist in human dis-
guise—had manifested on Earth to try and thwart God’s holy
plan. Eddie’s mission had been to seek out this monster and
strike him down to the furtherance of His glory. But the mis-
sion was far more difficult than Eddie had thought because
the Beast wore a costume of flesh and bone that looked like
a boy, and he rode around town on an ordinary bicycle. Such
a clever disguise, but Tow-Truck Eddie had ultimately seen
through it and had hunted the roads for him for two weeks.
Last night he had received a whisper from God Himself,
telling him to wait for the Beast out there on the road. He’'d
known the time, the place, the moment. It should all have
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gone smoothly; but nothing had gone right and Eddie, through
his mortal weakness, had let the Beast defeat him with ridic-
ulous ease, tricking him into that ditch.

Since then Eddie had begged, wept, and cried aloud to his
Father, trying to explain, to seek forgiveness of his great sin . . .
but God’s voice had been silent since the accident. Not one
word, not even a reproof. Nothing. Just an aching silence so
profound that Eddie could feel his heart break bit by bit. All
through the long, long night he had alternately prayed and
pleaded, and then as dawn broke over his house and the inte-
rior shadows shifted from black to a muddy gray, Eddie’s
heartache and shame had boiled up from his gut to his brain
and he had gone berserk, screaming, raging up and down the
stairs, smashing everything that would break, punching
holes through plaster, crushing, all the time crying out to his
Father for some answer.

When the volcano of fury burned down, the hours of
sleeplessness, the aches in his body, and the weight of his
grief collapsed him down to his knees amid the debris. He
had nothing left, he was nothing. Tears streaked his face,
drool hung from his rubbery lips. In his ears he could hear
the pounding of his heart—it sounded like someone hitting a
bass drum with a fist wrapped in gauze.

“I’m sorry,” he blubbered, hanging his head. “I’m so sorry.”

The Bone Man lingered in the shadows of the destroyed
living room. He'd enjoyed Eddie’s frustrated rage. Such a
damn shame it stopped short of the big man just plain killing
himself. He pretended to sigh.

“That’s one round to us,” he said, though his voice was as
soundless as he was invisible.

Even so, Tow-Truck Eddie’s head jerked up as if he had
heard those words. The Bone Man froze, afraid to even move
as Eddie looked around in confusion, pawing tears from his
eyes, brow knitted. It was a long minute before Eddie’s scowl
faltered and his eyes lost their hawklike intensity. He bent
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again to his prayers and his pleas, and the Bone Man backed
carefully out through the wall.

O]

Crow slipped away when Sarah’s sister Rose arrived from
Brooklyn. He drifted to the nurse’s station and begged for in-
formation, but instead of a doctor Jim Polk came smirking
out of the ER.

Polk said, “You’re going to have to stop harassing the
nurses, pal.”

Startled, Crow said, “What the hell are you talking about?
Val’s my—"

“Val’s a material witness is a murder case. Once the doc-
tors are done with her we have to take her statement. Until
we do no one gets to see her.”

Polk wasn’t a big man, but he was taller and heavier than
Crow, and he wore a hyena smile as he spoke, slowly chew-
ing a wad of pink gum. His teeth were wet and his eyes looked
piggish. Crow wanted to stuff him into a laundry chute.

“Look, Jim,” he began, trying to be reasonable, “it’s not
like I don’t know the drill here. How about a little profes-
sional courtesy?”

“You’re not a cop anymore.”

“Actually, I think I am. Terry swore me back onto the de-
partment during the Ruger manhunt. He never swore me out
again, so technically—"

Polk took a half step closer and lowered his voice. “Terry
Wolfe is a hophead schizo who didn’t have enough brains to
even commit suicide. Who the hell cares what he did or didn’t
do?”

Polk’s words stunned Crow. “Hey, Jim, let’s dial it down
here.”

Polk tapped Crow’s chest with a stiffened index finger.



54 Jonathan Maberry

“Dial your own shit down, Crow. You’re not a cop in this
town, and your butt-buddy Terry Wolfe isn’t around to hold
your hand. Right now all you are is a pain in the ass and a
potential nuisance to a police investigation. You got no rights
and you got no say. Are we clear on that?” With every other
word he jabbed Crow in the chest.

With each tap more of the shock drained out of Crow as
cold fury took its place. He looked down at the finger press-
ing against his chest and then slowly raised his eyes to meet
Polk’s. For a few seconds he said nothing, just letting the hard-
ness of his stare work on Polk, and Crow could see the tough-
guy facade lose some of its fastenings. Very softly he said,
“Jim . . . I don’t know what bug crawled up your ass, but I’'m
going to tell you only once to move that finger before I break
it off. Maybe you opened a box of Cracker Jacks and the toy
surprise was a new set of balls, but believe me when I tell
you that today is not the best day to get in my face.”

Polk gave him a hard-ass sneer, but he lowered his hand.
“Get your ass out of here, Crow. When we want you, we’ll
call 1-800-dial-a-drunk.” With that he turned away and
reached to push open the ER door.

“That’s it?” Crow said, laughing before he could catch
himself. “That’s really the best exit line you can think of?
Dial-a-drunk? That wasn’t even funny when I was a drunk,
you dumb-ass hick, and now it’s just . . . lame.”

Polk almost turned around; it was there in his mind and
he even had a hitch in his step, but they both knew he wouldn’t.
Instead he pushed angrily through the swinging doors and
let them flap shut behind him.

Crow went and peered through the crack between the
doors, but all he could see was another cop’s back. Shit.

Totally perplexed by what had just happened—and feel-
ing anger burn on his cheeks and ears—Crow turned away and
trudged back to Val’s room, grinding his teeth all the while.
Newton was still asleep in the chair, and Crow crossed to the
empty bed and sat down, feeling weak and defeated.



Chapter 2

(0]

Vic Wingate pulled his midnight-blue pickup into the slot
behind his house and killed the lights. The sun was setting
brush fires on the horizon, but the back alley was still shrouded
in bruise-colored shadows. He lit a cigarette from the dash-
board lighter and looked up and down the street. Nothing
moved; even the pear trees in his neighbor’s backyard seemed
frozen in time.

“It’s clear,” he said, but Ruger was already getting out of
the car like he didn’t give a shit.

Inside, Ruger sank down into Vic’s Barcalounger with a
volume of Eastern European folklore. Vic went to the wet bar
at the foot of the stairs and poured himself a C&C and ginger
ale without ice. He took a small sip, rinsing it around to clear
out the acid taste in his mouth, swallowed, and then took a
larger gulp. When he lowered the glass he saw that Ruger
was not reading but was instead staring up at the ceiling. It
was only then that Vic could hear the muffled footsteps above,
followed by the bang of a pan on the stove. Lois, up early.

“Smells good,” Ruger said in his whispery voice.

“You can smell her cooking all the way down here?”

“No,” Ruger said, his eyes dreamy and unfocused, “I can
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smell her”” He closed his eyes; one corner of his mouth
hooked up in a smile as thin and curled as a dentist’s hook.
“Full-blooded bitch.”

“Hey, Sport,” Vic snapped, “that’s my wife you’re talking
about.”

Ruger waited maybe five whole seconds before he opened
his eyes. All color in the irises had melted into a featureless
black. It was like looking into the eyes of a shark. His smile
never wavered and he said nothing; all he did was lower his
head and pick up his book.

Vic stared at him for a while, then cut a sharp look at the
ceiling, angry at Lois for no reason. He slammed back the
rest of his drink and built another, searching in the shadows
of his mind for that little thread of contact, that indefinable
conduit that would link him to the Man. It was getting harder
and harder to touch the Man, which made no damn sense
since with things moving like this it should be getting easier.
The Man was feeding every day now, taking the discharge of
pain and terror from each kill that Ruger and his goon squad
made. Every day he got stronger, so it should be easy for Vic
to reach him. Behind him he heard the soft rustle as Ruger
turned a page.

He paused, the mouth of the whiskey bottle hovering over
the rim of his glass, the liquid sloshing softly as he gave
Ruger a long, calculating appraisal. He didn’t like the
thoughts that were forming in his brain.

“Son of a bitch,” he breathed.

Ruger said, “You say something?”’

Vic set the bottle down very carefully, screwed the cap
back on, and turned with his drink, forcing his hands to hold
the glass steady, forcing his mouth to smile a smile that was
just as thin, just as icy as Ruger’s.

“No, Sport, I didn’t say a goddamn thing.”

They looked at each other, two sharks smiling across
the sea of eddying shadows, seeing each other with perfect
clarity.
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After a moment Vic said, “At some point you and I might
have to sit down and have a heart-to-heart talk about some
shit, you dig? But right now we both have bigger fish to fry.”

Ruger kept giving him the look for another couple of sec-
onds, then his eyes seemed to lose some of their heat.
“Okay.”

“The Red Wave launches in two weeks. We’re nowhere
near ready.”

“We’re not behind schedule, far as T know.”

“Yeah? Last night we should have cut down the opposi-
tion and increased troop strength. Tell me how you figure
we’re on schedule?”

Ruger didn’t comment.

“Not one damn thing went as planned. We didn’t kill Val
Guthrie, the Man didn’t kill Crow . . . which is probably a
good thing since that pussy Terry Wolfe tried to kill him-
self.”

“Maybe the Man knew Wolfe was going to take the plunge
and laid off of Crow,” Ruger offered. “After all, we got to
have one of them alive until the big day.”

“Maybe, but I smell a nigger in the woodpile. I think
something went wrong down in the Hollow.”

Ruger said nothing.

“And since I don’t hear Lois up there wailing and gnash-
ing her teeth I can pretty much guess Tow-Truck Eddie didn’t
kill Mike. Bottom line, we drew a complete blank last night.
Maybe even a setback.”

“You waste too much time on that kid, Vic ol’ buddy. In-
stead of trying to get that moron Eddie to kill your asshole
stepson, why not just do it yourself?”

“I told you already . .. I can’t. He has to die by a clean
hand. That’s why the Man wants Eddie to do it.”

“Eddie’s clean? How the hell do you figure that? He works
for the Man just like we do.”

Vic shook his head. “No, he don’t. Eddie thinks he’s hear-
ing the voice of God in his head. Eddie’s this whole-milk-
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drinking, on-his-knees praying, Bible-thumping child of
Jesus, so the Man’s been riffing off that, twisting his faith
even more while at the same time making him think he’s the
avenging son of Heaven or some shit.”

That nudged an appreciative chuckle out of Ruger. “Sweet.”

“Point is, if one of us—especially one of your bunch—
kills Mike, then what he is, his essence will be released to
the whole town. Once that happens every stick, stone, and blade
of grass will be like a holy weapon. It be like everything was
radioactive—none of you could even walk here, and the
Man wouldn’t be able to rise.”

“That’s what being a dhampyr means?”

There was a flicker of hesitation before Vic answered,
“It’s part of what it means. It’s in the folklore, in the tradi-
tions. I don’t want to get it into right now, either . . . that’s
not part of your end of things except that you just make sure
your crowd doesn’t put the chomp on him. We clear on that?”
Vic pursed his lips for a moment. “If Eddie can’t get the job
done by, say, next week, then I’ll just take a baseball bat to
the kid’s knees just so he’s not in the game during the Wave.
Been wanting to do that for some time. Kid’s a serious dis-
appointment.”

“Maybe he has too much of his father in him.”

“Watch your mouth—"

“Not him, dumbass, I meant the—whaddya call it?—the
biological father. Maybe he picked up the pussy goody-two-
shoes gene or something.”

“Yeah,” Vic conceded grudgingly. “Maybe. Genetics and
the supernatural make a weird cocktail. You can sure as hell
bet no one’s ever studied it, so all of us, even the Man, are
making some of this shit up as we go. Sometimes you never
know how things’ll turn out.”

“In a pinch you could always handcuff the little punk to
the radiator come Halloween morning. Let him just sit the
whole thing out. Ever thought of something as simple as
that, Einstein?”
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“Of course I have.” Vic felt his face flush because it was
so simple a solution that he’d over-thought the situation. So,
apparently, had the Man. “We’re getting off the point here.
About the only thing we managed to get right yesterday was
stealing Boyd’s body . . . though we’d both better hope that
our little bit of stage dressing is going to do the trick.”

“We gotta consider spin control here. Crow and that fag-
got reporter saw too much down in the Hollow. We have to
keep him quiet. Maybe take the Guthrie bitch and hold her
hostage to force him to keep his mouth shut, or threaten her
and the baby she’s carrying.”

“Be a tricky play, Sport. Do it too soon it would mean
having to hold her for two weeks. You got to remember that
Crow was a cop and he’s still cop-connected. There’s ten
thousand ways that could go south on us. On the other hand,
if we wait too long he’ll probably be poking his nose where
it don’t belong.”

“That Guthrie bitch probably knows what Boyd is . . . or
was, I mean.”

“Yeah, damn it.” Vic sipped his drink. “We have to slow
down any attempts they make to investigate things. I have
the Man’s house rigged, but that’s only if they get there
closer to the Wave. Until then we have to make things look
ordinary so nothing screws up the tourist flow.”

“If we have to we can move the nest out of there. Or we
can tweak the scene, make it look like Boyd was using it as a
hideout. That’ll sell if Polk can handle playing an actual
cop.”

“Polk’ll do whatever he’s told, but there’s another poten-
tial player in all this and he’s someone people will listen to—
that Jew doctor . . . Weinstock.”

“What about him? We stole Boyd’s body...he don’t
have jack shit.”

“Don’t you ever watch CS7 or any of them shows?”

“No, jackass, I actually have a life.”

“Not anymore,” Vic said and there was a long moment
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when the two of them stared hard at each other, then Ruger’s
lip twitched and they both burst out laughing. Ruger beat the
arm of his chair as he howled and Vic had to set down his
drink to keep from spilling it down his shirtfront.

“Okay, okay, that’s one for you, you son of a bitch,” Ruger
said as the laughter died down. “Get to where you were
going, though. How’s the doctor going to be a problem?”

“Forensic evidence. He autopsied those two cops Boyd
killed. Castle and Cowan. He’s got to have lab reports and
shit. And Polk told us they had morgue video of Boyd steal-
ing your body . . . what if there’s tape of Cowan and Castle
getting up to go out for a stroll?”

“Balls. Even so, we certainly can’t kill him right now.
There’s no one to pin it on and it'd draw the wrong kind of
attention.”

Vic nodded. “Plus, he’s a good friend of Crow and Guthrie.
It’d be way too high profile, too many of the wrong connec-
tions, and it would just strengthen anything Crow had to say.”

Ruger’s mouth gave an ugly tremble. “I could turn him.”

Vic considered, but then shook his head. “Too chancy. We
run the risk of him going brain dead.”

“Yeah . . . which is something I don’t quite get. About
one in five of the people I turn wakes up with ‘No Sale’ writ-
ten on his eyeballs. Like Boyd, only worse in a lot of cases.
It’s a pain in the ass, and it’s dangerous to the plan. They
don’t like following orders, even if they understand the orders,
which I friggin’ doubt. When they’re not milling around
groaning like extras from Night of the Living Dead, they’re
trying to break out to go hunt. I had to put a few of them
down ’cause they were just too unruly. You're the expert . . .
what’s with that shit?”

“Hell if I know. Some vampires are like that. Not every-
one wakes up smart and charming. Look at you, for instance.”

Ruger shot him the finger. He said, “Are you sure they’re
actual vampires? They’re more like zombies.”

“Supposed to be vamps, according to the Man. Just dif-
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ferent. Just like some of you guys have retractable fangs and
some don’t. Some of you guys have these oversized chom-
pers that look like walrus teeth, and some don’t and can pass
for Joe Normal. Lots of different species. Maybe it has
something to do with ethnic background, who knows? The
only ones that are a real problem are those Dead Heads like
Boyd. At first I thought he was a fluke but, you’re right, it
seems to be a pattern, and that could hurt us if it gets out of
hand.” He shook his head. “So, I guess, we can’t risk having
it happen to the Jew. Not yet.”

“Well, then the answer’s pretty obvious—we have to find
out if he has any forensic stuff, find out where he keeps it,
and then get rid of it. Simple as that. Steal his files, fry his
hard drive. Your boy Polk’s supposed to be a computer geek,
right? He could find out what the doc has stored. Delete it or
some shit.”

Vic looked thoughtful as he sipped his whiskey. “That’s
not bad. Another job for Jimmy-boy. And in the meantime I
have to make a decision about Cowan and Castle. Much as
we need soldiers we don’t need liabilities.”

“Let me handle that end of things. Those guys belong to
me.”

“You mean they belong to the Man,” Vic said, a warning
edge in his voice.

Ruger smiled. “That’s what I meant.”

(0]

Crow heard someone call his name and looked up from
the hallway water fountain to see Saul Weinstock coming out
of the elevator, his clothes sweat-stained and soiled and his
face as gray as five-day-old steak. Crow stepped forward, of-
fering his hand, but Weinstock clamped a hand around his
bicep, spun him, and dragged him back down the hall to
Val’s room. “We have to talk . . . right now.”
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Once they were inside Crow pulled his arm free. “I’ve
been trying to get to you all night. How’s Val?”

“She’s fine, she’s fine . . . look there’s something else I
have to—"

Crow put his palm flat on Weinstock’s chest and gave him
the smallest of pushes—not hard, but hard enough. “Saul . . .
tell me about Val. Now.”

Weinstock blinked in confusion for a moment, then his
face cleared. “Right, sorry, man. .. you can’t imagine the
kind of night I’ve had. Can I at least give you the short ver-
sion?”

“Shortish, but tell me something before the big vein in
my head pops.”

“All right, all right . .. Val has a fracture of the medial
wall of the orbit and a mild concussion. We did a CT scan
and there’s no evidence of a subdural hematoma and though
there is some damage to the maxillary sinus there’s been no
blowout injury—which is a fairly common result of the kind
of injury she sustained.” He looked at his watch. “I have a
neurologist coming in at nine this morning to do a more
complete workup. Val’s probably going to have headaches
for a while, some loss of balance, double vision, maybe some
short-term memory loss. We’ve been worried about retinal
detachment, but it’s looking better, though we’re still waiting
on that report from Dr. Barrett. I told them to page me the
second he’s done with her, and they’ll be bringing her up
here. Should be pretty soon. If the retina’s good, then there
may not even be any vision loss. Considering the trauma
she’s had, she’s got Iuck on her side.”

“Luck’s relative,” Crow said. “You told Sarah that Terry
was lucky.”

Weinstock looked pained. “Yeah, well, around here any
time a doctor gets to give news that’s not worst-case scenario
‘Tuck’ is a good word to use. Believe me, we don’t get to use
it enough. But I hear what you’re saying, what with Mark
and Connie and all.”
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Crow gripped Weinstock’s sleeve. “What about the baby?
I’ve been terrified to even ask. She didn’t . . . lose it?”

Weinstock brightened. “No, thank God. For a slender
woman Val has the constitution of a bison. We ran every test
in the book and even made up a few new ones, and as far as
our OB resident is concerned everything is looking good.
Even so, Gail Somerfield will be here later this morning and
there’s no better OB-GYN in the state. I love Val, and I’ll be
damned if after all that’s happened I will let anything happen
to her or her baby.” He paused and gave Crow a warm smile.
“Your baby.”

Crow closed his eyes and a great dark wave of tension
seemed to roll out of him.

“So, yes—lucky in that regard,” Weinstock said, “but
there’s still everything that went on at the farm last night.
You’ll have to really be there for her, buddy. More than ever,
what with Mark and Connie and all . . .”

“I know. About Connie . . . did she suffer much?”

“I doubt she was even aware of anything from the time
she was attacked.”

“God. I just can’t believe this. It’s like Ruger and Boyd
had some kind of vendetta going. Why them, though?”

Weinstock shook his head. “Who the hell knows what
goes on in minds like that?”

“Is there anything new on Terry?”

“Not much. They moved him out of surgery and into ICU
but—"

“Are you talking about Mayor Wolfe?” a voice asked.

Weinstock stopped and wheeled around to where Newton
was struggling to sit up in the chair by the window. The little
reporter blinked like a turtle and fisted sleep out of his eyes.

“You!” Weinstock said, pointing a finger at him. “Whoever
you are, get out.”

“Whoa,” Crow said, stepping between them. “Ease up,
Saul—Newton’s a reporter. You know him, the guy that broke
the Ruger story.”
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Weinstock inhaled through his nose. “In that case get the
hell out. And I mean now.”

“Hold on, Newt’s with me,” Crow said, waving Newton
back to his seat.

Weinstock’s face was alight with anger. “Crow . . . there
are some things I want to tell you that I'm sure you’re not
going to want him to hear. Trust me on this.”

“Don’t be too sure. A lot of stuff happened yesterday and
Newt was with me. You can speak openly.”

“No way . . . not in front of a reporter.”

“Saul, I don’t think there’s anything you can tell me that
he won’t be ready to hear.”

“No.” This time it was Newton who said it.

Crow and Weinstock both looked at him. “Hey, Newt,
you can’t bail out on me now.”

“Crow . . . honestly, I don’t know how much more of this
I can take. I haven’t even gotten my head wrapped around
what we saw yesterday. I need to stop thinking about this. It’s
all too . . .” He stopped and just stood there, small and de-
feated, hands jammed defensively into his pockets.

Weinstock arched an eyebrow at Crow, who sighed. “S’okay,
dude. T guess I didn’t give you a lot of time to prepare for
this, and what we went through yesterday . . . well, I’'m just
glad I had a friend with me.”

Newton looked at him in surprise, his eyes searching
Crow’s face for the lie, but not finding it. “Thanks,” he mum-
bled, his eyes wet.

“Why don’t you go home, get some sleep, and meet me
back here later today? Try to put this stuff out of your mind
for a while.”

Newton smiled at the absurdity of the concept. “What do
you think the chances are that Ill ever be able to do that?”
He sketched a wave, picked up his soiled jacket, and sham-
bled out of the room.

“Poor bastard,” Crow said. “He’s a pretty good guy, Saul.
A little fussy at first, but he kind of stepped up. It’s just that
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yesterday was ... well, when I tell you the whole thing
you’ll understand.”

Crow sat down on the edge of the bed and Weinstock
dragged the chair over. For a full minute neither said a word,
their eyes meeting for a second at a time and falling away.
Crow leaned on his forearms and stared at the floor between
his hiking boots; Weinstock leaned back and studied the
blankness of the speckled acoustic ceiling tiles.

After a while Crow took a breath. “You want to start?”

Weinstock barked an ugly little laugh. “Not really.”

“Me neither.”

The tide of silence washed back and forth between them
for a while before Weinstock finally said, “The problem is,
now that I’m right up to it I don’t know kow to start.”

“There’s that.” Crow chewed his lip for a second. “On the
other hand, brother, do you have the same feeling I have that
we both want to say the same thing but are just too damn
scared about how we’ll each react?”

Weinstock stopped looking at the ceiling. “No, but that
sounds encouraging.”

“There’s a word that’s in my head here, Saul, and I won-
der if you’re thinking about the same word.”

There was another long time of silence, but this time they
kept eye contact. Finally, Weinstock licked his lips and, very
softly, said, “Does your word start with a v?”

“I’m sorry as hell to say it does.”

Weinstock closed his eyes. “Oh . . . shit.”



Chapter 3
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In his dreams he was Iron Mike Sweeney, the Enemy of
Evil. In his dreams he was tall and powerful, his hand was
strong and sure, his courage a constant. In his dreams Mike
rode through the burning town on a cut-down Harley, a Japan-
ese katana slung across his back, matching pistols strapped
to his hips, the fire of purpose burning in his eyes. In those
dreams he sought out the killers and the predators, the mon-
sters and the madmen, the dragons and the demons—and he
slew them all.

That’s what happened in Mike Sweeney’s dreams.

Last night he stopped having those dreams, and never in
this life would he have them again. The interior world of fan-
tasy and heroics, of drama and excitement was gone, com-
pletely burned out of him by a process of change that had
begun the night Karl Ruger came to town. For a while his
dream life had intensified as new dreams had snuck into his
mind, dreams in which he was chased down by a madman in
a monstrous gleaming wrecker—chased and then run down,
ground to red pulp beneath its wheels—or dreams in which
he walked through Pine Deep as it burned, as everyone he
knew and loved died around him.
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The heroic dreams were gone. The dream of the wrecker
was gone, t0o.

Only the dream of the burning town remained.

All through the night, as blood was spilled on the Guthrie
farm, and as the doctors labored to save the lives of people
Mike knew and didn’t know, Mike phased in and out of a
dissociative fugue state. Memories flashed before his dream-
ing mind that his waking mind would not remember. Well,
not for a while anyway. Halloween was coming, and that
would change everything for Mike, as it would for the rest of
Pine Deep. The part of him that was emerging, the chrysalis
forming in the shadows of his deepest mind—that part of
him knew everything—but it was still unable to communi-
cate with Mike’s conscious mind. Unable, and unready.

Mike slept through that night of pain and death and most
of who he was burned off, fading like morning fog will as
the sun rises. The part that was left, the memories and per-
sonality that was truly Mike Sweeney had become thinner,
just a veneer over the face of the dhampyr who fought to
emerge. Yet both boy and dhampyr shared the dreams, the
former unaware of the presence of the other, and the latter
indifferent, but both caught up in the remaining dream as it
played out over and over again as the night ground to its end.

When Mike woke only one image remained in his con-
scious mind, and it lingered there, enigmatic yet strangely
calming. In it Mike stood in a clearing by a ramshackle old
farmhouse that was overgrown with sickly vines and fecund
moss. Behind the farmhouse was the wall of the forest, but
in front of it was a big field that had gone wild with neglect.
Mike stood in the clearing, just a few feet from the house,
and he heard a sound that made him turn and look up to see
a sight that took his breath away. Overhead, from horizon to
horizon, filling the sky like blackened embers from a fire,
were crows. Tens of thousands of them, perhaps hundreds of
thousands. Featureless and dark, flapping silently in the still
air, and Mike turned to watch them as the carrion birds flew
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from west to east, heading toward the forest, which was
burning out of control. The last image Mike had before he
woke was the silhouettes of the swarm of night birds painted
against the swollen face of a gigantic harvest moon.

“This is what Hell looks like,” Mike heard himself say.
“The Red Wave is coming . . . and the black wind follows.”

2

After he left the hospital Willard Fowler Newton did not
drive home. He walked the six blocks to where his car was
parked outside of Crow’s store, fished in his pocket for the
keys, unlocked it, climbed in, pulled the door shut, and locked
it. The interior of the Civic smelled of stale air, old coffee,
dried autumn leaves, and sweat. He didn’t roll down the win-
dows, didn’t start the engine.

For twenty minutes he just sat there, his keys lying on the
passenger seat, the engine off and cold. At this time of day
Corn Hill was empty except for an occasional car rolling past
as someone went off to start an early day at work, or drifted
home after the graveyard shift. There was no foot traffic, no
one to take notice of him, no one to see a man sitting alone
in his car in the early morning of October 14. No one to ob-
serve a young man sitting with his face buried in bruised and
filthy hands, his shoulders hunched and trembling as he wept.

&)

“You’re up early, Mikey.”

Mike Sweeney stood in the shadows of the doorway, sil-
houetted by the light filling the hallway from the foyer win-
dow. Lois Wingate turned from the stove and looked at her
son. ““You want some breakfast? I’m making pancakes.”

“Not hungry,” he said and walked slowly over to the
fridge, opened it, and fished around for the orange juice.
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“You look tired, Mikey. Your eyes are so bloodshot.”

He swirled the orange juice around in its carton, then
opened it and drank at least a pint, wiped his mouth, and tossed
the empty carton into the trash. “I’'m going out. I have to
work at the store today.”

“It’s only seven o’clock.”

He headed back toward the hallway. “I’ll ride my bike for
a bit.”

“Mike,” Lois said, reaching out a hand to touch his shoul-
der as he passed. He stopped but didn’t turn toward her. She
smelled of last night’s gin and Vic’s cigarettes, and the pan-
cakes smelled burnt. “Mike, are you okay?”’

Mike looked at her and their eyes met. His mom looked
into his eyes—dark blue eyes flecked with red with thin gold
rings around the irises. She blinked at him in surprise and
took a small involuntary step backward, her own eyes widen-
ing, her mouth sagging open.

“Michael . .. ?”

There were no bruises on Mike’s face, no sign of the sav-
age beatings he’d received from Vic over the last couple of
weeks. His skin was pale and unmarked except by his splash
of freckles, his mouth thin and sad. Every line and curve of
his face was the same as it should have been—though the
absence of bruises was strange—but all Lois could see were
those eyes. The blue of them looked like they’d been spat-
tered with tiny droplets of blood; the gold rings gave them a
totally alien cast.

Mike bent forward and kissed her forehead; she tried to
pull back, but he held her close. “I love you, Mom,” he whis-
pered, then he turned and hurried down the hall, opened the
door, and went out into the bright morning.

His mother stood there, hand to her open mouth, totally
oblivious to the burning pancakes. Nor did she see the cellar
door open just the tiniest crack and other eyes watching her.
These eyes were a much darker red and they burned with a
hungry light.
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Newton grabbed a wad of Starbucks napkins out of the
glove compartment, dried his eyes, and then angrily scrubbed
away all traces of the tears on his cheeks. He cursed contin-
ually under his breath, a steady stream of the foulest words
that bubbled onto his tongue; then he wadded up the napkins
and threw them against the windshield as his muttering sud-
denly spiked into a single shriek: “NO!”

He punched the dashboard and then pounded his fists on
his thighs until the pain shot through his muscles all the way
to his bones. “No, goddamn it!”

Newton reached out, gave the ignition a violent turn, and
the car coughed itself awake; he slammed it into Drive and
pulled away from the curb. He didn’t head home, but instead
did a screeching U-turn in the middle of the street, ignoring
the bleat of horns, and when he stamped down on the gas the
Civic lurched forward in the direction of his office. He needed
a good computer and a better Internet connection than the
dial-up he had at home. He needed to get some answers, and
he needed them now.

He ran two red lights and a stop sign as he barreled out of
town, down A-32, past the dirt road the led down to Dark
Hollow—which sent a chill through him despite his anger—
past the Guthrie farm, all the way to the Black Marsh Bridge.
In his pocket, forgotten in the midst of everything else, the
old coin he’d found on the slopes of the Dark Hollow pitch
jingled among the newer change. It was a weatherworn dime
someone had once drilled a hole through so a Louisiana aunt
could put a string through it and tie it around the ankle of her
nephew from Mississippi. A charm against evil that Oren
Morse had worn until the day he died. A charm that he’d lost
just minutes before the town fathers of Pine Deep had beaten
him to death.

With all the residual hot-blood flush in his thighs from
where he’d pounded out his rage, Newton did not feel the



BAD MOON RISING 71

dime flare to mild heat as he drove. Later on he would re-
member that dime, and a toss of that coin would decide the life
or death of a lot of people in Pine Deep. Including Newton.

O]

“What the hell are you doing up there?”

Vic’s voice caught him unaware and Ruger stiffened, but
he composed his face into a bland smile before he turned
and looked down the stairs to where Vic stood on the base-
ment floor, fists on hips, glowering.

“I smelled cooking,” Ruger said as he slowly descended
the steps, making it a slow roll, making it look casual, like
Vic’s hard look was nothing.

Vic looked at him and then up at the near side of the cel-
lar door. “Cooking, my ass. You're still sniffing after Lois.”

Ruger said nothing as he brushed by him, making sure to
use one hard shoulder to clip Vic on the pass-by. Ruger knew
he was a lot stronger than Vic and he wanted to leave a
bruise. Like the Indians used to do in the books he used to
read. Counting coup.

“I’m talking to you asshole,” Vic snarled. The bump had
knocked him off balance but he recovered cat-quick and gave
Ruger a hard one-handed shove that knocked the cold-skinned
man into the corner of the workbench. Ruger rebounded from
the desk and spun so fast that he appeared to melt into shad-
ows; one moment he was by the desk, the next he was beside
Vic with one icy hand clamped around the man’s throat.

“You don’t lay hands on me, motherfucker . . . not ever.
I’ll tear your heart out and wipe my ass with it.”

There was a small metallic click and then Ruger felt a
touch even colder than his own as the barrel of a pistol
pressed upward beneath his chin. “You really want to dance,
Sport?” Vic said; his voice was a choked whisper, but the
hand holding the gun barrel was rock solid.
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Ruger’s eyes had gone totally dark again and they burned
into Vic as the moment stretched itself thin around them. Vic
could feel Ruger’s hunger, his power, prowling around in his
mind, could feel the shadowy charisma of that stare as if it
were a physical thing, but he kept his gun hand steady. Up-
stairs Lois put a pan in the sink and started the water, each
sound clear and distinct. Both men involuntarily shifted their
eyes upward, held their gazes there for a moment, and then
awareness kicked in and they noticed each other’s look.
Their eyes met and lowered together.

“Take your hand off me, Sport, or I’ll paint the ceiling
with what’s left of your brains.”

For a microsecond Ruger’s hand tightened, but then he
abruptly let go. “Like you even care about that bitch.”

Vic almost reached his free hand up to massage his throat,
but restrained it—that would look weak—but he couldn’t
control the involuntary swallow. His throat hurt like hell. He
jabbed Ruger hard with the pistol barrel. “I don’t give a leap-
ing shit about Lois . . . but she’s my property, Sport. Mine.”

Ruger said nothing, but he sneered and slapped the pistol
barrel away—which Vic allowed—and turned away to hide a
hungry little smile.

)

Crow watched as Weinstock got up and walked into the
bathroom to splash cold water on his face. He reappeared in
a minute, dabbing at his eyes with wads of paper towels,
leaned his shoulder against the door frame, and threw a quick
look at the door to make sure it was firmly closed.

“I can’t believe we are having this conversation,” he said.
“I can’t believe I'm having a conversation with the word
‘vampire’ in it.”

“Welcome to my world.”

“It’s my world, too, damn it. I’ve been living this night-
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mare for weeks now, ever since I did the autopsies on Jimmy
Castle and Nels Cowan.”

“Not that I want to play who’s the bigger dog, Saul, but I
sure as hell got you beat there because mine starts back in
1976, during the Black Harvest.”

Weinstock winced. “Oh man . . . don’t even try to tell me
that the Massacre is tied into all this. I don’t want to hear
that. I don’t want to know that.” He came over and sank down
in the chair. “Okay, okay . . . tell me everything.”

So Crow told him. He started with Ubel Griswold moving
into the town, talked about the 1976 blight that destroyed the
town’s crops and killed most of the livestock—including all
of Griswold’s cattle—and how the Massacre began shortly
afterward.

“What are you saying? That Griswold was a vampire,
too?”

“No ... Idon’t think that was it.” Crow licked his lips. “I
think Griswold was a werewolf.”

Weinstock sat back and studied him. “Okay. Right. Fine.
A werewolf. Peachy. Our conversation now includes vam-
pires and werewolves. Why don’t we throw in ghosts and the
Jersey Devil, too, then I can go and blow my brains out and
no one will blame me.”

“You want to hear this or not?”

Weinstock signed. “Not really,” he said, but he made a
twirling motion with his index finger to indicate that Crow
should continue.

“For whatever reason Griswold moved here, if we at least
for the sake of argument accept that he was a . . . werewolf . .
Even Crow had a hard time saying the word. It felt clunky in
his mouth and its edges caught in his throat. “Then he must
have come here to lay low. Raising and killing the cattle kept
him off the radar until the blight killed the cattle and all of
the other local livestock. When the urge to hunt came on him
where else did he have to turn but people? Even then he tried
to keep it on the QT by preying on tramps and hobos, but I
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think the lust for human blood got the better of him and he
just started hunting anyone he could find. Val’s uncle was
killed, my brother Billy. Terry’s little sister, Mandy . . . and
remember, Griswold almost killed Terry, too. He was in a
coma for weeks.”

“God ...

“I would have been killed, too, ’cause he came after me,
but Oren Morse—the guy we used to call the Bone Man—he
saved my life. Griswold hadn’t completely transformed yet
and the Bone Man was able to stop him. He tried to tell peo-
ple about it, but nobody listened to him. Far as the rednecks
in the town were concerned—my own father among them—
Morse was just a black draft-dodging tramp. This was thirty
years ago, Saul, and no one paid any attention. When I told
my father he kicked the shit out of me. You got to remember,
he was one of those young jackasses who hung out at Gris-
wold’s all the time. Griswold was their hero.”

“I seem to remember not shedding a tear when your dad
died, hope that doesn’t offend.”

“Nah, Dad was a complete tool. Point is, he either didn’t
believe me or didn’t want to believe me, and he put such a
fear of God into me that I didn’t tell anyone else about it.”

“What about Morse? Wasn’t he supposed to be tight with
Val’s dad? Did he talk to Henry about this?”

“Probably, but Henry and I never talked about it, and
Morse was murdered not long after.”

Weinstock chewed his lip. “How sure are you that Gris-
wold was a werewolf? I mean, serial killers are well known
for following the moon, for cannibalizing their victims, yada
yada . . . it’s a known pathology.”

“I saw his face, Saul. I'm not talking about a man’s. .. I
saw his face as it was changing.”

“Crap . ..I was afraid you'd say something like that.”
Weinstock got up and walked over to the window and stared
out into the new morning, which was bright and clear, with
puffy clouds coasting across the vast blue. Without turning
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he said, “Even if you saw what you say you saw and all your
guesswork is right . . . what does that have to do with what’s
been happening in town?” He turned around and sat on the
edge of the air conditioner. “It doesn’t fit with the stuff I’ve
been seeing—mnot at all. Not even with the killings at the
Guthrie farm. None of this says ‘werewolf’ to me, even if |
was ready to believe in that sort of thing. Full moon was last
Friday . . . the two cops were killed on the first. We’re not
following the lunar cycle.”

“I know, but like I said, I don’t think we’re dealing with a
werewolf right now. From what I’ve been able to put to-
gether, we seem to be in vampire territory.”

“Did that statement sound as stupid to you as it did to
me?”

“Probably,” Crow admitted. “There’s more. When Ruger
attacked Val and me here in the hospital that night he said
something before he died. Something Val didn’t hear, but I
did, and it’s been like a needle stuck in my brain ever since.”
Crow closed his eyes for a second, took a breath, and then
looked hard at Weinstock as he spoke, “He said, ‘Ubel Gris-
wold sends his regards.’”

“Ruger said that? He actually said Griswold’s name?”

“Uh-huh, and when we were fighting . . . he was way too
strong. I mean stronger than anyone I’ve ever met, and I’ve
been in the martial arts since I was a kid. I know what mus-
cle strong is like, and I know what wiry strong is like, and
this was something completely different. Off the scale . . .
strong in a way nothing rational can describe.”

“Man, I think we left rational behind by a couple of miles.”

“No joke. Ruger’s eyes were weird, too. They seemed to
change color while we were fighting. Don’t laugh, but I swear
they turned yellow and then red.”

“I’'m not laughing,” Weinstock said. “I may never laugh
again. Ever.”

Crow told Weinstock about how he met Newton, and about
the long interview he’d given him. He told him how they had
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cooked up a plan to scale down the pitch at Dark Hollow and
head through the woods to try and find Griswold’s house. He
spoke about the strangeness of the swampy area around
Dark Hollow, and how they had been forced to cut their way
through foul-smelling vines and sticker bushes before they
found the house. “I really wanted to find an old, abandoned
pile of sticks, but that’s not what we found. The place was in
good shape, like it had been maintained. All the doors and
windows were covered up with plywood that was still green,
and the front and back doors were chained shut with the
locks on the inside of the house. Only someone inside could
lock or unlock those chains.”

“Ohmy God . ..”

“Then, while we were on the porch examining those
locks, the whole porch roof just suddenly collapses down.”
He snapped his fingers. “Just like that. Damn near killed us.
Don’t you think that’s a little strange?”

“A “little strange’?” Weinstock echoed hoarsely. His color
was horrible.

“Well, buckle up ’cause it gets stranger.” Crow told him
about the swarm of roaches that attacked them. “Now here’s
the last part of it. When I was standing there on the porch,
before the roof fell and the roaches attacked us, I thought I
heard a voice in my head. Very faint, but definitely there—
and before you start making jokes about me hearing voices,
here’s what it said, ‘She is going to die and there is nothing
you can do to save her.’”

Weinstock stared at him in horror. “This was last night?
You had that in your head while—"

“While Val was walking into the trap with Boyd. I was
being teased with it, as if he knew I'd never get back to Val’s
farm in time to save her from Boyd.”

“‘He’? Are you saying that this was Griswold’s voice?”

“I don’t know.  mean . . . I think the bastard’s dead. Thirty
years dead, probably buried by the Bone Man in an unmarked
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grave, and there haven’t been any attacks around that you
could point to as being like Griswold’s.”

“Unless he isn’t dead and maybe moved away for a while,”
Weinstock ventured. “He could have moved over to Jersey or
up to the Poconos, started another farm, kept himself in check
all these years, and maybe now he’s come back.”

“I thought about that, and it’s certainly a possibility—but
I feel like he’s dead, that he’s been dead since 1976. Just a gut
thing, but it’s what I believe.”

“So whose voice was it?”

Crow shook his head. “That’s just it. I suppose it might
have been Boyd doing kind of vampire mind-fuck on me,
but my gut still tells me it was Griswold.”

“Which makes sense only if, somehow, Griswold is still
here. As . .. what, though? A ghost? Are we finally adding
them to the mix?”

“Hell if I know. I guess that very last part of it, at least
from my end, is the whole Boyd thing. I saw his body, and
apart from all the rounds Val pumped into him he had a
whole bunch of other bullet wounds. Nine, to be exact, and
all of them pretty well healed over. Remember, Jimmy Cas-
tle emptied his gun into him, hit him every damn time.”

“Jeez ... don’t tell me that. I haven’t even had a chance
to view the body yet.”

“Now,” Crow said, “now let’s hear your side of this.”

Weinstock gave him a long, flat stare. “You won’t like it.”

Crow made a rude noise. “I knew that before we started
talking. But I have to know.”

Weinstock told him everything. Crow didn’t like it.
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The silence between Vic and Ruger was thick as mud. Vic
went back to his workbench and tried to concentrate on how
many sticks of dynamite it would take to bring down the cel-
lular phone relay tower. When he was done with that he had
to go out and meet a candy maker he knew who was doing
some work for him. Treats for Halloween night. There was a
ton of other stuff needing attention, and Vic was feeling the
pressure.

Ruger was in the recliner reading a battered old copy of
Emily Gerard’s The Land Beyond the Forest. Someone had
made extensive handwritten notes in the margin of every page.

Into the stony silence, Ruger murmured, “I’'m getting
hungry.”

Vic’s right finger paused over the Enter key on his calcu-
lator; his left hand twitched in the direction of the pistol
lying on the table. “It’s still light out,” he said, not turning.

Ruger was quiet for a while, then very softly—so softly
Vic barely heard him even though he straining to hear any
sounds coming from that end of the cellar—the killer whis-
pered, “Hungry.”

The word haunted the air in that dark cellar.
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Weinstock rubbed his tired eyes. “How much of this does
Val know?”

“She knows the backstory, the Massacre and that stuff.
She knows my theories. I didn’t have time to tell her what
happened down in the Hollow yesterday. Not after what she
went through herself, still she has to know there’s something
strange is happening. You know Val—she’s not stupid or given
to hysterics. She knows what she saw last night when Boyd
came after her. She kept shooting him and Boyd kept wading
through the shots.”

“Not all of them, apparently.”

“No,” Crow agreed, “and let’s thank God for that. Appar-
ently the one thing they can’t shake off is half a clip in the
skull.”

“Important to remember,” Weinstock said, almost to him-
self. “Did either of you mention the . . . um . . .“V-word’?”

“No, but before the ambulance guys took her she told me
that she knew that Boyd was dead. She knew it when he was
still on his feet and coming after her. Maybe she hasn’t put
the name to it yet, but she knows.” He stared at the closed
door as if he could already see Val. “I’m not sure if that’s
going to make it easier or harder.”

“Seems to me that it should make it easier.”

Crow looked at Weinstock, and there was raw pain in his
eyes. “Saul, Boyd didn’t just kill Mark . . . he bif him. Connie,
too.”

Crow saw the meaning of that register on Weinstock’s
face. “Holy God.”

“I think we have to tell her everything. She’s lost her en-
tire family to this. She has a bigger stake in it than anyone.
We have to be straight with her.”

At that moment there was a tap on the door and a nurse
popped her head in. “Doctor? We'd like to bring Ms. Guthrie
in, is that okay?”
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Both men leapt to their feet as two orderlies wheeled Val
in on a gurney. Her right eye and most of her head was tur-
baned in thick bandages, and most of the exposed flesh of
her cheek, nose, and chin were pufty with dark red bruises.
She was dressed in a white ER gown patterned with tiny
cornflowers. She saw Crow and her eye widened, but before
she could even say his name he’d pushed past the nurse and
bent over her.

“Val!” Crow cried, shouldering past the orderlies. He
bent to her, murmuring her name over and over again, kiss-
ing her forehead, her cheek, her lips. “Oh, baby! How are you?”

Val kissed him back, tears spilling from her eye. In a shat-
tered voice she said, “Mark!” and then her voice disinte-
grated into sobs as he held her.

After a minute or so Weinstock gently pulled Crow away,
and Val was transferred to the bed, hooked up to a fresh saline
drip, and plugged into monitors. Weinstock shooed everyone
but Crow out of the room. Polk appeared in the doorway,
glaring at Crow.

“Hey, I thought I told you that you weren’t supposed to
talk to my witness?”

Crow wheeled on him and was just about to tear into him
when Weinstock stepped between them. “What’s the prob-
lem, Jim?”

Polk’s eyes narrowed on the doctor. “The problem, sir, is
that I specifically told Crow that Valerie Guthrie was a wit-
ness and that no one was supposed to talk to her until—"

“Oh for God’s sake,” Weinstock snarled and pushed Polk
out into the hall and pulled the door shut. “Not even you can
be that thick, Jim. Or am I wrong about that? Are you that
much of a blockhead?” Before Polk could answer, Wein-
stock plowed ahead. “Miss Guthrie is my patient and she is
the victim of a crime. Crow is a deputy, last I heard, and until
Sheriff Bernhardt himself revokes that designation, then Il
continue to regard him as such. In the meantime, this is my
goddamn hospital. If I hear one more word out of you I
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swear I’ll have security escort you off the premises and I will
file formal chares of trespassing, harassment, and anything
else I can get my good friend Judge Shermer to agree to.
And I'll be talking to Gus about this. Now get the hell out of
my face before I ask Crow to bounce you off the walls just to
make us all feel better.”

Polk was livid and his balled fists trembled at his sides.
Crow shifted position to be within reach of Polk, hoping to
God that the cop would take a swing. Bouncing him off the
walls really would make him feel better.

“Crow ... ?” It was Val’s’ voice, faint through the closed
door, but still an arrow in Crow’s heart.

Polk pointed a finger at Crow. “This isn’t over,” he said
with a hiss.

“Yes it is,” Weinstock said, beating Crow to it. “It had bet-
ter be or I promise you, Jim, that you will regret it. Don’t
push me on this.”

Polk made a rude noise and turned away. He stalked down
the hall under a cloud. The other two cops exchanged looks
with each other and then looked at Weinstock.

“Do either of you have a problem with Crow being here?”

“No sir,” said the oldest of the two, “we surely don’t.”

Weinstock touched Crow on the arm. “I’ll leave you two
alone. Don’t tax her, buddy, okay?”” With a parting glare at
the cops, the doctor stalked off. Both cops gave Crow a
palms-out “no problem” gesture as Crow opened the door
and went inside.

Crow sat on the edge of the bed and for a long time he
and Val, finally alone, just clung together as she wept for her
brother and Connie. Crow wept with her—even for Mark,
whom he barely liked? Maybe. In part, certainly. Mark was
an officious ass at times, but he had been a good guy at heart,
and he’d suffered the same loss that Val had when Henry had
been murdered; now he was dead, too. And Connie was a
total innocent; life never gave her a chance. Crow ached for
them both, and for the whole town.



82 Jonathan Maberry
* % *

It was half an hour later, after tears and more tears, after
soft words and silent times, that he finally worked up the
nerve to bring up the events of last night. When he saw the
aching, weary grief in her eye he almost didn’t. He looked
down at Val, touched the stain of tears on her cheek, and ab-
sently licked the tears from his finger.

“Val . ..honey...we need to talk about some stuff. I
need to tell you some things, but first I need you tell me what
happened last night. Are you up to this?”

In the space of a heartbeat the look in Val’s eye changed
from wretched pain to an almost reptilian coldness. “It’s
long past time that we talked about this. All night I’ve been
thinking about this, Crow, needing to talk to you. God knows
I had nothing else to do while they fussed around me. I’'m
pregnant, so they couldn’t give me sedatives. They wouldn’t
let me see you, and that jackass Polk kept trying to ask me
questions, so I just tuned him out and thought about what I
saw.” Her grip was tightened like a vise on his wrist. “T wanted
it to be straight in my head. I wanted to try and make some
kind of sense out of what happened, put it together in my
mind, try to be cold and clinical about it. I had time to think
it through.” She took a breath and studied him. “You know I
don’t believe most of that supernatural crap—zombies and
hobgoblins and all. You're into it, but you know that I never . . .
I mean, I don’t—"

“It doesn’t matter, baby. I don’t believe most of it myself.
A lot of this is just for fun. Spooky movies and Halloween
dollars in America’s Haunted Holidayland.”

“Maybe . . . but what if it’s true?”” She gave his arm a final
squeeze and then let go, giving his wrist a defiant push as
she did so. “What if a lot of it is true?”

There was such coldness in Val’s voice that it made Crow
flinch.

“The papers always joke about Pine Deep being the most
haunted town in America. It’s on all of our tourist pamphlets.
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We bank on it. So, you tell me . . . what if it’s true? What if
we really are the most haunted town? There’s no other expla-
nation for what we both saw here in the hospital two weeks
ago, and what I saw last night. And no one is going to tell me
Iimagined it. Not unless they want their asses kicked, ’cause
I’m not going to take any of that crap from anyone. I know
what I saw. I know what happened.”

“I saw some things, too, baby,” he said, and told her about
what happened down in Dark Hollow. As Val listened her face
went paler, but the hunting hawk glare in her eye intensified.

“God,” she said. “So, we’re now looking at something that
started when we were kids. You always believed it, and now I
do, too. I’d say I’m sorry for doubting you, but I don’t think
that really matters now, does it?”

“No, baby, it sure as hell doesn’t.”

“So where does it leave us? Vampires . . . and whatever
the hell it was down in the Hollow. Would you call it a ghost?
Griswold’s ghost?”

“I think so,” Crow said tentatively.

“I’m fighting so hard right now to stay solid, to not break
apart, and I have to keep this as logical as possible because if
I take one little step off the intellectual facts-and-figures plane
I’m going to totally lose it.”

“Hey ... Val...it’s okay. It’s over now, no one expects
you to be a rock all the time.”

“No, it’s not okay, damn it! I can’t break down. Not until
I know where this is all going, not until I understand what
really happened to Mark and Connie and what it might mean.
I have to hold it together.”

But those last words punched a hole in the dam and the
pent-up tons of grief finally smashed through. From one sec-
ond to the next Val’s face went from stern control to shat-
tered grief and the tears burst from her and the sobs tore her
from the inside out. She cried out her brother’s name and
clawed Crow to her in her need to be sheltered, weeping bro-
kenly against his chest as he held her.



Chapter 5

ey

Mike Sweeney biked down to the Crow’s Nest and used
his key to let himself in. The store wasn’t scheduled to open
until nine-thirty, but he had nowhere else to go. He was only
half aware of the process of locking up his bike, opening the
shop, counting the money in the till, restocking the shelves,
and sweeping the floor. On some level he was aware that he
was doing these things, but it was more process than deliber-
ate action, and even though he’d only worked at the shop for
two weeks he did everything right, made no errors, felt no
hesitation. Autopilot with just the occasional glance from
the person behind the wheel.

Then Mike went into the small employees-only bathroom
to get the dustpan and peripherally caught sight of himself in
the mirror. What he saw jolted him out of the unconscious
rhythm and he froze for a discordant moment because the
face there in the glass was not his own.

It was . . . and then again it wasn’t. Déja vu flared and he
knew that he had seen this other face, this other version of
his own face somewhere else. Recently. He straightened slowly,
afraid to move too fast in case it somehow changed what he
was seeing in the mirror. Carefully, like he was trying not to
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spook a skittish deer, he moved toward the mirror and
looked at the face, watched as it moved with him, normal in
the seamless way it mimicked his every movement but to-
tally unnatural in what it showed. The face that looked back
at him was older, with a stronger jaw and skin that was gaunt
and stretched over a sharply etched brow and cheekbones.
The lips of this stranger’s mouth were thin and hard as if he
was fighting a grimace of pain, and the upper lip was cut by
a thick white scar. The eyes were the most compelling,
though. They were blue, flecked with blood-colored drops of
red and totally ringed with gold. Strange eyes. Alien. If there
was anything human about those eyes, Mike Sweeney could
not find it. There was no way Mike could have known it, but
those were the eyes his mother had seen that morning in the
kitchen. Mike hadn’t looked at his own reflection that morn-
ing in the bathroom; he’d just stumbled in, washed his mouth
with Scope, and used the toilet. Had he looked then he
would have seen the same eyes that stared out of the mirror
at him now.

Hard eyes, cold, without remorse, without pity. Without
hope.

“Dead eyes,” he murmured, and the sound of his own
voice was equally unfamiliar. It had grown deeper, sadder,
more harsh. There was a cynical sneer in the sound of it.

The face in the mirror stared at him, hard as fists, cold as
night.

Mike blinked to clear his eyes—and that fast the spell
was broken. In the microsecond of the blink the face was
there—and then it was gone. He blinked again, but all he
saw was his own face. Fourteen going on never grow up.
That’s how he thought of himself, and that’s what he now
saw. Just his own face. Tired and pale, splashed with freck-
les, smoother bones in brow and cheeks, hair more garishly
red, chin still childlike, lips unscarred. He leaned closer, let-
ting the light above the mirror fall on his face. He searched
the mirror for any trace of what he had seen, and all he
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saw—and that only for a moment—was the alien color of his
eyes. Fiery gold rings around blue ice, flecked with blood.
He blinked again . . . and his eyes were ordinary blue. No
trace of fire or blood—merely a cold and hopeless blue.

He stood there, peering at himself for several minutes,
then he closed his eyes and stared at the darkness behind his
lids for a slow count of thirty. When he opened his eyes, they
were still ordinary eyes.

Mike straightened, turned, picked up the dustpan, and
walked out of the bathroom. By the time he’d swept the floor
the whole incident was gone from his conscious mind. Se-
cretly and quietly shoved down by some unknown hand into
a darker and less accessible place inside. He did not even re-
member that he couldn’t remember. He finished his chores
by eight-thirty, picked a magazine off the rack, and sat down
on the stool behind the counter to wait for the day to start.

At nine o’clock precisely, the bell above the door tinkled
and Mike looked up from the latest copy of Cemetery Dance
to see a police officer enter the shop. He was a big, brawny,
blond-haired cop with a very neatly pressed uniform, highly
polished leather gun belt, and gleaming chrome cuffs that
jingled as he walked. The blacking on his shoes looked like
polished coal, but despite his fastidious clothing he walked
with a noticeable limp and both of his hands were lightly
bandaged.

Mike’s heart froze in his chest.

It was Tow-Truck Eddie.

@

Newton sat at his desk with his main computer on in front
of him and his laptop open to his left. He had several Google
search pages open on each and a half dozen Word docu-
ments. His fourth cup of coffee was cooling to tepid sludge
as his fingers blurred over the keys, typing in search argu-



BAD MOON RISING 87

ments, scrolling through the lists of web pages, cutting and
pasting information and URLs. He’d been at this for hours
now, ever since driving back from the hospital. No shower,
no change of clothes, no food except for the cups of coffee
that had long since turned his stomach to acid.

Willard Fowler Newton was furious. He was hurt and
scared, too, but mostly he was absolutely livid. Twenty-four
hours ago he was just another third-string reporter in a fifth-
rate town like Black Marsh. A day ago he was, he knew, a
geek. Nerdy and kind of annoying—insights often provided
for him by people he met, even strangers. He was content to
be a geek. He could do geek without effort.

Now he was caught up in something that involved vam-
pires. Actual vampires.

That’s what made Fowler so furious. Vampires should not
be any part of the world in which he lived. Vampires were
TV and movies. Buffy and Blade and Barnabas-fricking-
Collins. Vampires were Halloween costumes and Count Choc-
ula. Vampires were fiction. At worst they were supposed to
be myths and legends. Vampires weren’t real. Vampires and
geeks do not belong in the same reality, of that he was quite
certain.

In vampire stories there were only two kinds of charac-
ters—victims and heroes. Newton knew that there was noth-
ing remotely heroic in his nature, but he sure as hell did not
want to be a victim.

Waking up and discovering that the world now included
vampires and werewolves—Ilet’s not forget werewolves—
was too much to ask. Not just one . . . but two monsters . . .
the big two. The classics. Right here in River City. Shit.

Crow was the hero, Newton knew. He’d already shown
that by facing Ruger twice. Val was a hero, too. She’d fought
Ruger herself, and she’d killed Boyd. At best, Newton knew,
he was the squatty sidekick who would probably not make it
to the final reel. Like George from Seinfeld, with a stake and
hammer. Yeah, there were good odds on that game.
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But what could he do? Running was an option, and he gave
that a lot of thought. No one would blame him; no one ever
blames the geek for being a coward. After all ... we were
talking supernatural monsters here. He didn’t have a black
belt like Crow or a will of iron and a big-ass pistol like Val.
All he had was . . . what?

That was the thought process that took him from sitting
in his car after leaving the hospital—crying like a baby and
praying to a God he hadn’t said “boo!” to since his bar mitz-
vah—to where he was right now. Parked at his computer,
working the Net, working sources. Finding stuff out. It’s
what a geek would do.

He kept at it for hours, researching everything he could
find, punishing the keys with stabbing finger hits. He searched
on vampires and werewolves, and at first the enormity of the
available information nearly stopped him in his tracks. When
he typed “Vampire” into Google the search told him there
were 54,200,000 hits.

“Holy shit!” he breathed, then tried adding an “s” to make
it “Vampires.” That dropped the number of websites down to
18 million. “Werewolf” 11,400,000 hits. He chewed a plas-
tic pen cap for a few moments, then he tried it as “vampire
folklore” which eliminated most of the film and fiction refer-
ences and that dropped it down to 773,000 sites. On a whim
he refined it even more by adding the word “university,”
hoping to score experts. That dropped it down even further
to 276,000 sites, and from there Newton plowed it, looking
for thesis papers, studies, published works, and for names
that popped up over and over again: J. N. Corbiel, an assis-
tant professor of folklore at the University of Pennsylvania.

Newton recognized that name and pulled open his file
drawer for the folder of notes he’d made when researching
material following his interview with Crow. He riffled the
pages until he found one whose contents jarred him. One
he’d read but put out of his mind at the time—could that just
be a day or two ago? The printout was a historical account of



BAD MOON RISING 89

a man named Peeter Stubbe, known in folklore as the Were-
wolf of Bedburg, a mass murderer executed in 1589 follow-
ing the most famous werewolf trial in history. Under brutal
torture Stubbe confessed to having been a sorcerer and ly-
canthrope who had practiced black magic since boyhood and
who transformed regularly into a savage wolf for the pur-
pose of hunting humans for sport and food. The article also
gave the many aliases Stubbe used over the years: Peter
Stubb, Peter Stumpf, Abel Greenwyck, Abel Griswald . . .
and Ubel Griswold.

His skin crawled.

There was a URL on the printout and he typed it in,
bringing up a page with a lot of history about that and simi-
lar werewolf trials, most of which had been conducted by the
Inquisition. Dr. Corbiel had a typically dry and detailed aca-
demic style, but the case details were nonetheless bloody and
sensational.

Newton sat back in his chair and considered this, tapping
his lower teeth with the cap of his pen. U of P was in Philly,
maybe fifty, sixty miles from where he sat. Maybe he could
meet with this Professor Corbiel, pick his brain. Pretend to
be doing a story on the folklore behind the pop culture,
something like that. Or maybe writing a pop-culture book.

He looked for an e-mail address and found it on the staff
directory, and clicked on it to load an e-mail screen. Jcorbiel
@sas.upenn.edu.

“Dear Professor Corbiel,” he began.

3

Before Weinstock even had the door closed, Val said, “Crow
told me everything.”

“Okay,” he said carefully, glancing at Crow.

Crow nodded. “She knows what we know.”

“That was fast, don’t you think? Val needs rest and—"
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“Listen to me, the both of you,” Val interrupted. “I know
I’'m hurt, I know I’m pregnant, and I know that Mark and
Connie’s deaths haven’t really hit me yet, not like they will . . .
but if either of you starts walking softly around me, or hides
stuff from me because you don’t want to upset me or some
such crap, I’ll skin you both alive. You know I’m not joking
here. My family is dead and I need to understand why . . . and
how.”

She looked at each of them in turn.

Crow took the lead. “Believe me, sweetie, this isn’t a mat-
ter of the manly men not wanting to upset the womenfolk.
The real problem, at least for me, is that I don’t know /zow to
talk about this.”

Weinstock nodded agreement.

Val nodded. “Then that’s a problem we’re going to have to
solve right now, boys. Are we talking past or present tense?”’
When they looked perplexed, she added, “Did Boyd’s death
end it, or does . . . what happened last night . . . indicate that
this is still happening?”

“We’ve been chewing on that all morning,” Weinstock
said.

“The way I see it,” Crow said, “this part of it—the, um,
vampire, part of it—started with Ruger and Boyd coming to
town.”

“You know that or are you guessing?”” Weinstock asked.

“Guessing, but before they got here we didn’t have vam-

pires.”
“Oh?” Val said. “And how do you know that?”
“I...well..”

Weinstock jumped in on Val’s side. “We can’t make as-
sumptions here. Are you suggesting that Ruger and Boyd
were vampires already?”

“No,” Crow said. “At least Ruger wasn’t.”

“He wasn’t,” Val agreed. “Not when he was at our house,
not that first night. I think I would have known . . . and he
probably wouldn’t have bothered with a gun.”
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Crow nodded. “Absolutely. When he and I fought outside
your house he was human enough, but when he showed up at
the hospital it was like fighting a whole other person.”

“So what happened during those two days?” Weinstock
pursed his lips. “I mean . . . I’ve seen enough Dracula films
to know how vampires are made, but doesn’t it take three or
four days?”

Crow shook his head. “I doubt we can trust what’s in the
movies. I mean . . . this is real, and when it comes to vam-
pires being real, what do we actually know? What are vam-
pires, after all? I’ve read a lot of books . . . nonfiction stuff,
folklore, and there are all sorts of vampires out there, all the
way back through history. Hundreds of different kinds in
different cultures. The whole idea of a vampire being some
guy in a tuxedo and an opera cloak is for the movies. Even in
the novel, Dracula, the vampire was different than they
showed in the films. I don’t even think they staked him in the
book. It’s been a while since I read it, but I seem to remem-
ber that Dracula was stabbed or something.”

“That doesn’t fit with what’s been happening here,” Val
said. “T shot Boyd over and over again, and he lived through
it, if ‘lived’ is the right word. It was only after I shot him in
the head that he went down and stayed down.”

“That’s more like those zombies in those Living Dead
films,” Weinstock offered.

“They were undead ghouls, not zombies,” Crow cor-
rected.

Weinstock shot him a look. “Really? Nitpicking? Now?”

Val interrupted, “Are we sure Boyd’s actually dead?”

“Baby,” Crow said with a smile, “you blew most of his
head oft.”

Her eye was icy and she spaced each word out. “Are. We.
Sure. Boyd’s. Actually. Dead?”

Crow and Weinstock looked at each other. The doctor
cleared his throat. “T guess we could go and check?”

“Yeah,” Val said coldly. “Maybe you ought to.”
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Neither of the men made a move to get up.

“What about Mark?” Val asked and her voice cracked on
his name. They looked at her. “If Boyd is what we think he
is—or was—then what about Mark? And Connie, too, for
that matter.”

“Oh shit,” Weinstock said. Crow just closed his eyes and
sighed.

“Crow . .. Saul ... listen to me,” Val said, her tone cool
but reasonable, “I know you’re both as freaked out about this
as I am. It’s unreal . .. surreal—but my family was mur-
dered last night by a monster. An actual monster.” She took a
breath. “If there is even the slightest chance that my brother
is somehow infected . . .” The word hung in the air like a
bright flare and no one could bear to look at it. “If there is
even the slightest chance that he and Connie could become
like Boyd . . . then I want to know about it, and I want to
know right now.”

Crow struggled to his feet and looked down at her. He
was filthy and exhausted, his eyes were glassy with fear and
shock, and his face was the color of old milk. He licked his
lips. “Okay,” he said. “Okay . . . I think we’d better go check.
Saul?”

The doctor nodded tiredly and stood, but suddenly swayed
and sat down hard again on the bed. The jolt made Val hiss
with pain. Weinstock grabbed the metal rail of the bed to
steady himself, too frightened to be ashamed. Tears broke
from his eyes and rolled down his cheeks and when he raised
his hands to touch the wetness his fingers quivered with
palsy.

“God . . .” he breathed and his voice broke into a sob. “I
don’t know if I can do this . ..”

Crow stood by wretchedly and watched, but Val reached
up with one hand and touched Weinstock’s chest, her palm
flat. The doctor looked down at her slender tan hand, his lips
trembling into a small smile at the tenderness of the gesture.
“Val ...
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Then Val’s hand closed into fist around a knotted wad of
his lab coat and with a grunt she jerked him down to her
level so that his face was inches from hers. Aghast, Crow saw
her mouth twist into a harsh mask. Her voice was a whisper
filled with razor wire. “Don’t you fucking dare! My brother
is dead! My sister-in-law is dead! Friends of mine are dead.
Don’t you dare wig out on me now, you son of a bitch.”

Weinstock stared at her in total shocked horror. That one
blue eye seemed to radiate heat and he was burned by it. His
own eyes bugged and his mouth hung open in a soundless O.

“Now you get your ass down to the morgue and you do
whatever you have to do to make sure that bastard Boyd is
dead . . . and you see to my brother, or so help me God, Saul,
rog—

“Val . . ” Crow said it softly, but it was enough. Val cut a
hard look at him, and then her glare softened, just a bit. She
pulled Weinstock two inches closer.

“Please,” she said, and this time it was a whisper of urgent
need. “Please.”

Weinstock could feel his face change in that moment.
Shock drained away and the buttery lines of his chin and
mouth firmed up; shame and anger warred in his chest. Val
pulled him one last inch closer, then leaned her head up and
kissed his cheek. Weinstock closed his eyes for one long mo-
ment then nodded. “Yes,” he said, and kissed her; then he
straightened and went into the bathroom to throw water on
his face. When he was done, he stood in the doorway, patting
his face dry with a wad of paper towels. “Crow . . . I’ll wait
for you in the hall.” He shambled out.

When the door closed, Val looked at Crow and even man-
aged a small smile. “See what you got yourself into when
you proposed to me?”

He sucked his teeth. “Yep. It’s all clear to me now—you’re
a complete psychopath. I’'m on the first bus outta here.” He
grinned. “Crazy or not I really do love you, Valerie Guthrie.”

“You'd better,” Val said and somewhere behind the stern
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lines of her face there was a tremble, a flutter in her voice
that he could only just hear. “I don’t have anyone else left.”

Crow kissed her and went out to where Weinstock stood,
hands deep in his lab-coat pockets, giving the hallway the
thousand-yard stare. Without another word the two of them
headed down to the morgue.

C))

Polk’s voice was a shrill whisper. “You want me to do
what?”

“You heard me. Search his office, his files, and his com-
puter. Whatever he has that relates to what’s going on has to
be completely destroyed. You hearing me? Everything.”

“I’ll get caught, Vic. There’s no way I can break into his
office without someone noticing. He’s here all day and at
night. Someone’d see the lights through his window.”

He heard Vic sigh and there was a pause as if Vic was
slowly working through a slow ten-count. “Jim,” Vic said
tiredly, “believe it or not I actually get tired of having to threaten
you every time I want something done, so, let’s just take it as
read that you’re going to do this because you don’t want to
face the consequences of really, truly pissing me off.”

Polk sat down on the third step and rubbed his face with
one hand. “Yeah,” he said tiredly, “okay. Only .. .I really
don’t know how much more of this stuff I can take, Vic. My
nerves are shot. My hands are shaking all the time, I got di-
arrhea now everyday, my gut feels like it’s full of broken glass.”

“Tell you what, you hold the phone while I go open me up
a fresh can of I-don’t-give-a-shit.”

“Thanks, Vic . . . you’re a real pal.”

Vic was laughing when he hung up. Polk stared at the
mottled gray-white of the concrete of the stairwell landing,
conscious of the weight of his sidearm in its holster, heavy
with promise.



Chapter 6

(0]

Mike stood frozen to the spot as Tow-Truck Eddie en-
tered the shop. A panicky voice screamed in his head, Run . . .
run . .. RUN! but his legs were concrete, his body stunned
into an immobile mass.

He’d only seen Eddie up close twice before and that mem-
ory didn’t match this one at all. The first was maybe two
years ago when his mom had made Mike drop off a lunch for
Vic. Eddie had seemed big enough, but he’d worn a gentle
smile and had given Mike an amiable wink. The second time
was a couple of weeks ago, as they passed one another in the
lobby of the hospital after Crow had been shot. He’d almost
seemed ordinary then. Now the man seemed ten feet tall
and five feet wide. Eddie’s police uniform was well tailored
but it did nothing to hide the weightlifter’s chest and arms.
He had huge sloping shoulders that tapered right up to his
head, making it look like he had no neck at all. And though
he had to be in his early fifties he showed no signs of age
except for some crow’s feet at the corners of his piercing
blue eyes. An Arnold Schwarzenegger cop, Mike thought, a
Pine Deep Terminator. The name OSWALD was engraved in
white on a black plastic name tag pinned to his chest, and
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Mike realized that he had never known the man’s last name
before.

Eddie Oswald closed the door slowly, his gaze intent on
Mike, and then walked slowly across the floor of the shop,
big hands swinging easily, almost no expression on his face
except for tiny bits of muscle at his jaw that bunched and
flexed.

For just a second, though, something odd happened and
Mike was aware of it on a detached, almost remote level. The
air between Officer Oswald and himself seemed to shimmer
as if heat vapor were rising from the floor. It gave the big
man a distorted appearance, like a mirage of some giant seen
across desert sands.

Mike knew he couldn’t run. The big man could catch him
easily before he could fish out the key and duck through into
Crow’s apartment. Mike wondered if the cop recognized him.
Maybe out there on the road the big man hadn’t had a good
look at him, so he played on that and turned on a bright, help-
ful smile that was so fake it made his cheeks hurt. “Uh . . .
can I help you, Officer?”

The cop stood there, frowning now as he looked at Mike,
all of his force and swagger diminishing second by second.
He peered at Mike, eyes narrowed to slits, but there was no
recognition on his face. When he spoke, though, his voice
carried a different and far more accusatory weight.

“You work here, boy?” Tow-Truck Eddie’s voice was as
raw as scraped knuckles.

“Yes, sir,” Mike whispered through a dry throat. “Is there
anything I can do for you . .. Officer? Um. .. d’you want
me to get the owner?” Crow hadn’t come in yet, but Mike
hoped the promise of it might protect him from whatever
this madman had planned.

“No,” said the cop quietly. “No, don’t bother him. I want
to ask you a couple of questions.” He leaned on the word
you.
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“Me?” asked Mike, and his adolescent voice broke from
tenor to soprano on that one word. “Me? Uh . . . About what?”

The cop removed a notebook from his pocket and con-
sulted it. Mike watched him, and he had the strangest im-
pression that the cop wasn’t really reading notes on the book,
but was just staring at it. The officer’s lips moved slightly,
not as if reading aloud with the words, but as if speaking to
himself. Finally, the big man raised his eyes and stared long
and hard at Mike. “There have been some reports of kids ha-
rassing drivers on A-32, playing chicken with cars and trucks
put on the highway. Would you know anything about that?”

“Kids playing chicken? No.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yeah. I don’t know anything about anything like that.”

The cop stared hard in his direction, but kept squinting as
if he was having a hard time focusing on him.. “Do you have
a bicycle, son?”

“Sure.” The word came out before he could stop it.

“Do you ever ride it on Route A-32?”

Mike hesitated, trying to make it look like he was consid-
ering it. “No sir.”

The cop took a ballpoint pen from his pocket and made a
note in his book. Or pretended to. “Are you telling me that
you never ride your bicycle on Route A-32 at night?”

Mike hedged. “Not . . . really.”

“What does ‘not really’ mean? Do you or don’t you?”

“I guess I do sometimes, like during the summer, but not
recently.”

The cop made another note, and Mike saw him peek up-
ward as he pretended to write, as if hoping to catch a clearer
look. For a moment the cop tilted his head as if listening,
wincing as he did so, and again confusion clouded his face.
“Now tell me, son, have you ever seen other kids riding their
bicycles there at night?”

Mike hesitated. “I guess.”
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“What was that, son?”

“Yes, sir.” Mike avoided direct eye contact. “Sometimes I
see other kids, sure.”

“Have you ever seen any kids playing chicken with cars
or trucks on Route A-32 at night?”

“No . .. no, nothing like that.”

“Never?”

“No.”

The cop winced again. “Would you mind turning down
the music so we can talk?

Mike just looked at him. He hadn’t turned on the Hal-
loween CDs yet; the store was quiet. “Music?” he asked.

The cop blinked as if surprised either of them had said
anything about music. He looked at his notepad for a mo-
ment and then shook his head like a dog being harassed by
flies. “Look at me, son,” said the cop quietly, and Mike re-
luctantly raised his eyes. The shimmer in the air between
them seemed to intensify.

Could he see it? Mike wondered. He tensed, his legs
trembling with the urge to run.

The cop looked at him with blue eyes that were as hard as
fists. “Tell me this, son, have you ever played chicken with a
car?”

“No.”

“ ..ortruck...”

“No, never!”

“. .. or any vehicle of any kind on Route A-32 at night?”

“I swear, Officer, I never did. Nothing like that.”

The cop looked skeptical, and he inflicted silence on
Mike for several long seconds. “You know, son, one of these
punk kids actually caused an accident on the road the other
night.”

“Um . .. really? What happened?” Mike couldn’t believe
he was asking that question.

The cop put a finger in his ear and jiggled it around like a
swimmer trying to get rid of water. He realized he was doing it,
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cleared his throat, and consulted his notebook. “Some kid . . .
some evil, nasty little son of a bitch of a kid . . . was playing
chicken with a truck on the road.”

“A truck?”

“Yes,” said the cop gravely. “A tow truck.”

Mike mouthed the phrase “tow truck,” but didn’t put any
sound to it.

“A brand-new tow truck. Very large and very expensive.”

“What happened?” There it was again, his fool mouth
asking questions while the rest of him wanted to run and
hide.

“Well, son, the tow truck was just driving along, the driver
minding his own business, when this punk kid dodges right
out in front of him. Dodges right out so unexpectedly that
the driver had to swerve to keep from running him over. And
do you know what happened then?” When Mike shook his
head, Oswald continued. “Since the driver had to swerve so
violently to keep from hurting the kid, he lost control of his
tow truck and went off the road and into a ditch. The driver
was pretty badly banged up. The tow truck itself sustained
several thousand dollars worth of damage. Now, isn’t that
terrible?”

“I...Iguess.”
The cop bent suddenly forward, his eyes blazing. “You
guess?”’

Mike recoiled, but the cop came so close that he could
smell the man’s breath. It was awful, like spoiled meat.

“You guess?” the cop snarled again. “Well, let me tell you
something, you young piece of shit, that man could have
been killed. Killed! Do you understand that? Do you think
it’s just all right for punk bastards to try and kill honest citi-
zens?”

“No! No, sir . . . of course not.”

“Oh, good, then you're a good, upstanding citizen, aren’t
you?” the cop said, suddenly smiling, straightening, and once
more consulting his notebook. He absently pawed at his ear.
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“It’s too loud,” he muttered to himself, then looked at Mike
again, his smile brightening. “Do you go to church?”

The question came out of complete left field, and Mike
just stared at him. He's out of his freaking mind, he thought,
but on the heels of that came the certain knowledge that the
cop didn’t recognize him. It made no real sense, but there it
was.

“I guess . ..” He caught himself. “Sure,” he lied. “Every
Sunday.”

Tow-Truck Eddie reached out with one of his bandaged
hands and tousled Mike’s hair. “You’re a good boy, I can tell
that. If you did know something about that incident, you would
tell me, wouldn’t you?” The transition to Officer Friendly
was just as scary as the seething vehemence had been a mo-
ment before. Dumbfounded, Mike just nodded. “I’m sorry,
son, I didn’t catch that.”” Just the slightest edge there.

“Yes . . . yes, sir, if I knew something about it, I'd tell
you.”

“Good boy.” The cop stood there and for a few seconds,
consulting whatever notes he had written in his notebook
and staring at the top sheet unblinkingly. He turned without
comment and walked to the door, but as his big hand was
touching the handle he paused and looked back at Mike.
“You’re . . . not him,” he asked. His voice was infused with
sadness, perhaps loss. “Are you?”

Mike’s throat was as hot and dry as Hell’s back door.
“No,” he said. “No . .. I’m not him.”

“Okay then,” he said, paused, and then added, “God bless
you.”

“Um,” Mike said. “You . . . too?”

The cop flashed him a tired grin, and then he was gone.

Mike sagged back away from the counter, took two wob-
bly steps, and sat down hard on the floor, numb even to the
shock of the impact. Bees and termites seemed to be crawl-
ing around the inside of his stomach and there were fire-
works exploding in his eyes.
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“God!” he gasped, and then tumbled over onto his hands
and knees and vomited into a small plastic trash can. His guts
clenched and spasmed and his whole body bucked with the
effort as the fireworks turned to blooming black flowers and
his blood roared in his ears. When his stomach was empty he
crawled under the counter, curled into a ball with arms
wrapped around his bowed head, and began shivering un-
controllably.

The convulsions didn’t start for at least another ten min-
utes.

In the middle of the store, halfway between the counter
and the front door, the air shimmered again and again, and if
Mike had been in any condition to pay attention he might
have caught just the faintest ghostly echo of the fading notes
of a wailing blues riff and an even fainter sound of bitter
laughter.

The shimmer wafted like heat vapor toward the door and
in the harsh intensity of the morning sunlight it melted away
into nothingness.

()

A long time ago, back when Vic had started schooling
him on his role in the Red Wave, Polk had managed to steal
a set of passkeys for the hospital, copy them, and return the
originals before anyone noticed they were gone. There was
no part of the hospital, not even the private offices of the se-
nior staff, that he couldn’t enter. When he saw Saul Wein-
stock and Crow enter the elevator, he took that moment to
use his master key and slip into Weinstock’s office, slipped
on a pair of latex gloves, and in three quick minutes made a
fast and thorough search of desk, cabinets, and files. What-
ever else he might be, Polk was efficient.
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In the bottom left drawer of the doctor’s desk he found an
accordion folder marked Ruger et al. that was crammed with
notes, lab reports on Cowan and Castle, photos, and medical
records. It was exactly what Vic had told him to find. There
were computer disks and several security camera digital
tapes in there as well. The whole shebang.

“Sweet,” he said, but the second he said it the word turned
sour on his tongue and doubt took a giant step into his heart.
This was he stuff Vic had told him—ordered him—to get
and destroy. On the other hand there was no way to make
this stuff vanish without making things worse. No way in the
world. If he took it, then somehow the shit was going to land
on him. Polk knew that as sure as he knew dogs didn’t fart
gold coins. It wouldn’t be Vic’s ass on the line . . . it would
be his.

He chewed his lip, glancing from folder to desk clock to
closed door and back to folder, but he knew the decision had
already been made. Maybe even before he broke in here. The
bottom line, as he saw it, was that Vic wasn’t paying him
enough to take a fall for this. Taking one for the team was
not part of Polk’s game plan, no way José. Plus, doubt had
been growing in him like a brushfire, fueled by the fact that
Vic never quite detailed what Polk’s role would be once the
Red Wave had swept through Pine Deep. Too often when he
probed Vic on that subject, the coldhearted bastard just gave
him a crocodile smile and a wink, saying some shit like, “We
always take care of our friends, Jimmy Boy.”

“You know what, Vic?”” he murmured, “You can kiss my
ass.” He put the folder back as neatly as he’'d found it, closed
and locked the desk. Maybe it was good enough to know
where it was in case ke needed the leverage. He slipped out
of the office, stripped off the gloves, and shoved them into a
pocket, then ducked into the fire stairs.

Two flights down he stopped, checked the stairs, and
punched Vic’s number on speed dial. “Vic? It’s me,” Polk
whispered.
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“Yeah? And?”

“Nothing. I checked Weinstock’s office from top to bot-
tom. No files, no evidence. Nothing.”

There was a pause and Polk felt little jabs of stress pain
under his heart.

“Okay,” Vic said. “You’re sure? You checked everywhere?”

“Maybe it’s at his house. Or . .. um, in a safety deposit
box. Maybe he gave it to someone. Maybe he gave it to
Crow.”

Another pause. “Shit,” Vic said at last, “that sounds about
right. Damn it.”

“What do you want me to do?” He took a risk, guessing
what Vic would say. ““You want me to creep his place?”

“No. Not at the moment. Just go back to watching the
hospital and I'll get back to you.”

Vic hung up and Polk sagged against the wall. His arm-
pits were soaked and he felt sick to his stomach. With Vic it
was never easy to tell whether he believed something or not.
Not until Vic brought it up face-to-face. Polk fumbled a bot-
tle of aspirin out of his pocket and dry-swallowed three of
them before pulling the door open.

(©))

“That’s funny,” Weinstock said as he reached for the
doorknob, “this should be locked.”

The door was open just a crack, showing a vertical line of
shadows inside the morgue. Crow saw it and immediately
pushed Weinstock’s hand away. “No! Don’t.”

“You don’t think—"

“I don’t like this one bit, Saul. So let’s just back away,”
Crow said softly as he pulled his friend away from the door.
Together they moved to the far side of the hallway and Crow
looked up and down the corridor, seeing things he hadn’t seen
when they'd first come off the elevator. The concrete was
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scuffed with dirt and mud that had been tracked in from the
access door to the outside. There was a beer can on the
ground and a couple of cigarette butts. He squatted down to
examine them. No, not cigarette butts—they were the roach
ends of a couple of joints. “What the hell?” He glanced at
the door as he straightened. “Saul, call security. Get some
guards down here.”

Weinstock gave a curt nod and hurried back up the corri-
dor to where a white plastic phone was inset into the cinder-
block wall. He lifted the handset and punched in a three-digit
code.

“Security,” a crisp female voice answered. “Molly Sims.”

“Molly, this is Dr. Weinstock. I’m outside the morgue. It
looks like there’s been a break-in.”

“Another one? ” Her voice rose three octaves.

“Get somebody down here right now!” He slammed
down the phone and crept back to join Crow, who was peer-
ing at the mud. Mixed in with ordinary dirt there was a
darker, more viscous substance that was a dark red fading to
chocolate brown.

“I think some of this is blood,” Crow said softly. “Christ,
are we looking at just another break-in, or is did something
break out?”

Weinstock paled. “I really wish you wouldn’t say things
like that.” He shifted to try and peer through the narrow
crack, but the room beyond was completely dark. “You
thinking Boyd?”

“Yeah,” Crow said. Or Mark, he thought, but didn’t say it.
“Wait here.” He hurried back to the elevator-end of the hall
to where a heavy fire ax was mounted on clips behind a glass
door. He smashed the glass and took the ax.

Weinstock nodded approval. “Should do the trick if any-
thing comes out of there, but I sure hope you’re not thinking
of going in.”

Crow smiled faintly. “Dude, in the movies the hero al-
ways walks into some dark place all alone, and you know



BAD MOON RISING 105

something fangy and hairy is going to jump out. Doesn’t work
for me—I’m not a total idiot and I’'m comfortably chicken
shit, so I’ll wait for the cavalry to arrive. This,” he hefted the
ax again, “is to make me feel better while we wait.”

They waited. Every other second one of them would
shoot a look over at the elevator, waiting for the little white
light above the door to go bing! Long seconds passed.

“Your security team kinda blows with the whole rapid-
response thing.”

Weinstock was scowling at the elevator. “Ever since we
got down here my balls have been slowly climbing up into
my pelvis. If my nuts make it all the way to my chest cavity
by the time those guards get here, heads will roll.” He nod-
ded at the ax. “And I don’t mean layoffs.”

The elevator pinged and the doors slid open as five peo-
ple burst out into the hall—three hospital security officers
and two cops. Polk was one of the cops. Everyone had their
guns drawn and they raced down the hall, pistol barrels
pointed up to the ceiling, eyes shifting back and forth, mov-
ing just like each of them had seen real cops do on TV.

“We’re saved,” Crow said dryly.

Weinstock sighed. “Whoopee.”

Though Crow didn’t like Polk, he had to admire the
smooth efficiency with which the officer led his men into the
room, fanned out and covering every corner. It was very
workmanlike.

“Clear!” Polk called. As he holstered his pistol he ges-
tured for Weinstock and Crow to come in. “Nobody’s home,
but it looks like there was one hell of a party.”

The place had been trashed. Tables overturned, class shat-
tered, closets torn off the walls and contents dumped. The
walls were covered with crude graffiti—naked women with
huge breasts, men with gigantic penises, and slogans like
“Pine Deep Scarecrows Rule!” and “Blow Me!” On the floor
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someone had used a pint of whole blood to create splash art,
and there were footprints patterned all the way through it.

“That explains the blood in the hallway,” Weinstock said,
but he sounded more hopeful than certain. Crow merely
grunted.

“T’ll call for a crime scene team down here,” Polk said
and went out into the hall.

Crow and Weinstock barely registered the comment. They
were both staring at the rows of stainless-steel doors behind
which bodies were stored on sliding metal trays. All the
doors stood open. Mark Guthrie lay on one of them; Connie
was two drawers down. Tyrone Gibbs was in the one at the
far end, and an old lady who had died of a coronary was in
the drawer next to him.

“Saul . . . tell me, please, that Boyd’s body was stored
somewhere else.”

Weinstock scrambled around, kicking through the debris
until he found a clipboard. He rifled through the pages and
then just stood there, his face going dead.

Crow closed his eyes. “Oh . . . shit.”

Boyd’s body was gone.



Chapter 7

He drifted through the forest on silent feet while above
and around him the air was filled with the scream of crows.
The ragged black birds carted and wheeled above the Bone
Man’s head, sometimes landing in rows along the arthritic
arms of trees, sometimes gathering in gossiping clusters on
the ground. Several hundred more of the night birds lined a
twisted path, standing like diners at a buffet to peck at the
rotting remains of ten thousand squashed roaches—the de-
bris from the hysterical flight of Crow and Newton the day
before.

The Bone Man smiled at the birds. He liked them, they
were his friends in this. His eyes, sometimes, his ears. Why
these ragged carrion birds could see him when no one else
could was something even he didn’t know. Maybe they were
doomed, too. Henry Guthrie had seen him that night because
Henry was knocking on Heaven’s door, but then a lot of peo-
ple had seen him that first night. Henry’s little girl, Val. Li’l
Miss Bosslady he used to call her. She’d seen him out there
in the corn when Ruger was hunting for her. The boy, the
dhampyr, had seen him on the road that night, but that was
when the Bone Man was being a fool and using up the little
power he’d brought from the grave, being stupid and waste-
ful, trying to be symbolic when straightforward would have
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worked better—showing himself as a white stag instead of
just speaking to the kid. The Bone Man shook his head as he
walked, torn by the opportunities missed.

Well it’s not like you gave me a goddamn handbook on
this shit! he yelled at God.

He kept walking, heading deeper into the forest, thinking
about the other times the boy saw him. He was sure the kid
had seen him over and over again, but it was during those
weird fugues that were changing Mike from what he was to
what he was going to be and who the hell knows what the
kid was aware of during those moments? The Bone Man
guessed, but he didn’t know. Anymore than Griswold knew—
or so he hoped.

And on that topic, he shouted in his soundless voice,
where the hell are you—you cowardly piece of shit?

Griswold—his personality, his presence, whatever the
hell you call it. . .the Bone Man hadn’t sensed him since
late last night. Not since Val Guthrie had shot the living hell
out of that son of a bitch Boyd. Griswold—the “Man” my
ass, the Bone Man thought—had gotten his mouth slapped
with that one, sure enough. He may have taken down Mark
Guthrie, who was always a weak sister, but not Val.

The Bone Man was grinning about that when he reached
the edge of the swamp. He stopped there and the crows
flocked around him, settling in the trees, fluttering their oily
wings, clicking their beaks in expectation. Despite the chill
of mid-October, the swamp was always warm and wet. Flies
as big as bees flew low and heavy across the rippled surface,
sometimes getting caught in the pop of a bubble of sulfur or
methane. There were snakes in the brown grass and worms
as thick a child’s finger wriggling in the tangles of rotting
vegetation that choked the edges of the slough. Even to a
dead man the place was unnatural and vile, and the Bone
Man winced at the stink of it.

He moved slowly to the edge of the mire and looked at it.
Thirty years ago he and Griswold had fought here. Right
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here, down deep in the shadows of Dark Hollow, while be-
yond the mountains the moon was clawing its way into the
sky. The Bone Man had gone hunting for the man, know-
ing—if no one else in town did—that Griswold was the mur-
dering bastard behind the killings that had torn the heart out
of Pine Deep. The Bone Man had stabbed him with the bro-
ken neck of his guitar and then dragged his body into that
mud and pushed it down with a stick until Ubel Griswold
had vanished forever beneath the sludge. After thirty years
in that kind of muck there would be nothing left but some
fragments of bones. The mud of that swamp was filled with
worms and every other kind of thing that eats. Griswold was
worm food long ago.

So where was he now? Why was there no sense of him
around?

The Bone Man stood there, smiling darkly down at the
swamp. “Maybe you’re off sulking, you cowardly piece of
shit,” he shouted. The birds squawked their support like Bap-
tists in a revival tent. “Val Guthrie handed your boy Boyd his
ass. How d’you like that? You wanted her dead—something
new for your collection. You already got Billy and you got
Mandy. You probably got Terry Wolfe, ’cause he’s sinking
low and maybe that’s where you are . ..down in the dark
waiting for Terry to let go and stop fighting so you can take
him. You tried to get Val and you tried to get Crow, but you
ain’t got shit!” The Bone Man tried to summon up moisture
so0 he could spit on the swampy grave, but there was just dust
in his throat. He’'d have loved to piss on the mud, but he
couldn’t do that, either. He could laugh, though, and there
was no bluesman who ever lived who didn’t know how to
laugh at the craziness of life.

Now he was laughing at the foolishness of the dead.

“We quite a pair, ain’t we, Mr. Man? A ghost who don’t
know how to be a ghost, and a bloodsucker with no teeth
who can’t bite what he wants to bite. Must really piss you
off. After being the cock of the walk all them years ago it
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must really bite your ass to be just a shadow in the back of
sick minds like Wingate and Ruger’s.” He chuckled. “And
they’re a half-step shy of being too stupid to wipe they own
asses . .. couldn’t even kill Val Guthrie. Hell, much as it
pains me to say it...you, at least, were dangerous. Now
you got no teeth, no claws, and no dick, and you gotta watch
these clowns try and do your screwin’ for you. That just
makes me laugh!”

The Bone Man was bent over laughing, slapping his knees,
shaking with it as if he really had a body, his eyes shut and
his head shaking back and forth as he howled. The birds in
the trees cackled with him.

Far beneath the surface of the swamp, lost in an infinity
of verminous earth and polluted rainwater, Ubel Griswold
listened to the sound of the Bone Man’s mocking laughter.
His rage was terrible.



Chapter 8

(0]

Eddie Oswald sat in the front seat of his patrol car and
stared numbly through the windshield, listening to the ab-
solute silence in his head. His bandaged hands lay like bro-
ken birds in his lap, his lower lip drooped slack and rubbery.
The windows were rolled up, the radio turned off, the engine
silent. He'd sat like that for twenty minutes.

When he first left the Crow’s Nest he was confused. He
had been so sure that Mike Sweeney worked there at the
store. Positive. Days ago God Himself had told him where
he would find the child. What could be more certain? Yet
every time he drove by the store all he saw through the win-
dow was Crow, and sometimes another boy, but the face was
never clear. There was always something blocking his view.
Sunlight, a smear on the glass, shadows. So, today, with the
deafening silence of his Father’s disdain hammering at the
inside of his head, Eddie had gone straight into the store, had
confronted the boy, ready to do what was necessary, ready to
complete his Holy Mission. The Sword of God had been
drawn, ready to cut down the Beast.

Then something had happened. The lighting in the store
must have been bad, or maybe it was that annoying wailing
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music that made it so hard to concentrate, but try as he might
Eddie never seemed to be able to get a clear look at the kid.
Even when he saw him somewhat better there was a veil of
doubt. This couldn’t have been the Beast; this could not have
been the false suit of skin the Beast had used into order to
work his evil magic here in Pine Deep. This child, this boy in
the store . . . there was no reek of evil about him; there was
no crackle of demonic energy that Eddie believed must be
present in the Beast. He'd felt it, even at a distance, out there
on A-32 last night. The dark energies had burned his finger-
tips as he reached for the boy there on the road; it was like an
ozone stink in the air as he chased him in his truck and on
foot.

Not today, though. This boy—why couldn’t he see the
kid's face?—was just an ordinary child. He said he went to
church. He was a good kid. Eddie sensed that, as surely as he
sensed the evil power of the Beast last night on the road.

He needed clarity. He needed his Father’s voice speaking
to him from within the infinite universe of his mind. He
needed direction.

Eddie sat in his car as the minutes ticked past, and gradu-
ally his mind shut down, like someone clicking off lights by
flicking one switch after another, dropping more and more of
his awareness into soft, untroubled, uncomplicated shadows.

It was then, as an armada of clouds sailed across the sky
and blotted out the sun, that something happened. It was
then that his Father . . . spoke.

It was not in language. It was a single, guttural, howling
scream of absolute rage that shrieked into his mind like the
explosion of a thousand tons of TNT. Instant, immediate,
impossibly loud—a hoarse cry of such unimaginable fury
that every muscle in Eddie’s body locked into a spasm of ag-
onized awareness. His sinews contracted, muscle fibers
clenched, his nerve endings seemed to ignite with the sheer
intensity of it as Eddie convulsed in pain so intense, so white-
hot that it was even beyond his body’s ability to scream it
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out. Blood sprayed from his nose and ears and he vomited
black ichor, bile, and blood all over the inside of his car.

His Father’s rage struck him down with all the wrath of a
furious and disappointed God. Eddie’s eyes glazed over and
he toppled sideways into blackness.

(0]

Ruger had gotten up to take another book down from
Vic’s shelf when his body suddenly snapped straight as if he
were coming to attention. His arms and legs twitched and
jerked like a million volts of electricity were being channeled
through him. A terrible scream ripped loose from his throat—
dry and searing and then wet as blood spewed out of him.
Tears of blood sprang into his eyes and rolled down over his
cheeks, his eardrums nearly burst, his head felt like it was
being smashed by an iron mallet. He could not speak, could
not move, could do nothing in that moment but scream as
pain beyond anything he had ever endured, beyond anything
he had ever imagined, burned through every cell. He was not
even aware that fifteen feet away Vic Wingate had collapsed
onto the floor, howling with his own agony. The air was stained
with foulness as Vic’s bladder and sphincter let loose; the fe-
cund stink mixed with the sheared-copper smell of blood to
create a perfume of shame.

For a handful of seconds the world was defined by pain.

Then it was gone. Not gradual, not ebbing like a tide or
subsiding like the pain of a smashed finger. It was there, and
then it was not there.

Ruger took one staggering step and then like a marionette
with severed strings he crashed to the floor, bleeding and
dazed. His head struck the edge of the armchair as he fell and
his cheekbone cracked audibly; his body collapsed into a
boneless heap mere yards from the stinking, wretched mess
that was Vic Wingate.
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They lay in a world where time had no meaning, no sense
or order. It did not matter that one was alive and one was un-
dead—they shared that moment like two birds shot with the
same gun, and though they could not know it, all across the
square miles of Pine Deep, in shadowy barns and locked cel-
lars, in shallow graves and shuttered attics, in the trunks of
cars and in empty corn silos, the legions of Ubel Griswold
were all sharing the same experience. Every one of them, from
the living to the blood drinkers to the mindless flesh eaters,
they all writhed in the aftershock of the moment. As that
moment passed and sense crept into blasted minds, even the
smallest intelligence among them was aware of the meaning
of that eloquent message. This was payment for the mistakes
of last night. No further mistakes would be permitted.

The Man was pissed.



Chapter 9

(0]

Five customers came into the Crow’s Nest in the two hours
Mike lay under the counter. Three of them peered around,
saw that no one was there, and left. The fourth—his friend
Brandon from school—called Crow’s name, got no reply, and
left. The fifth was a kid from Mike’s homeroom who wanted
to buy some comic books. After spending ten minutes in the
store, browsing through Daredevil and Thor books while
surreptitiously checking for staff or security cameras, he tucked
thirty dollars’ worth of Marvel comics under his sweatshirt
and sauntered out as if he owned the world. On the way out,
just for the hell of it, he flipped over the sign on the door so
that it now read CLOSED.

The store settled into silence. Mike was not crying any-
more. The convulsions had put an end to that. He wasn’t
twitching anymore, either. He lay there, cold and still, eyes
open and dry from not blinking. His chest barely moved, his
breathing very shallow and slow, his pulse slower.

When the change started, it happened very slowly, with
no great hurry. It started with a hitch in his chest as he took
a single sharp, deep breath, like a dead person who was sud-
denly reacting to the defibrillator paddles. His body didn’t
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arch or jump, just that single gasp, after which his breath be-
came deeper, more regular. Then nothing for five minutes.

The next thing that happened was a blink. His dry lids
scraped over the arid surface of his eyes once, then again.
The second time was easier; there was more moisture. Then
a third, a fourth as the eyes moistened. There was no sign of
focus, no hint of intelligence or awareness. The blink, like
the breath, was a process kicking in, a link in the organic
chain of system reboots.

It was just over two hours from the time that Tow-Truck
Eddie had walked out that Mike Sweeney came back. One
moment his eyes were open and empty and the next, bridged
by another blink, Mike was there behind those blue windows.
Like water filling a submerged cup, life flooded instantly in
and filled his body.

As he gradually became aware of his body, Mike began
the process of thinking. He thought about who he was, and
that took a while before he remembered. He thought about
why his body hurt, and he came up blank on that one—but
he was aware that he didn’t know, which was a step toward
full consciousness. He thought about where he was, and
very slowly he went from small picture—he was on a floor
under the counter—to a more moderate view—he was in
someplace that was not his home—to a larger view—he was
in Crow’s store.

Crow. The name of the store came to him more quickly
than the identity of its owner, though as he lay there, becom-
ing increasingly more aware of something sticky on his face
and throat, of the way his clothing was uncomfortably twisted,
of the cramps in muscles, the face of Malcolm Crow gradu-
ally formed in his mind.

“Crow . ..” Mike said, his voice just a whisper. Saying
the name fleshed out Crow’s complete personality in his
mind, and that tumbled the last pieces into place. He was in
Crow’s store, it was daytime. Crow wasn’t here . . . no one
was here.
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Why was he here?

Mike took a steadying breath and then slowly, carefully,
he unclenched the knotted fist that was his curled body. Pain
seemed to be a humming presence within it, constantly throb-
bing. He was on his side and he rolled over onto his elbows
and knees. Beneath him the floor seemed to buckle and rip-
ple in a nauseating way, but as consciousness blossomed he
grew to understand that this was just the effects of—

Of what? He didn’t know, wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

From his knees he straightened his torso so that he could
look over the edge of the counter. The store was empty; the
outside light looked like late morning. There was traffic out-
side, people and cars. Mike leaned his hands on the counter
to steady himself, and the touch of the solid wood and Formica
had a nicely steadying effect on the whole room and an equally
calming effect on his stomach. Solid reality. It felt good
enough to risk standing up and he gave that a shot, using
both hands to pull himself up, first to one foot and then to
both. The room, agreeably, did not start dancing around again.

There was a horrible taste in his mouth and he looked
around for something to drink. He saw the trash can, saw
that he’d thrown up in it.

“Swell,” he said and carefully walked over to the small
bathroom. As before, the face in the mirror was one he didn’t
recognize, but this time it was not an hallucination of his
own, older face; now it was just his normal face but his skin
was greenish and there was puke dried on his chin, throat,
and upper shirtfront. “Swell,” he said again, and reached for
the tap.

When he had cleaned himself up, he felt better, stronger.
He emptied the trash can and washed it, then mopped the
floor behind the counter, which was stained with vomit and
sweat. He removed all traces of what had happened, embar-
rassed by it without understanding what had happened or if
there was any shame he should feel. Probably not, but guilt
was a reflex for him.
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It was nearly an hour before he realized that the sign on
the door was hung the wrong way. A lucky break, he thought
as he went over to flip it to OPEN.

Still no sign of Crow. He thought about calling him, but
something inside told him not to. Not now, not yet.

He got a bottle of Yoo-hoo from Crow’s apartment fridge,
pulled the stool to the end of the counter, picked up the copy
of Cemetery Dance that he had started reading. The entire
encounter with Tow-Truck Eddie was buried down deep,
buried along with a lot of other things that were stored in the
shadows in the back of his brain. Stored out of sight, but not
gone.

@

Crow sat in the plastic visitor’s chair, sloshing around the
cold dregs of hospital coffee in a cardboard cup and watch-
ing the sky outside thicken from gray to purple as another
storm front pushed in from the west. Val was finally asleep,
her face turned away from him so that all he could see was
the lumpy mountain of bandages that covered the right half
of her head. Her hands twitched as she slept. Bad dreams, he
thought, knowing that right now there were no other kinds of
dreams she could be having.

Boyd’s body was missing. Exhausted as she was, the news
had nearly broken her. She dissolved into frustrated, horri-
fied tears and went on and on until Crow began to fear that
she was having a breakdown. How much could one person take,
after all? There was nothing the nurses could do; she was
pregnant, so sedatives were out of the question, and there’s
only so much emotional mileage you can get from a cup of
chamomile tea. So, Crow had held her while the storms of
fear and hurt raged in her heart, and it was close to three
o’clock before pain and exhaustion dragged her down into a
rough and troubled sleep. He doubted she would find much
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restoration there, and he hated the thought of what shapes
lumbered through her nightmares.

Just after five there was a soft tap on the door and Crow
got up quietly and padded over, opening the door softly to
see Sarah Wolfe standing there. She looked as smashed
down and weary as Val. She started to say something, but he
put a finger to his lips as he stepped out into the hall and
closed the door behind him.

“Sarah . . . how’s Terry?”

She offered him a brave smile. “The same. Stable, if that
really means anything.”

“You know Val and I are praying for the big guy.”

A quick nod, then, “Crow, I need to speak to you about
something and I don’t want you to hate me for it.”

“Wow, that’s a hell of an opening.”

“It’s about the Halloween Festival.” When he looked blank,
she said, “The party, the movie marathons, the whole—"

“Sarah, sweetie . . . don’t get me wrong but . . . who the
hell cares anymore?”

“Terry wanted you to run things if he couldn’t. He’s been
telling me that over and over again these last few weeks as
he’s gotten . . . well, sicker.”

Crow just looked at her. “Sarah, do you know what’s been
happening lately? Mark and Connie are dead.”

“I know, and I heard that some creeps from the college
broke in and stole the body of that horrible man—"

“Sarah . . . with all that’s happened to Val and her family
I couldn’t give a rat’s ass about Halloween right now.”

She took his hand and held it in both of hers. “Crow, this
is hard for me to ask because I know how stupid and trivial it
sounds, but please hear me out. Okay? You know how bad
this crop blight is for the farmers in town. They’re on the
verge of losing everything—their farms, their homes. Terry
loaned out some money to those that were hardest hit. He’s
mortgaged our house, his businesses, and even the Hayride
up to the hilt. And there have been a lot of deals made be-
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tween the farmers and the businesses in town, a lot of loans
swapped back and forth, and what the banks couldn’t guar-
antee, Terry did.”

“Christ, Sarah . . . why the hell did he do that?”

“Because he loves this town, Crow. He loves it so much
that he feels responsible for it, that if he lets it fail, then it’ll
be a personal failure. I think that’s why he’s been seeing his
sister. You know he nearly died trying to save Mandy when
they were attacked. I think on some damaged level Terry is
trying to save her all over again by trying so hard to save the
town.”

“Maybe,” Crow said cautiously. He had other thoughts on
Terry and Mandy.

“If the Halloween Festival fails, then Terry won’t be able
to make good on the loans. He’ll be ruined, and it will de-
stroy the economy of Pine Deep. Completely. A few people
will survive, but the town as we know it will become a
wasteland of foreclosures and bankruptcies.” Her eyes were
bloodshot and when she had reapplied her lipstick she’d
done a shaky job of it. “Crow, we need that Festival to hap-
pen. This isn’t just a money thing, and it’s not just about
Terry’s—and my—financial future. This is really about the
survival of Pine Deep.”

“I get that, Sarah, I really do . .. but what the hell can I
do? No way I’'m going to leave Val here and go off to play
spooks and specters with the tourists.”

She shook her head. “Terry has plenty of staff to run the
day-to-day operations, but you were the one who set up most
of the events, you’ve been the liaison for all of the celebri-
ties, you're the one who has the contacts and knows how
every part of this festival runs. If I had another month I
might be able to train a couple of people to handle this, but
we don’t. Halloween is two weeks away.”

“Igetit, [ getit...but—"

“If you’re going to be here at the hospital, then I can have
Terry’s laptop and files brought here. You could send some
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e-mails, make some phone calls . . . basically keep things on
track. The Festival this year promises to be the biggest ever,
which means that money is going to pour into Pine Deep. If
we can just keep everything running smoothly, then we can
accomplish what Terry staked everything he has to achieve.”
Her eyes searched his face, and she still held his right hand.

Crow gently disentangled his hand and walked a couple
of paces away, shaking his head and rubbing the back of his
neck. “Geez, Sarah . ..I don’t know. So much of this de-
pends on what’s happening here in town. We’re going to be
arranging funerals and all.”

She managed a weak smile. “Well I did start this off by
asking you not to hate me.” She came over and gave him a
hug. “Just think about it, okay? I’'m going to have Terry’s
computer and files brought in anyway . . . just in case.”

He grinned, too. “But no pressure.”

“Oh, heavens no. Pressure? Here in bucolic Pine Deep,
where the nights are quiet and sleepy and nothing ever hap-
pens and everyone’s just happy as clams.”

“Yep, that’s us, that’s Pine Deep.” He sighed. “Whoever
coined that phrase ‘America’s Haunted Holidayland’ should
be stood against a wall and shot.”

She patted him on the cheek. “That was you, sweetie. Ten
years ago when you were interviewed by Don Polec for Ac-
tion News.”

“Yeah, well,” he said, remembering, “it sounded good at
the time.”

“And now?”

“Now it just sounds too much like truth in advertising.”
Down the hall he saw Saul Weinstock and Gus Bernhardt
coming out of the elevator. “Okay, Sarah, let me think about
it, and when Val wakes up, I’ll run it by her. No promises,
though, so if you have another backup plan you should start
looking into it.”

“There’s no other—
nodded, and said thanks.

2

she started to say, then stopped,
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Crow watched her head down the hall, saw Weinstock give
her a reassuring smile, and then she was gone. Crow saw
that the smile lingered on Weinstock’s face and that made a
frown form on his own.

“Hey, Crow!” Weinstock said as they came to stop in
front of him.

“Any word on—" Crow began, but Gus cut him off.

“No,” Weinstock said, “Gus thinks that it really was those
jackasses from the college.”

“Little Halloween is bigger than Mischief Night around
here,” Gus observed. The Pine Deep police chief was a big,
sloppy fat man with a perpetually sweaty face and boiled-
red complexion. “This whole morgue break-in is turning out
to be a Little Halloween stunt. We were dealing with crap
like this all night. Trash can fires, webcams hidden in the
girl’s bathroom at the dorms, the doors to the school bus arc-
welded shut.”

“But, Boyd . . .” Crow began.

“We’ll find him eventually.” Gus shook his head. “These
college jocks love their friggin’ jokes.”

“Glad they think it’s funny. Personally I'd like to kick
their asses. Better yet, wait until Val’s on her feet and then
lock them in a room with her. That'd teach them.”

“Speaking of which,” Gus said awkwardly, “tell her that
I’m, you know, sorry for her loss and all. Mark was pretty
okay. Connie, t00.”

“Sure, Gus, I'll tell her. Your guys learn anything more
from the crime scene? Like . . . how they got in?”

“Yeah, well we’re working on that. Got a few things locked
down, though, like the security camera. Someone poured a
cup of coffee into the switching box that runs all the cameras
on the basement level. That doesn’t require any kind of spe-
cial access except getting into the electrical room, and since
Ruger broke in a couple of weeks ago and shut all the power
down, that door’s been left open more often than not because
of all the work they’re doing to reinforce the locks and frame.”
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Crow smiled. “Let me get this straight . . . while working
on improving security to a sensitive area of the hospital
physical plant they left the door open . . . for convenience?”

Weinstock’s face went red. “Yes,” he said slowly, “and when
I say heads will roll, I mean actual heads will be on the floor.”

“Christ on a stick.” Crow shook his head.

“The hospital morgue is still a crime scene,” Gus said. “I
posted a guard, and the doc here has authorized installation
of a new video security system. There’s a guy coming up
from Lower Makefield to install it today.”

“Screw the budget committee,” Weinstock growled. “I’m
tired of this place being a laughingstock.”

“A little late for that. Well, see you guys. I'll keep you
posted.” Gus gave them a cheery wave and headed off.

“Jackass,” Weinstock muttered under his breath. He and
Crow headed down the hall to the solarium and bought Cokes
from the machine. The room was empty, and Weinstock closed
the door.

“Before you even ask,” he began, “I examined Mark and
Connie as completely as I could—ostensibly to check for dam-
age as a result of the prank—and as far as I can tell they’re
actually dead.”

Crow looked skeptical. “You're telling me you know how
to check to see if someone’s a vampire?”’

Weinstock sipped his soda. “Not as such, no. It’s just that
they are both in phases of the rigor process consistent with
normal corpses who’ve been dead as long as each of them
has been.”

“Which tells us what?”

“Hell if I know. It might surprise you to know that they
don’t cover vampirism in medical school, not even in Pine
Deep. But. .. I thought you're the expert, you’re Mr. Hal-
loween. You tell me how I’m supposed to tell.”

“I’ve been thinking about that all night, but the folklore
and the fiction just contradict each other. I don’t know what
to believe.”
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“Give me something I can try, damn it.”

“Well . . . vampires aren’t supposed to have reflections,
so we could try a mirror.”

“Good . . . that’s easy enough.”

“After that, most of the rest of the stuff are things we can
try if we’re face-to-face with one. I mean, crosses, garlic,
holy water . . . that sort of stuff.”

That didn’t sit well with Weinstock. “If it gets to the point
where we are actually face-to-face with a vampire who is
awake and smiling all toothy at us, I think I might want
something a little more substantial than a piece of garlic.
And, news flash, Einstein, I’'m Jewish. We’re notoriously
short on crosses and holy water.”

“There’s that”” Crow thought about it. “There’s always,
um, the whole ‘stake’ thing.”

“I was waiting for you to get to that, and I would love to
hear how you’re going to explain to Val that you want to
drive a stake through her dead brother’s heart.”

“She knows what’s going on.”

“Go on, tell her you want to stake Mark. I’ll watch.”

“Isn’t there something you can do during the autopsies to
kind of ensure that they’re dead?”

“Considering the fact that I autopsied both Cowan and
Castle and determined with all medical certainty that they
were dead, and then caught them on morgue video walking
around, I'd say no.”

“Val’s going to want to cremate him anyway. Connie, too,
since Val was her only family. Maybe we should just con-
vince her to expedite that process. She might go for that a lot
more than . . . other methods.” Crow rubbed his eyes. “Or is
any of this necessary?”

“Meaning?”

“Like I said earlier . . . is this over? Did the problem start
with Ruger and Boyd? If so, now that they’re dead is the sit-
uation over?”’

“Maybe they started it, I don’t know. With Cowan and
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Castle we know that there were at least two more of them.
That’s why I’'m so concerned about Mark . . . he was killed
by Boyd, who also killed those two cops.”

“Yeah, on that subject—Cowan and Castle were buried.
Have you checked their graves?”

“Have I dug them up? No. Have I checked to see if their
graves look like someone crawled out . . . then, yes, actually,”
Weinstock said, surprising him. “Every morning I check Cas-
tle’s grave in Crestville, every afternoon I swing by Rose-
wood Memorial here in town to look at Cowan’s. The graves
look undisturbed, but we’re talking recent burials—bare
earth, nothing growing there yet—so they could have been
dug up and reburied, and as long as the job was done neatly,
then who would know?”

“Damn.”

“Which means that we’re going to have to check.”

“Check how? Dig them up?”

Weinstock gave him a silent, steady look.

“Oh, crap,” Crow said.



Chapter 10

ey

Weinstock went to do some paperwork and Crow spent
some time with Val, who was awake again. They talked
about Sarah’s request and then Val drifted off again, so Crow
went back to the solarium to make some calls. His first was
to his store and Mike answered on the fourth ring, “Crow’s
Nest. We have everything you need for a happy Halloween.”

“You sound chipper, young Jedi.”

“Crow? Hey! Your friend Dave Kramer just stopped in to
get some stuff for the Hayride and he told me what happened
last night! I can’t believe it. How’s Val?”

“She’ll be okay.” Crow gave Mike an abbreviated version
of what had happened, sparing him the more lurid details
and all of the backstory. Mike kept telling him how sorry he
was and to give his best to Val.

“I’ll tell her, kiddo . . . but listen, there’s no way I’m com-
ing in today, and probably not tomorrow, either. You good
there? I know it’s a lot to ask . . .”

There was a brief pause before Mike answered. “Sure,
Crow . . . I got the routine down now. I can handle things.”

“Terrific. You know I’ll take care of you come payday.”

“Man . . . don’t even go there. I’'m having fun here.”
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“So, you’re telling me retail sales is your heart’s desire?”

“Duh, no .. .it’s just that I like doing this. I like being
here. I feel...I don’t know . .. safe here.” Mike immedi-
ately added, “I know that sounds stupid and all—"

“No it doesn’t, kiddo.” The moment turned awkward and
to cover it Crow said, “Take some cash from the drawer and
have food delivered. Whatever you want. There’s a whole
bunch of menus in the third file drawer. You need a break,
just lock the place up.”

“I got it. Thanks, Crow. Look, there’s a couple customers
coming in. I gotta go.” Mike hung up.

Crow frowned at the phone for a moment, saw Sarah Wolfe
coming toward him. “How’s Val?”

“Sleeping.”

“Sounds like what we should all be doing. I’'m heading
home now to see the kids, get showered, and find some fresh
clothes. I feel like I've been wearing these for a month.”

“I should probably do the same,” he agreed. “I must stink
like a skunk.”

“A little bit worse than a skunk,” she said, trying for a
joke. The effort was an encouraging sign and he gave her a
smile. Sarah touched his arm. “Have you given any thought
to what I asked you?”

“Yeah. About running the Festival? Sure. I talked it over
with Val, and she thinks I should do it, but I still don’t know
if it’s a good idea, Sarah. With all that’s happening, I’'m not
s0 sure bringing in more tourists is a good thing.”

“We have to, or the town will—"

“I know, I know.” He felt frustrated and hamstrung by
having his fears on one hand and the realities of the town’s
needs on the other. Sarah stood there, looking into his eyes,
her need as strident as if she were shouting it. He sighed.
“Oh, hell, sure. Why not?”

Sarah gave him a short, fierce hug. “Thank you, Crow . . .
I know it doesn’t feel like it matters, not with Val and Mark
and all. With what’s happening with Terry I feel the same
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way. But it’s what the town needs. It’ll help all of our friends.
You’re doing the right thing.”

So why does it feel like I just made the worst mistake of
my life? he asked himself, but to her he just smiled and nodded.

Sarah gave him another quick peck on the cheek and left.
He got up and bought a Yoo-hoo from the machine, shook it,
cracked it open, and drank half of it down as he sank back
onto the couch, punching in another number on his phone.

“Hey, Newt? It’s me.”

“Crow . ..what’s ... um, happening? Is there anything
new?” The reporter sounded wary, and Crow couldn’t blame
him.

“What condition are you in?”

“I’m a train wreck. What the hell do you think?”

“Well, maybe this will help.” He brought Newton up to
speed on everything, emphasizing their belief that the whole
thing was pretty much over except for Boyd’s missing body.

“Doesn’t feel over,” Newton said.

“That’s *cause we stepped in it in the last inning.”

“Still doesn’t feel over.”

Crow said, “Whether it is or isn’t, we need to know more
than we do right now. I hate like hell fumbling around in the
dark. Which brings me to my next question. Are you in any
condition to help me out with what’s going on?”

“If that means tramping around through graveyards with
a Gladstone bag filled with stakes and holy water, then . . .
no, I’'m not. On the other hand, if you want me to help with
research and that sort of thing, then I’'m way ahead of you.
Since I left the hospital I’ve been doing nothing but surfing
the Net and sending e-mails. I've tracked down about twenty
people, just in this end of the country, who are considered
top experts on . . . these subjects.”

“Anything we can use?”

“The one person who seems to be the absolute golden
boy of this particular kind of folklore is a guy from U of P,
Professor Jonathan Corbiel. Do you remember me telling
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you yesterday about a website I was at that mentioned you-
know-who down in Dark Hollow?”

“Sure. Something about a werewolf trial a couple hun-
dred years ago.”

“We agreed it was either an ancestor of our boy, or he
took the name symbolically. In any case, Corbiel is a real ex-
pert on that case. The Peeter Stubbe case.” He spelled the
name. “The more of the case I read the stranger it gets. I've
forwarded a lot of it to your Yahoo account.”

“Can we talk to this Corbiel guy?”

“I already sent him an e-mail. Carefully worded. I’'m pre-
tending that I’m writing a pop-culture book on the haunted
history of Pine Deep and want a folklore expert I can foot-
note. Haven’t heard back yet, but maybe we can get him to
meet us for dinner somewhere.” He paused. “Somewhere
that’s not Pine Deep.”

“Works for me,” Crow said, “but before you go, there’s
more stuff happening around here.” He told him about the
morgue and the missing bodies.

Newton’s voice was a whisper. “Are you sure that Boyd
didn’t just get up and walk off?”

“I’m pretty sure.”

“Pretty sure?”” Newton said. “Oh, man . ..”

He hung up.

Crow made a few more calls, then walked back to Val’s
room. She was only dozing and woke as soon as he entered.
She turned toward him and offered him a tight smile.

“Get any sleep?” he asked, parking a haunch on the side
of the bed.

“In and out.”

“I’m heading home for a bit. I got to get cleaned up, but
I’ll be back here in an hour or two. Will you be okay?”

“I’ll be fine. Just . . . be careful,” she said, glancing at the
window. “It’s dark out.”
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“I will. Be back soon.” He kissed her, and left.

He met Weinstock by the elevator; he was heading home,
too. Crow told him about his call to Newton.

“That sounds promising,” Weinstock said.

“It may be past time for getting proactive, but it’s better to
be safe than sorry.”

“No kidding.” The elevator was nearly to the bottom floor
when Weinstock opened his coat and turned his hip so Crow
could see the handle of a big pistol snugged into a belt clip.
Crow cocked an eyebrow, then the elevator chimed and
Weinstock dropped the coat flap.

As they crossed the nearly empty lobby, Crow asked,
“You any good with it?”

“I fired a couple of rounds off when I bought it.”

“Swell.” They exited the lobby and stepped out into the
parking lot. There were still dozens of cars parked in neat
rows, their colors muted by the darkness except where sodium
vapor lamps spilled down swatches of light.

“But I have a little edge, just in case.” Saul said, leaning
close. “I had some silver bullets made. No, don’t give me
that look—I know silver is for werewolves, but I figure I've
got both bases covered. No matter what jumps out at me I'll
park one of these hollowpoints in his brainpan. Werewolf,
vampire—I’m pretty sure that’s going to settle his hash.”

Crow smiled. “ ‘Settle his hash’? And you say I watch too
much TV?” He tilted his head and cocked an eye at Wein-
stock. “T can’t say much for your choice of handgun, though.”

“Why not? It’s a damn .44!”

“It’s a Ruger Blackhawk. A Ruger, Saul, really?”

“Jeez .. .1 didn’t even think . . ”

A voice said, “You fellows okay there?”

They turned to the first row of cars to see a pair of local
cops leaning against the side of a parked ambulance. Shirley
O’Keefe and Dave Golub. Good kids, new to Pine Deep PD.
The pair of them stood just outside the spill of light from the
entrance. Golub, a big man, had his arms folded and his hat
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pulled low. O’Keefe wore no hat but her face was shadowed
by her frizzy mane of red hair. The stark lighting made both
of them look dark-eyed and pale.

“Hey Dave,” Crow said with a smile, “Shirley.”

Shirley said nothing, but she gave Crow a slow nod. She
wore a quirky little knowing smile that seemed out of place
on her freckled face. It made her look impish rater than elfin.

“How’s Val?” Golub asked.

“Well as can be expected.”

“Shame about Mark and his wife, though,” Golub said.

“Dave,” Weinstock asked, “any news on finding Boyd’s
body yet?”

“No . .. but I'm sure it’ll turn up.”

“Ask Gus to call me first thing if it does.”

Golub gave him a smile and a nod. “Will do, Doc.”

€))

Vic was out for hours, sprawled in a tangle of arms and
legs, reeking of shit, a pool of brown urine going cold and
stale under him. His nose and ears were no longer bleeding,
but the dried blood caked his nostrils and streaked the side
of his face. Every once in a while one of his fingers would
twitch. That it was his trigger finger was not coincidental
and spoke of the dreams that burned in his mind as he slept
off the effects of Griswold’s rage.

Ruger was only out for a few minutes. He was wired dif-
ferently now, his nerves and synapses firing on different fuel.
When he came awake it was like the flick of a switch, with
full awareness returning in a crystalline rush of clarity. He
knew who he was, where he was, and why he had been
smashed flat. He felt the pain was his due, and he wore the
invisible stripes of the Man’s lash humbly, honored to be no-
ticed enough even to have been struck down.

Ruger was on his back when he became aware and he lay
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there for a moment drinking in the room. He smelled Vic
and that made him smile. He was allowed to smile at the
pain of others, even at Vic’s pain. The house above was al-
most silent, but he could hear the clink of ice in a glass and
smell the faint juniper tang of Lois’s gin. Even through the
smell of Vic’s shit and piss, he could smell that, just as he
could smell the woman who sat alone, drinking the day
away. He put those thoughts away for later.

Ruger sat up, crossing his legs and folding them under
him so that sitting moved into kneeling. He placed his palms
on the floor and closed his dark eyes as he bowed his head to
the cool concrete. In the posture of the supplicant he had
never been in life, Karl Ruger bowed before the raw, bound-
less power that was the Man.

“Forgive,” he begged in a whisper.

He remained in that posture for hours. All the while the
only thing that burned as intensely within him as his need
for forgiveness was his aching, burning desire to feed. Night
had fallen heavily over Pine Deep. Ruger could feel it, a
silky wet darkness that was alive with predator and prey. His
body was on fire to run into the shadows, to melt with them,
seeking the human heat in the dark cold of October, but he
would not move, would not even budge. Even when he heard
Vic get up, cursing and groggy, weeping with pain and hu-
miliation as he staggered to the cellar steps and climbed un-
steadily up to get cleaned up—even then Ruger remained
bowed in supplication as the nothingness screamed in his
head.

Then, like the faintest breath of a cool breeze on scorched
skin it came. Not a word, not even a whisper, nothing articu-
late or shaped. Just the softest, sweetest, most subtle of
touches, mind to mind. Kind to kind. After the lash, a caress
of forgiveness. And of consent.

Ruger’s fetid blood screamed for black joy.



Chapter 11

(0]

Weinstock dropped Crow off outside his store and headed
home, anxious to be out of the night and behind his own
locked doors. Crow watched him go, and in the time it took
Weinstock to drive two blocks and make a left the enormity
of everything that had happened in the last day and a half
suddenly caught up and hit him like a freight train. He stag-
gered backward and leaned against a parking meter as a
wave of nausea swirled sickeningly around his head. Gag-
ging, he twisted around to throw up into the gutter but could
only manage dry heaves. The corners of his eyes tingled as if
little spiders were crawling on his cheekbones and he had to
grip the meter to keep from falling into the street.

Three shoppers gave him disgusted looks as they past, and
Crow distinctly heard the word “drunk” from one of them. It
made him furious, but that only intensified the nausea. He
held onto the meter for dear life.

Mike looked up as the bell above the door jangled and he
saw Crow come in looking dirty and defeated.
“Crow!” He hurried over, and actually had to support
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Crow across the floor to the tall chair behind the counter.
“What’s wrong?”

Crow sat on the chair, arms on thighs, head low, breathing
like he’d just finished a marathon. “Sorry, kiddo,” he gasped
when he could manage it. “Feeling a little out of it. No sleep,
no food, bad hospital coffee.”

“Stay here,” Mike ordered, then went over and locked the
front door, came back, and helped Crow into the adjoining
apartment and down onto the couch. Crow’s three cats, Pine-
top, Muddy Whiskers, and Koko, rushed over but then slowed
to a stop when they smelled Crow’s clothes. One by one they
sniffed, turned up their noses, and stalked off. Crow, steadier
now that he was sitting down, looked at them and then at
Mike. “When you stink so bad you offend animals that lick
their balls for fun and sniff each other’s asses, then you really
are in sorry shape.”

“Well,” Mike said, “fair’s fair. You smell pretty bad.”

“Thanks, kid, I knew you’d have my back.” Crow picked
up the CD remote and aimed it at the big Nakamichi Home
Audio system. He had five disks in the trays, a mix of classic
rock and blues. Leadbelly started it off by singing “Bour-
geois Blues,” and the disks that followed went from The Ides
of March’s “Vehicle” to Pink Floyd’s “Wish You Were Here”
to Albert King’s “Born under a Bad Sign,” all of it wrapped up
by Big Bill Broonzy singing about “Trouble in Mind.” It was
the music he’d listened to before setting out to Dark Hollow
with Newton, and he almost turned it off, but didn’t. The music
wasn’t any kind of threat. The music was a safe place and
even the first few notes of Leadbelly’s rough voice were im-
mensely soothing.

Mike brought him a bottle of Gatorade and a PowerBar.
“Here, these might help until I can get some food delivered.”

“Thanks, Mike.” He looked at the bottle. “My favorite
flavor. Green.”

Mike sat on the arm of the guest chair. “Do you want to
talk about, um, anything? I mean, I heard some stuff on the
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news, and a lot of customers came in asking about you, and
you told me some stuff, but—"

“Can it wait until I have a shower?”

“Sure,” Mike said. “You don’t. .. uh...need help in the
bathroom or anything, do you?”

“No, and let us both give thanks for that.”

“Amen,” Mike said, and went back into the store.

0))

Vic finished his shower and dressed in fresh clothes, going
slowly through the steps of washing, drying, and dressing.
His body hurt as if he’d been stomped by ten skinheads
wearing Doc Martens. When he pissed his urine stream was
tinted red, and when he brushed his teeth he spit as much
blood as toothpaste into the sink. He blew his nose carefully
to clear away the clots of blood, and used a rag and then
Q-tips to clean his ears. His old clothes—stained with shit,
piss, and blood—he dumped in a black plastic trash bag he
got from the hall closet. He wouldn’t even bother making
Lois clean them up. He’d just throw them the hell out. Shoes,
too. He wanted to traces, no reminders. Never, not once in his
whole life, not since he’d first met Ubel Griswold in 1970,
had Vic been punished. The memory of it—what he could
remember after the blackout—was so humiliating, so trau-
matic that all he felt inside was a vast empty sadness.

He finished buttoning his shirt and then sat down on the
edge of the bed, putting his face in his hands, feeling lower
than he ever had.

“What do I have to do to make it up to you?” he whis-
pered. “You tell me, Boss, and I'll tear down Heaven for you.
I’ll burn this whole town to ashes. Anything. You just tell me
what I have to do to make it right.”

The voice—that sweet, dark voice—was there in an in-
stant. The presence of it after so much terrible silence was
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almost as jarring as that scream of rage had been and Vic
toppled forward onto hands and knees, then collapsed onto
his forearms so that his brow was pressed into the carpet.

“Tell me!” he begged.

With a whisper as soft as bat wings on an autumn night,
Ubel Griswold named the price for redemption. It hit Vic
hard—harder than he thought it would. Neverthless he closed
his eyes and kissed the floor. He would do anything—even
that—for his god.

(©))

Ruger touched the handle, feeling the roiling darkness
beyond the door. Vic be damned, he was going out to hunt.
To kill and to recruit; to build the armies of the Red Wave.
He turned the knob, forcing it against the tumblers that twisted
and screamed beneath his hand. Metal pinged and snapped
and the door sagged open in defeat.

With a snarl of delight he pushed the door open and van-
ished into the night.

@

Terry Wolfe’s face was bruised meat, his body debris. He
was ruined, smashed, nearly gone. The vitals on the ma-
chines sagged, and the brain activity was just above the level
where families begin to discuss pulling the plug.

Yet there are some levels of the brain, some chambers of
the sleep center that have thicker doors, stouter walls, fewer
entries. The deepest dreams live there, playing out in shad-
owed corridors and in cellars where no light has ever shone.
There are cobwebs and spiders down there; there are blind
rats in those catacombs, and colorless things that wriggle in
the relentless dark. No machine can record those dreams, no
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meter will ping or beep when something scampers through
those places.

When the doctors and nurses came into his room to look
at the patterns on his charts their faces fell into sadness, their
eyes showed the defeat each of them felt. Everyone loved
Terry, everyone respected him. He was Pine Deep, but it was
pretty clear that Terry Wolfe had left them, had caught the
night train out of town, and now all they could do—the sum
effect of their years of training, their collective experience,
the weight of their science—was to watch and wait for him
to die. Because Terry had left.

Yet, he hadn’t. Nor had the beast.

Over and over again, through lightless passageways and
darkened dungeon rooms, into one blind alley after another,
in the doorless maze of his own inner oubliette, Terry Wolfe
ran screaming and the beast, always hungry, followed after.



Chapter 12

ey

Weinstock glanced at Crow and then turned a hard look
on the caretaker. “There’s some risk of contagion here. Please,
stand back.”

“Contagion?” the man said, eyes flaring wide as he did
indeed step back. “From what? I thought this fella was mur-
dered.”

Weinstock’s eyes were hard as flint, but even so they had
a shifty flicker to them. Crow wore Wayfarers against the
glare of the Sunday morning sun and he kept his face blank.
Weinstock wore a heavy topcoat; Crow was in a bomber
jacket and jeans. He held the clipboard with the exhumation
papers on them, signed by Weinstock himself right over the
signature of Nels Cowan’s wife. Her hand had trembled when
she’d signed it and it made her handwriting look like that of
a five-year-old. There were two small circles on the page
where her tears had fallen and puckered the paper.

Weinstock licked his lips. “Not all of the blood work on
Officer Cowan was completed at the time of interment. Our
tests detected traces of a highly dangerous virus.”

“Virus?” The caretaker’s name was Holliston and his
seamed face was a study in skepticism. He rested his shoul-
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der against the bucket of the front-end loader and folded his
arms. “Nels Cowan didn’t die of no virus, he was killed by
that Boyd fellow.”

“I didn’t say he did, Mr. Holliston,” Weinstock said fros-
tily. “I said traces of a virus were detected in his blood. Tests
have suggested that the alleged killer may have been in-
fected, and that during the struggle he was wounded. There
may have been an inadvertent exchange of blood during the
struggle. It is vitally important to establish if this is the case.
Among other things, I am the liaison between the town of
Pine Deep and the local office of the CDC.”

“What'’s that?”

“The Centers for Disease Control. So, it’s important that I
conduct this test under the proper conditions.” He pulled a
surgical mask out of his bag and slipped it on, and then began
squirming his hands into latex gloves. Holliston yielded and
walked a few dozen yards away.

Crow waited until Holliston was far enough away and
then said, “We are so going to go to jail for this shit.”

“Joanie Cowan signed the paper and I’m the county coro-
ner. It’s all more or less legal.”

“More or less is not a comfortable phrase.”

“It’s what we have.”

“Any of that CDC stuff on the level?”

Weinstock shrugged. “More or less.”

“Swell.”

They looked around. For a Sunday morning the cemetery
was remarkably empty; church probably hadn’t let out yet.

“You ready?”” Weinstock asked, and Crow slipped his hand
inside his jacket and pulled his Beretta nine half out of the
shoulder rig. “If there’s anything in that coffin except a dead
guy I’m going to empty this thing in it.”

“Just don’t shoot me.”

“Don’t get in the line of fire.”

“Fair enough.”

On the drive home from the hospital they’d cooked up the
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plan, going on the basis that if something was still happen-
ing in Pine Deep they needed to know sooner rather than
later, so by the next morning they were ready. Weinstock
printed out the exhumation papers and cooked up the infec-
tion story—he’d deal with chain of evidence later—and then
called Joanie Cowan at seven-thirty on that Sunday morn-
ing, waking her out of a deep sleep in order to break her
heart all over again. Overwhelmed by Weinstock’s medical
double-talk, she had disintegrated into tears and signed the
papers, and the two of them slunk away like thieves.

“This is so wrong,” Crow said as they approached the
coffin, which sat on the bucket of a big front-end loader. He
brushed away clods of cold dirt and started twisting the wing-
nuts that held the lid on. His hands shook so bad his fingers
slipped on the cold metal.

Weinstock stopped him and handed him a mask. “He’s
been dead for two weeks . . . this is going to be bad. You
don’t want to breathe it. Remember . . . smell is particulate.”

“Oh man. I really could have gotten through the day with-
out knowing that.”

“Welcome to the field of medicine.”

“This isn’t medicine, brother,” Crow said, adjusting the
rubber band that secured the mask. “This is black magic.”

They worked together to make a fast job of it. Even with-
out opening the lid it smelled bad. Like rotting meat and raw
sewage poured over molasses. Crow gagged.

Weinstock glanced around. The caretaker was ten rows
down busy with the task of cutting the turf to dig a fresh grave.
The doctor looked across the casket to Crow. “You ready?”’

“Not really. You?”

Weinstock tried to laugh and bungled it.

Crow said, “We’re burning daylight, Saul. Let’s do this or
go home.”

“Shit.” Weinstock steeled himself and gripped one corner
of the lid as Crow told hold of the other. “God help us if
we’re wrong about this.”
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But Crow shook his head. “God help us if we’re right.”

The lid resisted for a moment, but then it yielded to their
combined strength and opened; they pulled it up and day-
light splashed down on the silk-lined interior.

They stood there looking into the coffin for over a minute,
saying nothing, lost in their own thoughts, each of their faces
set into heavy frowns.

“Well,” Crow said. “Now we know.”

“Yeah,” Weinstock said hoarsely.

“What does it mean?”

The doctor shook his head. “As God is my witness, Crow,
I honestly don’t know.”

Nels Cowan had been buried in his Pine Deep police uni-
form. His hands, bloated with decomposition, lay folded on
his stomach with the brim of his uniform hat set between the
thick, white fingers. The flesh of Cowan’s face was purplish,
distended with gas.

“There’s no chance this is not him” Crow ventured.

“It’s him.” Even so he took a sample of skin tissue just in
case they needed a DNA match.

Crow lowered the lid.

“So—what’s happening, Doc?” called the caretaker. He
was wiping his hands with a rag as he strolled across the
graves toward them. “Did he have something catching?”

Weinstock began tightening the wingnuts. “Apparently
not,” he said.

“Well, hell,” Holliston said with a grin. “Guess we can all
be happy about that. With all that’s happening ’round here
we don’t need no new troubles, now do we?”

Weinstock wore a poker face as he tightened one nut and
started on the next. “No, we don’t,” he said.

Across from him, Crow worked in silence.

When they were back in Weinstock’s car they sat for a
while, sipping Starbucks coffee and staring out at the morn-
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ing. The trees seemed unusually thick with crows and the
birds sent up a continuous cackle. John Lee Hooker was
singing “Boogie Chillen”—from the only blues CD Wein-
stock owned, a gift from Crow that only came out of the glove
box when Crow was riding shotgun.

“I don’t know how to think about this, Crow. Imean . . . I
know what I saw on those morgue tapes. [ know I saw Castle
and Cowan walking around after they were dead. I’'m not
hallucinating.”

“I believe you, Saul. You showed me the tapes. I know
what you saw.”

“But that was definitely Cowan in that coffin, and he is in
a state of decomposition consistent with having been dead
for a couple of weeks.”

“Which means that he’s dead.”

“So what did I see on those tapes?”

“I don’t know . .. I believe you, of course, but I don’t
know what it means. Maybe Ruger or Boyd tried to convert
them into vampires and it worked for a while but somehow,
and for some reason, they died again. Died for real.”

“Maybe. We don’t know enough about this stuff to under-
stand if that’s even possible.”

“I know one thing, though,” Crow said and he pulled his
sunglasses out of his shirt pocket and put them on.

“What’s that?”

“Before I move one inch toward believing that this whole
thing is over I want to see Jimmy Castle’s body.”

Weinstock started the car. “Me, too, and I want to get that
done while we still have daylight. I'm not going anywhere
near his body at night.”

2

Mike worked at the store all day Sunday, gradually phas-
ing in and out of lucidity. There was a steady stream of cus-
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tomers and Mike was able to wear a smiling face, answer
their questions, fill their orders, and ring up their sales; but
below the surface his mind was blank more than it was filled
by thought. He knew it, too, but on some other level. It was
like standing on a balcony and looking down on his life, and
the feeling totally creeped him out.

“I'm really going crazy,” he said to the cash register at
one point.

The customer he was ringing up—Brandon Strauss, a kid
from Mike’s own class—said, “Mike . . . hello? Earth calling
Mike.”

Mike blinked at Brandon. “Huh?” He realized that in-
stead of bagging the Robert Jordan novel his friend had
bought he was trying to stuff it into the drawer of the cash
register.

“You bent the cover, man,” Brandon said.

“Um. .. sorry.”

“I’ll get another off the rack.” Brandon swapped the bat-
tered copy for a new one and peered at Mike while he fin-
ished ringing it up and bagging it. He held it out and
Brandon plucked it from his fingers as if afraid Mike would
mangle this one, too.

“Sorry,” Mike said.

Brandon paused, his scowl softening. “You okay, Mike?
You sick or something?”

Mike pasted on a smile. “Sorry, I just started a new al-
lergy medicine. Makes me kinda goofy for a bit.”

“You’re always goofy,” Brandon said, but he smiled back
and shot Mike with his finger. “See you in school. Ms. Rainer’s
subbing for Donaldson again. Woo-hoo!” Natalie Rainer was
the favorite substitute teacher for all the boys in the county.
She looked like Kate Beckinsale and always wore tight
clothes. It didn’t matter that she taught math, no one’s fa-
vorite subject; she could have taught advanced calculus and
not one of their friends would have missed her class.

Mike promised he’d be there and smiled as Brandon left.
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As soon as the door jingled shut, Mike leaned back against
the wall and closed his eyes. It was getting harder and harder
to stay focused, to stay present.

“I really am going crazy,” he said aloud, and this time
there was no one to comment on it, or to refute it.

3

“Father! Why have you forsaken me?”’

The silent emptiness in Tow-Truck Eddie’s heart was enor-
mous, vast. Tears streamed down his face as he drove down
A-32 in his police cruiser. Yesterday he had gone into Crow’s
store to confront—he thought—the Beast, but instead all he
saw was a boy. Just an ordinary boy. Not the Beast, not evil
incarnate, not the Antichrist. It didn’t make sense to him.

“I am still your Sword, Father. I am still the avenging
lamb!” He cried out these words, but they lacked conviction,
even to his own ears. “Please, Father, show me the way.”

The boy in the store—Eddie had not even been able to see
him very clearly. The light must have been bad, or some-
thing. How different from the Beast: Eddie had always been
able to see the Beast with total, holy clarity. When hunting
for him on the road, or searching for him in the town, Eddie
had never faltered in the purity or certainty of his sacred pur-
pose. His Father had told him that this boy, the child in the
store, was the Beast, but when Eddie looked at him he could
not see the evil there.

Doubt was a thorn in his brain, a spike in his heart.

“@

Weinstock got the call while he and Crow were heading
back to the hospital. He listened for a minute, said, “Thanks,
we’ll be right there!” and hung up.
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“They found Boyd’s body. Turn around, it’s down by the
Black Marsh Bridge.”
“Damn,” Crow said and spun the wheel.

O]

She stood in the shadows near the foot of Terry’s bed for
days. No one saw her. No one noticed her, even though her
little dress was torn and her face and throat were streaked
with blood. They walked right by her, and sometimes they
walked right through her. When that happened, whoever did
it—nurse, orderly, visitor, or doctor—would give a small in-
voluntary shiver as if they had just caught an icy breath of wind
on the vulnerable back of their neck. The feeling would be gone
in less than a heartbeat and they would forget about it be-
cause there was nothing, and no one, in the room to take
note of.

Since they had brought Terry in here in the evening of
October thirteenth and hooked him up to all of the machines,
Mandy Wolfe had been there, keeping her silent vigil. Some-
times she wept, and then the tears would flow and mingle
with the blood, diluting it, turning it pink on her cheeks.
Most of the time she just stood and watched her brother,
aching with guilt and grief. Now that he had tried to do what
she wanted, now that he had thrown himself out of his win-
dow but failed to kill himself, Mandy didn’t know what to
do next. No one else could see her, no one else could hear
her.

The fear that reared up in her was immense.

“Terry,” she said in a voice quieter than the soft rustle of
dried leaves on the autumn trees outside his window.
“Terry . .. I’m so sorry.”

Terry could not hear her. No one could. Except Aim. And
as Mandy wept for her failure, Ubel Griswold listened, and
laughed.



146 Jonathan Maberry
(6

With the Sunday tourist traffic it was twenty minutes
down to the Black Marsh Bridge and they could see the knot
of police and crime scene vehicles as they crested one of the
last hill. “Looks like a party,” Crow said.

Tow-Truck Eddie Oswald was directing traffic, his uni-
form uncharacteristically rumpled and his face haggard.
Eddie was usually neat as a pin. Once he recognized them,
he waved them through and told them where to park. As they
got out they could see Chief Gus Bernhardt standing at the
crest of the embankment that led down to the river and be-
yond him the near leg of the old iron Black Marsh Bridge.
Smoke curled sluggishly up between Gus and the bridge. Crow
shot a look at Weinstock, who shrugged, and they crunched
over gravel to the grassy hill to join Gus, who was in ani-
mated conversation with a couple of firefighters.

“Hey, fellas,” Gus said as Crow and Weinstock joined him.
“I hope you brought some weenies for roasting.” His pink
face was alight with pleasure as he turned and swept an arm
down the hill like an emcee introducing a headline act.
“Voila!”

“Holy jumping frog shit,” Crow said.

Gus clamped Crow on the shoulder. “I think we can
pretty much close the file on Kenneth Boyd.”

At the base of the bridge support, tied to the concrete
block that anchored the big steel leg, a body stood wreathed
in wisps of smoke, the arms and legs twisted into dry sticks,
the skin black and papery, the head nothing more than a leer-
ing skull covered in hot ash. A crudely lettered and soot-
stained sign had been affixed to the support by bungee cords.
It read: DON’T FUCK WITH PINE DEEP!

Weinstock whistled softly between his teeth. “Ho-lee
shit.”

Gus beamed. “T guess the local boys got sick and tired of
that Philly piece of shit kicking up dust out here. Pine Deep,”
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he said with pride that threatened to pop the buttons on his
straining shirtfront, “you can hurt us, but you can’t beat us.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Crow muttered and pushed past
him. Weinstock shot the chief a look as he followed.

“What?” Gus asked, totally perplexed.

“You sure that’s Boyd?”” Crow asked.

“I sure as hell hope so,” Gus said.

A state police criminalist, Judy Sanchez, was working the
scene and turned when she sensed Weinstock and Crow ap-
proaching. She knew Weinstock from when Boyd had bro-
ken into the morgue to steal Ruger’s body; she knew Crow
from AA, though they just acknowledged each other with a
slight nod.

“What can you tell me?” Weinstock asked, nodding at the
corpse. “Any ID?”

She gave a short laugh. “Beyond the fact that he’s proba-
bly male and probably human, no. Those college boys
torched him good.”

“They want to know if that’s Boyd down there,” Gus said,
still having a blast with this.

“You figure college kids for it, Judy?” Crow said.

“Looks like it. We got joints, beer cans, lots of sneaker
prints. Little Halloween doesn’t let go around here very fast,
does it?”

Little Halloween was Pine Deep’s unique holiday, cele-
brated only when Friday the 13th occurred in October; it was
like Mischief Night on steroids. Each one was legendary,
and when it showed up the kids at the college went out of
their way to outdo the pranks of previous classes. The cur-
rent tally included three bonfires—two of them built around
cars belonging to hated teachers—a game of nude touch
football between a sorority and a frat that was likely going to
end in expulsions and, very probably, a lawsuit; a rock con-
cert played so loud that fish in the Floyd Pond died; a spate
of bricks thrown through store windows; a school bus being
completely disassembled, with all of the parts placed neatly
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on the high school soccer field; the vandalizing of the
Pinelands Hospital Morgue; and the subsequent burning—in
fact rather than effigy—of Kenneth Boyd.

“It’s a fun-loving town,” Crow said sourly.

“Pine Deep,” Weinstock said sotto voce, “a great place to
visit. Bring the whole family.”

They stood there looking at the corpse, thankful that the
breeze carried the cooked-meat stink out toward the river.
Sanchez said, “So . .. yeah, it’s probably Boyd. Even with
all the charring you can tell that the head has received sev-
eral gunshot wounds.” She looked at Crow. “Your fiancée’s
doing, I hear.”

“Yep.”

“Tough chick.”

“She is that,” Crow agreed.

Weinstock blew his nose noisily, “We’re going to need
dental records or DNA on it.” He cut a look at Crow, but
Crow was wearing his best poker face.

Back in the car they drove in silence for several miles be-
fore Weinstock said, “So, are we buying that this is a frater-
nity stunt?”

“I don’t know. Does it seem like something a vampire
would do?”

Weinstock looked at him. “Not really. Somehow I don’t
equate the living dead with juvenile prankishness. Even
cruel-hearted and extreme juvenile prankishness.”

“In the movies, do vampires come back from the dead if
they’ve been incinerated?”

“Not usually. Fire’s always one of those fallback plans.
Like beheading.”

“So, Boyd’s toast in real point of fact.”

Crow grinned. “T guess.”

He took a tin of Altoids out of his pocket and put three of
them in his mouth, then offered the tin to Crow, who shook it
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off. Crow put a Leonard Cohen CD into the player and they
listened to that while the cornfields—Ilush or blighted—
whisked by on either side.

They were back at the hospital by sunset and the two of
them sat in chairs on either side of Val’s bed. A night’s sleep
had transformed her from an emotional wreck back into a
semblance of her stolid self, and her strength helped steady
Crow and Weinstock.

They told her everything and then watched her process it.
Val had a tough, analytical brain and Crow knew that engag-
ing her in a complex problem was one of the best ways to
keep her from getting too far into grief for Mark and Connie.
There would be plenty of time for that later.

Val said, “Let’s go over it. Every bit of it, step by step.”

They did, and each of them played devil’s advocate for
any thought, observation, or experience the others brought
up. They picked it apart, dissecting it, chewed the bones of it
as the sun burned itself to a cinder and left the sky a charred
black. Dinner came and went, friends stopped by to visit or
deliver flowers and fruit baskets. The phone kept ringing—
friends, relatives, the press. Val and Crow both turned the
ringers off on their cells. Every time a nurse left or guests
made their farewells, the three of them went right back into
it, picking up where they left off.

Night painted the window black and the three of them
eventually ran out of things to say. Val probed the bandages
around her eye as she thought it through. “The question we
keep asking is . . . is this thing over?”

Weinstock looked at Crow, who shrugged.

“Boyd and Ruger are dead, Castle and Nels Cowan are
dead and buried. Mark is not . . . one of them. You’re sure of
that?”

“As sure as I can be. And though my gut tells me that this
is all over, I think that we should keep Mark and Connie here
in, um . . . storage . . . until we find some way of medically
determining if they are infected or not.” Val shot him a hard
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look, but Weinstock held up his hand. “Let me finish. I can
stall Gus on this—he’s stupid enough to buy any dumb ex-
cuse I make up. Maybe I'll tell him that there was a chance
that Boyd was carrying a disease and I need to do more tests
to make sure that it’s nothing that will affect the town.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Val said. “Nobody’d believe that.”

“Gus?” Weinstock said, arching his eyebrows.

“Okay, okay,” she conceded.

“In the meantime,” Crow said, “I think we should make
sure the bodies are secure. Locks on their freezer doors and
maybe restraints of some kind. Newton’s working on the re-
search. We should know in a few days . .. a couple weeks
tops.”

Val closed her eye for a moment, took a breath, then nod-
ded. “Okay. That makes sense.”

Crow patted her thigh. “I think whatever this madness
was, we kind of came at it from an angle, and by the time we
knew what it was, it was over. There’s nothing that indicates
that this went further than Boyd. As far as the morgue break-
in . .. if college kids did this as a Little Halloween stunt or
some macho Pine Deep rah-rah bullshit, then we’re done.
Fat Lady’s finished her aria and gone home and we can all
take a nice deep breath and try to forget this all ever hap-
pened.”

“That’d be nice,” Val said. “On the other hand, if it wasn’t
frat boys, then we have to consider that burning the body is
the one way to destroy any trace of physical evidence that
Boyd was anything more than a psychotic killer.”

“There’s that,” Weinstock agreed.

“Problem is . . . we might not ever know the truth.”

“Uh-huh.”

“So what do we do?” she asked.

“I don’t know, Val. I mean . . . I still have the videotapes
and lab reports, but now I have nothing to back them up, and
I don’t know how much mileage I can get out of that stuff.
Even if I could make a case for each individual bit of evi-
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dence being faulty, or tainted. I’'m not willing to risk my
whole career on it at the moment, not if there’s a chance this
thing is actually over.”

Crow nodded and glanced at Val. “So what do you think
we should do?”

Val didn’t answer right away, but her eye was flinty. “I
guess,” she said at last, “what I'm going to do is hope for the
best.”

“Okay.”

“And from now on, and maybe for the rest of my life . . .
I’m going to keep all my guns loaded.”

Weinstock and Crow looked at her.

“This is still Pine Deep, boys,” she said. “Far as I’'m con-
cerned, it’ll never be over. Crow, I think you should see what
you can do to beef up security for the Festival, and as often
as we can we should brainstorm with Newton. Even if this is
over we should all learn everything we can about vampires.
From now on we need to be prepared. If—and I only say if
because I hope like hell it is over—if we run into another
one of these bloodsucking bastards again, then I want the
story to have a happier ending. I’m tired of being in the dark,
and I’'m tired of being blindsided.” When they said nothing
to that, she added, “I’m going to have a baby. I want that
baby born into a safer world.”

Weinstock smiled at her. “I hear garlic’s good for your
health.”

Crow gave him half a smile. “I heard that, too.”

After a moment Val managed a smile. “Then I guess I'd
better learn to cook Italian.”



INTERLUDE

The first thing Paul Ruffin did after he threw his suitcase
on the motel bed was call the pizza joint the manager had
suggested, then he switched on the big screen, popped the top
on a Coors, and scooched over to the center of the big bed.
His sigh was enormous. After eight hours on the road noth-
ing felt as good as a cold beer, a hot pizza, and nothing in
particular to do. Tomorrow he would be busy with his cam-
era, taking photos of the Haunted Hayride and all the spook-
film celebrities for a major horror magazine. He was doing a
whole spread on scream queen Brinke Stevens, and he was
psyched. She’d factored in his fantasies for a lot of years.

The place had cable, so he surfed for a while, amazed as
always at how many stations seemed to broadcast either re-
runs or mind-numbing shit that no one could possibly want
to watch. He cruised along the airwaves, then slammed on
the brakes as he discovered that yet another service provided
by the Pinelands Motel was Showtime. On the screen Car-
men Electra was running slow motion down a beach. It was
quite something to see, though it had to be at least ten years
old—not that it mattered even a teensy bit. He smiled as he
sipped his beer. Now there was something he would like to
have taken pictures of—her breasts were something out of
science fiction.
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Balancing his beer can on his stomach, he lay back and
watched the image change from Carmen Electra and her
breasts running on the beach to Carmen Electra and her breasts
taking a bath. As Ruffin saw it, she took one hell of a bath.
Just as Carmen Electra and her breasts began playing bil-
liards, someone knocked on the door. Ruffin muted the TV,
set down the beer, and fished for his wallet as he opened the
door. “Come on in. What are the damages?” He looked up
from his wallet and his smile bled away.

The person standing just inside the doorway was not
dressed in a pizza delivery uniform of any kind, and he held
no steaming cardboard box. He was a tall, pale man with
black hair that dipped down in a widow’s peak and a face
like a stage magician’s. Paul Ruffin looked confused by what
he saw, and the confusion tumbled quickly into unease and
then fear. The person standing in the door was smiling. It
was the wrong kind of smile for a relaxing kick-back kind of
evening.

“Welcome to Pine Deep,” whispered Ruger as he pushed
his way into the room.

On the TV Carmen Electra and her breasts were riding a
horse, smiling at the camera without a trace of concern, even
when the bright splash of arterial blood stitched red splatters
all across her nipples.






PART TWO

BorRN UNDER A BAD SIGN

I don’t mind them graveyards, and it ain’t cause I’'m
no kind of brave;
Said I don’t mind no graveyard, but I ain’t no man
that is brave.
’Cause the ghosts of the past, they are harder to face
than anything comes from a grave.

—A. L. Sirois and Kindred Spirit, “Ghost Road Blues”

You ain’t hearing nothing, don’t mean nothing’s
going down,
You ain’t hearing nothing, don’t mean nothing’s
going down
You ain’t hearing nothing . . . don’t mean the Devil
done left town.

—Oren Morse, “Silent Night Blues”






Chapter 13

Very early Tuesday morning Crow was seated in Val’s
guest chair sorting through e-mails on Terry’s laptop, putting
out fires for the Festival. Val was reading estate papers her
lawyer had brought by, when there was a quick knock on her
door and then a very tall woman breezed in. The woman was
in her midsixties, with a straight back, a long face set with
intelligent gray eyes, and lots of wavy red hair caught up in a
sloppy bun. Her hair was threaded with silver, but her face
and energy were youthful. She wore a lab coat with a name-
plate that read: G. SOMERFIELD, MD—CHIEF OF OBSTETRIC
MEDICINE.

“Hello, cupcake!” she said brightly, plucking Val’s chart
from the foot of her bed.

“I think she means you,” Weinstock said, touching Val’s
shoulder.

“Well, Saul, I certainly don’t refer to you as cupcake,”
Somerfield murmured as she scanned the chart. “Not to your
face anyway.” She peered over her granny glasses at Crow.
“Let me guess . . . you’re the father?”

“Malcolm Crow,” he said, reaching over the laptop to
offer his hand. Somerfield gave him a firm shake with a hand
that was bigger than his.

“Gail Somerfield. Call me Gail.”
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“S0?” Val asked, and the decisive edge that had been in
her voice just moments before had softened. She looked
scared and Crow took her hand and kissed it.

“Well, if I was our esteemed chief of medicine here”—and
she shot Weinstock a look—*I'd lead off with one of his fa-
mous ‘I’ve got good news and bad news’ openers, but since I'm
not an overpaid bureaucrat who only thinks he’s a doctor . . .”

“She really loves and respects me,” Weinstock said. “Ask
anyone.”

“Ask someone whose paycheck you don’t sign. Hush
now, women are talking.” She leaned a hip against the bot-
tom of the bed frame, laid the chart against her chest, and
folded her arms over that. “The bottom line is this, Val . ..
your baby is fine.”

Val closed her eye and let out a breath that had been
cooking in her lungs since Somerfield walked in; Crow bent
over and hugged her and whispered, “Thank God!” in her ear.
Weinstock grinned at Somerfield, who gave him a quick wink.

“At some point,” Somerfield said, “I’ll bore with all of the
technical details of the tests we’ve run and the results we’ve
gotten, but in my judgment the recent trauma you’ve suf-
fered has not adversely affected the developing fetus. You’re
a strong woman, Val. Many women would not have come
through this as well as you have, especially in light of the
other issues. Of course I have to caution you to take it easy
for the next few weeks. You have sustained other injuries and
your body is dealing with those. You’re not going to have
much of a reserve of strength for a while. You need lots of
rest and lots of TLC.”

“She’ll get both,” Crow promised.

“See to it, or you’ll answer to me, little fellow.” Ignoring
Crow’s crestfallen expression, she added, “I would advise
you, however, that you do whatever you can do to avoid
physical or emotional stress as much as possible. And, yes, I
do know what’s going on and you certainly have my deepest
sympathies, but at the risk of sounding harsh, your concerns
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are now with the living, with new life. By all means do what
you have to do for your brother and sister-in-law, but then you
need to focus only on getting healthy, staying healthy, and al-
lowing your baby to develop with no further trauma. I can’t
stress enough how important this is.” She paused. “Saul tells
me that you and Mr. Crow here are recently engaged?”

“Just two weeks ago.”

“Then make that part of your focus. Baby, marriage, health,
home. All the stuff you see in Ladies’ Home Journal.”

“I will,” Val said, but Crow thought he heard doubt in her
voice.

Taking a risk, Crow said, “Doc . . . were you being seri-
ous earlier about the good news bad news thing? If so. ..
what’s the bad news?”

In perfect deadpan, Somerfield said, “You’re short. ..
your kid might be a runt as well. A sad truth, but there it is.”

“Ouch,” Crow winced.

Val burst out laughing.

Somerfield gave Val a quick hug, winked at Crow, and
smiled at Weinstock as she left.

When the door closed, Weinstock beamed at Val. “Did I
tell you she was the best?”

“I love her,” Val said.

“Everyone does,” Weinstock agreed. “She’s top of the line,
too. She’s from Long Island originally, but did a long stint
overseas with Doctors Without Borders and then came here
to teach. She’s everything the rest of us quacks aspire to.”

Val wasn’t listening. “My baby is okay,” she said softly,
laying her palms flat on her stomach. “That’s one thing those
bastards didn’t take from me. Thank God.”

Crow kissed her on the forehead.

A few minutes later he said, “ ‘Little fellow’? I’m almost
five-eight, damn it.”

Val and Weinstock cracked up.

“It’s not that funny,” Crow protested, but he might as well
have been talking to himself.



Chapter 14

ey

Val was scheduled for more tests, so Crow headed out to
run some errands. It was only four, but the day seemed in a
hurry to end early. It depressed Crow. For about the zillionth
day in a row it was mostly overcast and as the lights of Pine
Deep came on they seemed distant and weak. The air was
thick with humidity even though a frost was predicted; the
wind felt raw and mean. Crow jammed his hands down into
the pockets of his bomber jacket and hunched his shoulders
to protect his ears as he walked to his car. Even the sounds of
the tourist cars on Corn Hill and Main Street were muted,
distorted as if more distant than they were. The tread of his
sneakers made strange sucking sounds on the damp asphalt.

He unlocked his car, slid behind the wheel, and pulled the
door shut, happy to be inside the familiar shell. Here were
smells he knew—old vinyl, oil, the stale aroma of the pine
tree deodorizer. Not pleasant smells, but familiar ones. He
keyed the engine and as the car warmed up he pulled his cell
phone out and punched in a number.

“Yo,” said a voice after the third ring.

“BK? It’s Crow.”

“Hey hey, man. I’ve been seeing you all over the news.
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What the hell’s happening out there in the sticks?” BK was
Bentley Kingsman, an old martial arts buddy of Crow’s. They
had trained briefly under the same instructor back in the
mid-1980s, and had crossed paths so often at tournaments
that they’d become friends. Not that they’d ever faced each
other on the mat—BK at six-four and built like a phone booth
was roughly twice Crow’s size—but students of theirs had
traded some kicks over the years. BK worked as a cooler, or
head bouncer, at one of Philadelphia’s most popular strip
bars.

“Yeah, things have been pretty crazy out here.” He gave
BK the necessarily edited version of all that had happened.

“Damn, brother . . . that’s some rough shit. Give Val my
best.”

“Will do. Look, BK, the reason I’m calling is that I’ve
been asked to oversee our big Halloween Festival. You know
the one.”

“Sure, the Hayride and all. It’s been in the papers, too.”

“Well, with everything that’s happened I’ve gotten a bit
spooked, so I want to beef up security for Halloween, just to
make sure everything’s cool.”

“Spooked . . . or you know something’s up?”

“Just spooked, but I could use some muscle for Mischief
Night and Halloween. I've got twelve different venues to
cover—the Hayride, three different movie marathons, a
bunch of celebrity appearances, a parade, and a blues con-
cert. Any chance you could help me out?”

“Volunteer or pay gig?”

“Definitely a pay gig, so I need top of the line.”

“I know some guys. Depends on what you need.”

Crow outlined his needs.

BK whistled. “That’s a lot of feet on the ground. I can
probably get Jim Winterbottom and some of his JKD guys;
maybe Rick Robinson—he has that big jujutsu school over
in White Marsh. Dave Pantano and some of his Kenpo boys.
Maybe a few off-duty cops, too, if you don’t mind paying
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them under the table. I assume you’re looking for guys who
can keep it cool, right?”

“I want you there, t0o.”

“Jeez . .. Halloween’s a big night at the club.”

Crow said nothing, letting BK think about it.

“Yeah, okay, I'll get someone to cover for me. I'll be
there, and I'll bring Billy, too.” Billy Christmas was BK’s
best friend, a fellow bouncer who looked like a male model
but fought like a junkyard dog. They made a colorful team.

“Thanks, BK . . . T owe you one.”

“Hey, as long as the check clears you don’t owe me shit,
brother.”

They sorted out a few details and then Crow hung up,
feeling much more relieved. BK would put together a tight
team for him, he knew that, and knowing it made the prob-
lem seem a lot less vast. He fished in the glove box and came
out with Eddy “The Chief” Clearwater’s Reservation Blues
and slid it into the player, and as the first cut “Winds of
Change” began with its moody guitars and brooding horns,
Crow put the car in gear and headed out of town.

He didn’t head home though, at least not yet. Instead he
took the side road that led out of town and as soon as he
cleared the jam of tourist cars he found himself out on the
highway, rolling along the undulating black ribbon of A-32
out into the farmlands. A few fields were still thick with tall
corn, the last of the season; but most had either been har-
vested down to brown stubble or razed and plowed under to
try and halt the advance of the blight. Only a few of the road-
side farm stands were open, the ones that could afford to
import goods for resale. A few stayed open with their own
products, but they were rare; among them, Guthrie Farm-
goods, staffed by family members of farms that had been
badly hit. More of Henry’s goodwill.

Crow brooded on that as he drove. Henry and Terry, the
town’s two most successful men and the ones with the
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biggest hearts. One dead, the other dying as the Black Har-
vest ground along.

He passed Tow-Truck Eddie in his wrecker and tooted his
horn, but Eddie either didn’t see him or didn’t recognize him
and the big machine thundered past, heading toward town.
Crow also passed Vic Wingate’s midnight-blue pickup truck.
Behind the glare of the headlights he could see two shadowy
silhouettes in the cab, but he couldn’t see their faces. Vic and
some other asshole who apparently possessed the ability to
tolerate Vic’s company. Crow didn’t toot or wave, but just
drove on.

When he came to Val’s farm he saw that the police guard
was no longer stationed at the entrance. No one and nothing
left to protect. Crow’s mood soured even more as he made
the left and crunched slowly up the gravel drive to the house.
He switched off the lights and engine and sat there in the si-
lence, watching the house. There were a few lights on, some
cops probably not bothering to switch them off as they left.
Those yellow rectangles of light usually looked so homey,
but now they felt so remote, empty of all of their promise of
warmth and acceptance. The whole house seemed drained,
like a battery that’s almost run down—not quite dead—but
with only enough energy to be frustrating, or a cheat.

He got out and walked to the back of his car, opened the
trunk, took his Beretta out of a plastic tackle box, shrugged
out of his jacket, slipped on the shoulder rig, hung the
Beretta in the clamshell holster, and pulled the jacket back
on. He didn’t ask himself why, with all the players off the
board, he felt the need to wear the pistol; part of him didn’t
want to delve that deeply. Not at the moment.

He crossed the driveway, then slowed to a stop as some-
thing far to his left caught his eye. Crow peered into the
gloom, seeing what he first thought—bizarrely—were ten-
drils, like the waving arms of an octopus or squid, but then
he grunted as he realized that he was seeing the torn ends of
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crime scene tape fluttering in the wind down by the barn. In
the distance the tape seemed to move in eerie slow motion.

“Jeez,” he muttered and headed to the house, climbed the
wide wooden steps where thirty years ago he and Boppin’
Bill, Val, Terry, and Mandy would all sit clustered around the
Bone Man, listening to the blues, learning about life far be-
yond Pine Deep.

The front door was locked, but Crow had his own key and
let himself in. There was no sound except the ticking of the
big grandfather clock at the foot of the stairs and the muffled
scrunch of his sneakers as he moved into the living room. He
stopped, looking to his right, through the dining room and
into the kitchen—Connie’s domain, where she’d happily
cooked a thousand meals for the family with all of the charm
of a TV housewife, maybe that redhead from Desperate
Housewives. Everything always had to be perfect. Though
nothing would be anymore.

To his left was the big office Henry had used to run the
farm and his other holdings, and next to that Mark’s slightly
smaller office. The doors to both stood ajar, left open by
some cop, the lights on, the occupants never to return.

Crow headed upstairs, stepping lightly, keeping his back
to the wall and his eyes cutting back and forth through the
gloom of the second floor. At the end of the hallway was the
master bedroom where Henry and Bess had slept for forty-
six years of marriage. Bess had gone first two years ago,
taken by cancer, and who would have thought cancer would
be the kinder, gentler way out? Henry had gone down with
Ruger’s bullet in his back and had died alone out in the rain.

Crow turned. At the other end of the hall was Mark and
Connie’s bedroom.

Shaking his head Crow climbed the stairs to the big bed-
room on the third floor where Val had lived her whole life;
Crow knew that her old stuffed toys and dolls were all care-
fully packed away in one of the closets. He sat on the edge of
the bed, running his palm over the comforter and finding
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precious little comfort. And yet this was the bed where he
and Val had made love so many times, where they had al-
most certainly conceived their child.

“Val,” he whispered, and her name seemed to chase the
shadows back like a talisman held in the face of some an-
cient evil. “Val.”

Crow sat for a long time, soaking up the energy of the
room—the only vital energy left in the whole house. Up here
he couldn’t hear the ticking of the clock, but there was the
soft rustle of the damp October wind through the trees and
the skitter of dry leaves on the shingled roof. He sighed heav-
ily and got up, packed a big suitcase of clothes, toiletries,
and makeup for Val, and went downstairs. No way was he
going to bring Val back here when she was released from the
hospital; he’'d convince her to stay with him. Maybe even try
to get her to consider selling the farm. There was nothing
left there but ghosts anyway.

He turned off most of the lights and locked the door be-
hind him and left that house of the dead.

2

In his dreams Terry Wolfe ran and ran and ran, and the
beast ran after. Always following, never tiring, always get-
ting closer. Hour by hour, minute by minute, the beast closed
the distance between them as Terry ran through the lightless
corridors of the oubliette. There was an infinity of hallways
and passages, but no matter which one he chose his running
feet—slapping bare on the clammy stone floor—would cir-
cle him back to the central chamber and there, bathed in the
only light that shone in that forgotten place, his body lay on
its hospital bed, surrounded by useless and incomprehensi-
ble machines. Each time he staggered out of a side tunnel
and skidded to a terrified halt in front of his bed, in front of
his own naked and battered body, he would pause just for a
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second—he couldn’t risk longer than that because the beast
was always just around the last bend—and he could see that
his body was dying.

And that it was changing.

As the life ebbed out of him, as the life force that made
him who he was drained away, the meat and muscle and bone
of that physical form in the bed changed. The nails were
darker, thicker, longer. Just in the last few minutes his jaw
had changed, elongated, stretching to allow more teeth. His
forehead had become lumpy, thrusting out a heavy brow
while the skull flattened above it, sloping back. There was
more hair on the face, thicker hair on the chest and arms.
Beneath the lids his eyes twitched and flicked.

“That’s not me!” Terry yelled as he turned and fled away
down another hallway.

The echo that chased him repeated only the last word:
“Me! Me! Me!”

Behind him, just past the pursuing wave of echoes, the
beast growled in red fury.

3

Mike came to the hospital to see Val, but her room was
empty and Crow was nowhere to found. A nurse told him
that Val was expected back in twenty minutes or so and
asked if he’d like to wait. He told her he’d be back and just
wandered the halls for a while. It was visiting hours, so none
of the nurses or doctors gave him so much as a glance, even
when he went downstairs into the ICU wing, which smelled
of disinfectant, sickness, and fear. Mike didn’t like the smell,
or the way it made him feel, and he almost turned around,
but something kept him moving down the hall, as if an invis-
ible hand pushed him gently from behind.

There were twenty-four small bedroom units, each with
a big glass window to allow for maximum visibility. Mike
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drifted along slowly, peering through the glass into each
room. Most of the units were empty, a few had old people in
them, most of whom already looked dead; one had a young
Hispanic man who was bound up in a complicated series of
harnesses. Mike wondered if that was José Ramos, the guy
who worked for Val. The one who’d gotten his neck snapped
by Boyd. The thought tumbled around in Mike’s brain for a
bit, stirring up different emotions. At first he felt a wave of
fear—Mike could imagine almost any kind of pain, having
felt so much of it himself—then the fear congealed into sad-
ness, and he crept away, hoping that Vic never went so far
overboard that he broke his neck. To be helpless like that,
just trapped in a dead body, totally vulnerable, unable to
even lift a hand to block the slaps or punches, or to halt the
other even more terrible things that Vic could do—that
would be the worst thing. He didn’t want to look at that
thought and moved quickly away from that room as if dis-
tance could keep him from the dreadful images that rose up
in his mind.

The next unit was ICU #322 and the patient there was
also heavily bandaged and had his limbs in casts supported
by straps. Mike slowed to a stop, not sure why, and stared
through the open doorway at the man. The air around him
seemed to shimmer, but Mike’s whole concentration was fo-
cused on that patient.

He blinked his eyes once, twice, and suddenly he realized
that he wasn’t in the doorway anymore. He had walked in-
side all the way to the foot of the bed without any conscious
awareness of the action of the passage of time. Those sec-
onds were just gone.

The patient’s head was heavily bandaged and the visible
face was just bruised meat, the skin painted black and pur-
ple, the lips puffed, the swollen eyes closed. There was no
trace of dreaming movement behind those lids. Despite the
beeping of the machines Mike had to watch the man’s chest
for a full minute to convince himself this person was even
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alive. Only his face, his throat, and his fingers were visible.
The arm nearest him was raised, the white cast bent at the
elbow, slings supporting it off the bed so that the fingers of
that hand were inches from Mike’s face. Big fingers; a big
man. Mike stared in fascination at the hand. The nails were
neatly manicured, the fingers showing no calluses or scars;
on the back of the hand there were curls of red hair. For no
good reason he could think of, Mike raised his own hand and
held it near to the man’s, comparing the hairs, which were a
little darker than his own. The width of the palm, the shape
of the knuckles, the proportionate length of the fingers,
though, were very similar to his own. Mike had never known
his father, Big John Sweeney, but he always imagined that he
and his dad would look alike, and this man’s hand looked
like it could be his own in twenty or thirty years. Big and
strong, despite the injuries. The red hair gone darker with
age.

FUGUE.

The face that had looked at him from the bathroom mir-
ror in Crow’s store was an older version of himself, with a
stronger jaw and gaunt skin stretched over sharply etched
brow and cheekbones. Thin, hard lips in an unsmiling mouth.
Dark red-brown hair. Strange eyes. Alien.

Mike almost reached out and touched this man’s eyelids
to raise them, feeling a strange compulsion to see what color
those eyes were. Would they be blue shot with red and
ringed with fiery gold? Mike was afraid they would be.

He did not know that he was going to touch this man’s
hand, would never have deliberately done so, but it was as if
some unseen hand just nudged his forward. Without warning
his fingers reached out and curled around the pinky and ring
finger of the comatose man.

FUGUE.

Mike Sweeney, for all intents and purposes, evaporated
into mist at the point of contact. The room in which he stood,
the house around the room, the world around the hospital
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just melted into a featureless blur, faded to darkness, and
then winked out.

FUGUE.

He was not Mike Sweeney anymore. He was . . . nothing.
A shell casing where inside something that was not Mike
Sweeney shifted and groaned. Time was meaningless. If
there was air he did not breathe it, or could not feel himself
inhale or exhale. If there was light, then either he was blind
or could not process the concept of vision. He remained still,
just a husk.

He heard another squelching sound and turned quickly,
freezing at once into shocked immobility as a huge white
stag paced around him in a wide, slow circle. It was snow
white, with just a scattering of brick-red flecks on its haunches
and eyes that burned with orange fire. The rack was huge,
glistening with moisture from the damp air. It moved slowly,
looking at him with calm intensity. Mike knew that animal,
had seen it once before, that night on the road when it had
stood between him and the section of cornfield where a car
had gone off the road and plowed itself deep into the field.
Mike had wanted to check it out, to see if anyone had been
hurt, but this deer—an albino stag—had come out of the
night and had stood between him and the wreck, barring his
way. With all that had happened later that night, and all that
had happened since, Mike had barely remembered the ani-
mal until now, and yet here it was.

But where was here?

Mike turned his head and saw that he stood on a gravel
driveway leading up to the battered hulk of an abandoned
house. Above the house the sky was bruise-blue fading to
blackness in the distance. Lightning burning continuously
around him, charging the air with ozone, but there was no
thunder—just the constant strobe-flicker of lightning above
and beyond the house. It was a house he knew, though when
he had seen it the shutters had been freshly painted and se-
cure, not hanging from rusted hinges; the windows had been
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whole, not yawning like jagged mouths, dusty gray on the
outside of the each broken pane and ink black inside the
maw. On this house the shingles had been shed like scabs
from old wounds, and the door hung twisted, sagging down
to a porch whose boards had all buckled and warped.

Aware that the stag was watching him, Mike turned away
from the house, feeling and hating the deadness of the place.
He looked down a wet farm road to where a barn had stood,
but it was just a charred frame from which the last few ten-
drils of smoke curled without enthusiasm. Beside and be-
yond the burned-out barn were cornfields whose leaves were
pot-holed by insects and whose corn hung fat and pendulous,
swollen with disease and rippling with maggots. Strangely,
the air around him suddenly felt calmer and he thought he
heard the blend of musical notes as some unseen hand
fanned down over the strings of a guitar. It came from be-
hind him, where the stag had stood, and Mike turned quickly
back, and his mouth opened in a soundless “O.” The stag
was gone, antlers, dark spots, footprints, and all.

“You the one,” said a voice that seemed to come from the
middle of the air. It was deep, soft, flavored with a Southern
accent. “You the one we all got to pay close mind to now,
you know that?”

Mike didn’t know where his mouth was or how to make
thought into sound. He tried to move but felt himself frozen
in place.

“Go ahead, son . . . you can speak.” The voice now came
from behind him. He heard the sound of fingers lightly strum-
ming guitar strings and the sound was so soothing, so . ..
safe.

Just like that, Mike could. Cool air rushed into his mouth
and down into his lungs. “What’s going on?” he blurted.

“You dreaming, young son. You lost in the dreamworld,
just like me.”

Mike braced himself to fight the immobility, but when he
tried to turn it was easy; all restrictions were gone. He
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turned to see a black man in a dirty suit sitting on the top
step of a flight of wooden stairs that led to the big wooden
porch of the old farmhouse. The man’s skin was dark but
ashy-gray and his hair was styled in an old-fashioned Afro,
nappy with dirt and rainwater. The man smiled at him, and
though his face was kindly his eyes were unblinking and
covered with a thin film of dust.

“What the hell’s going on?” Mike demanded, angry and
confused. “Who are you?”

The man picked out a couple of notes with his long fin-
gers; on the forefinger of his left hand was a glass slide made
from the neck of a whiskey bottle, and he drew this down the
neck of the guitar to turn the notes into a wail.

“Who are you?” Mike asked again, his tone wavering be-
tween demand and plea.

“I ain’t hardly nobody no more, but you can call me
Mr. Morse.”

“I don’t understand this. I don’t understand what’s going
on. How'd I get here? I was at the hospital . . . at least I think
Iwas...”

“You was . . . and you still is. This ain’t real, Mike, this is
all a dream.” Mr. Morse smiled at him. He had a nice smile,
but he looked very sad and tired. “You know what a shaman
is, boy?”

“Sure. It’s like an Indian medicine man or something.”

“Or something, yeah. Well, a shaman would call what we
got here a vision, and you’re on a vision quest.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Yeah, you do, but you don’t know you do. Y’see, Mike,
you been having visions for a good long time now.” He
played a few notes, the break of an old Ida Cox tune. “You
call ’em dreams, but they are bona fide visions.”

“How ...?”

“You been dreaming about this town just burning itself
up, burning down to the ground.”

“How do you know that?”
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“I know,” said Mr. Morse. “And you been having dreams
of him.”

“Who?”

“You know who. You may not know his name, but his
blood screams in your veins, boy. His breath burns in your
throat.” The man stopped playing and leaned forward. “Look
here, boy, you got to listen to me real good, because a whole
lotta folks are sitting right there on the edge of that knife
blade. You go the wrong way, you make the wrong choice . . .
or worse yet, you don’t do nothing, and they all gonna die.”

“No,” Mike insisted, shaking his head.

“We don’t have to like something to make it so. Believe
me, I know. Hell, yes, old Oren Morse he knows.”

“I don’t want to be responsible for people dying. I don’t
want that. That’s not fair.”

Mr. Morse sighed and gave a sorry shake of his head.
“Fair got nothing to do with this. This is Heaven and Hell.
This is the bad times come to Pine Deep and everybody here
got to play their part.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Well,” Mr. Morse said, leaning back and picking out some
more notes, “that’s your choice. Everybody got a choice,
even them bad ones—even they got a choice. It’s what we do
with our choices that makes us or breaks us. The whole
world is spinning right now on the choice you got to make.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Well that’s as may be. But your father is about to do
some bad shit here in town, and Crow and Val, strong as they
is, ain’t enough to stop him. Not alone. Not without you. I can’t
see everything that’s gonna happen—an’ maybe that’s a good
thing an’ maybe it’s not—but I know this, Mike Sweeney—
if you don’t make your choice, if you don’t take your stand,
then the Red Wave is going to wash over this town. It’ll start
here . . . it’ll start in Dark Hollow, and it’ll start at the hospi-
tal, right there in that bed with your daddy in it, and it’ll start
right on Corn Hill. The Red Wave will start here and there
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all over this town, all at once, and it’ll gain momentum and
force and it’ll get so strong the boundaries of water won'’t
stop it, and it’ll wash out across this whole country.”

“My dad’s dead. My dad is John Sweeney and he—"

“Boy, it breaks my heart to break your heart, but Big
John, good man as he was, he wasn’t never your daddy. Big
John didn’t know it, but another mule been kicking in his
stall.”

“Stop saying that! You're a liar!”

Mr. Morse set down his guitar and stood up. He towered
over Mike, covering him with his shadow, and his eyes were
fierce. He placed his hands on Mike’s shoulders and when
Mike tried to turn away Mr. Morse held him fast. His gaze
was as hot as a blowtorch. “Now you listen to me good,
Mike, you listen like a man, not like a boy. You listen like
what you hear and what you do about what you hear matters.
Don’t turn away from me, son, and don’t you dare call me a
liar. You don’t know who I am, boy, but I died for this god-
damn town. I died for it and my memory’s been spit on for
thirty years. You think a man can rest quiet in his grave when
every time his name is spoke there’s a lie and a curse put to
it?”

Mike stared at him, shocked to silence, confused, his
mind reeling. Mr. Morse’s hands were like hot irons on his
shoulders.

Mr. Morse never blinked. Not once, and his dusty eyes
were filled with a weird light. “Boy, I want you to listen to
me for your own soul’s sake, even though what I’m going to
tell you might take away what little love for this world you
got left. I know that pain, boy, and I lost my own love and
most of my hope, but by God I’'m standing right here. I made
my choice, and I’ll take my stand, come Heaven or Hell.
Now . . . you going to listen?”’

Mike didn’t want to. He wanted to block his ears, he
wanted to hit this man, to push him away, to turn and run. He
didn’t want to hear anything this man had to say. Rage min-
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gled with terror in his chest and it felt like his heart would
burst. When he opened his mouth he wanted to scream at the
man, to tell him to go away, to leave him be.

What he said was, “Okay.” Just that.

That agreement unmasked a terrible sadness in Mr. Morse’s
face, and for a moment he lowered his head, murmuring,
“I'm sorry, boy. Believe me when I tell you that I mean you
no harm.”

“Okay,” Mike said again.

Mr. Morse told him everything. Mike listened, and he lis-
tened, and he listened, and then he screamed. Sometimes the
truth doesn’t set you free.



Chapter 15

(0]

“The eye is not permanently damaged,” said Weinstock,
distilling for Crow and Val the information he’d gotten from
the tests and the specialists. Neither Crow nor Val said any-
thing, their faces not yet showing relief. “The orbit is
cracked even worse now that it was before, but that’ll heal.
So, even though we have to be very, very careful it’s better
news than we hoped.”

“But . .. ?” Val asked. “Drop the other shoe.”

“No, that’s it. You must have been moving when Boyd hit
you, so you actually didn’t get as serious an injury as you
might have, especially considering the preexisting damage.
If you hadn’t already had an injury there, this might have
been moderately minor. Of course, you have to add shock,
general stress, overall trauma . . . and the emotional compo-
nent.” He cleared his throat. “Seeing Mark and all.”

Val touched the bandage over her eye, her expression
pensive.

“Damn,” Crow said with a release of tension that seemed
to deflate his whole body. He leaned over and kissed Val on
the forehead.

“Thanks, Saul,” Val said. “When can I get out of here?”
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Weinstock shrugged. “No reason we can’t cut you loose
first thing tomorrow morning.” He held up a finger. “Provid-
ing you take it easy, and I mean really easy.” He reached over
and jabbed Crow in the chest. “And that means no hanky-
panky for a few days, t0o.”

“We’ll behave ourselves,” Val assured him.

After Weinstock left Val leaned back and blew a huge
lungful of air up at the ceiling. Crow crawled onto the bed
and she turned to him.

“Soon as we blow this joint I want you to stay at my place,”
Crow said. He didn’t mention her house or her farm—the
enormity of it was always right there with them.

Val just nodded. “I think that’s best.”

There was a tentative knock on the door and they turned
to see Newton peering in. “Is this a bad time?”

“For once,” Val said, “it’s not. Come in, have a seat.”

Newton was an awkward man at the best of times and in
situations like this was nearly spastic. He perched on the
edge of a guest chair with all the skittishness of a high
school kid waiting for his prom date.

Crow handed him a juice carton. “You find out anything
useful on the Net?”

“Quite a lot, actually, though at this point it might just
serve as backstory since you all seem to think this is all over
and done with.” He pulled a thick file of computer printouts
out of his briefcase. “Aside from the ton of stuff I down-
loaded about . . ” He looked around and then used his two
hooked index fingers to simulate fangs and gave Crow a big
stage wink as if the pantomime wasn’t enough. “I also e-
mailed Dr. Corbiel at U of P. Turns out it isn’t Jonathan Cor-
biel, it’s Jonatha. No ‘n,” a woman. Like the singer Jonatha
Brooke.”

“Okay.”

“We talked on the phone for a couple of hours, and I told
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her I was doing a book on the haunted history of Pine Deep,
yada yada, and asked her if she would be willing to come up
here and sit down with us.”

“Really?” Val asked. “What’d she say?”

“She said she’d love to, though she said she can’t get
away until the twenty-ninth because she’s giving midterms. I
know it’s a long time to wait, but in the meantime we can
still tap her for info via phone and e-mail.”

“Okay, fair enough. Where are we meeting her?”

“She didn’t really want to drive all the way here, so I
compromised and told her we’d meet her halfway. I set it up
for the Red Lion Diner in Warrington.”

“Okay, perfect.”

?

The nurses came back, this time to change Val’s IV and
fuss over her and even though there was nothing they were
doing that was actually too private or official enough to war-
rant kicking Crow out he still somehow found himself in the
hallway on the other side of a closed door. Newton gave
Crow a CD with his research notes and headed home to get
some rest. Crow was slouching down to the solarium to buy
a Yoo-hoo when he spotted Mike Sweeney coming out of the
ICU wing.

“Hey,” Crow said, “you get lost or something?”’

The kid stopped walking and peered at Crow with eyes
that seemed at once shocked and dreamy—the pupils were
pinpoints, his eyes wide. Crow waved a hand in front of
Mike’s eyes, expecting the kid to snap out of his reverie with
a sheepish grin. Crow had seen him woolgathering a number
of times before, but it took Mike at least thirty seconds to
come back to planet Earth. Crow could see the process hap-
pen. The boy’s eyes went from blank to confused to shifty
and Mike’s rubbery lips congealed into two tight lines.
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“Crow?” Mike said in a voice that was unusually hoarse,
the way someone sounds after they’ve been yelling.

“Yo, kiddo . . . what planet were you orbiting?”’

“What?”

“You okay? You look like you’re out of it.”

“Do 1?7 Mike rubbed his eyes and then looked at his fin-
gers as if expecting to see something on them. What? Grit?
Tears?

“Mike,” Crow said slowly, touching the kid on the shoul-
der. “Are you okay?” He eyed the kid, looking for fresh
bruises. Maybe he’d had a run-in with Vic.

“I’'m good,” he said. “Just having kind of a weird day.”

“Bad weird or just weird weird?”

“Pine Deep weird,” Mike said, and when Crow continued
to stare at him, he added, “Soon as I'm old enough, man, I
am so out of this frigging town.”

Crow snorted. “Soon as you’re old enough, kiddo, I'll
drive you.”

&)

Mike left the hospital, unchained his bike, and fled onto
the back streets of Pine Deep, whisking down the crooked
lanes and shadowed alleys, aware of the tourist crowds thin-
ning as he raced toward the farmlands and the forest. He
made the last turn, cutting a sharp left off Alvy Lane onto
West Road and headed south, leaving the last of the houses
behind and rolling through a countryside that was open and
vulnerable.

Though it was mid-October it was a November-colored
day. There was green, but it huddled low against the ground
as thinning islands of grass in a swelling sea of brown dirt.
The treetops had been blown to crooked gray sticks by the
constant topwind, and invisible snakes of current leapt off
the fields and snapped at him, trying to push his bike over.
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He kept pedaling, his eyes locked on the center of the road
thirty feet ahead, his head fixed forward, and only his periph-
eral vision took slices of the vista to either side and fed it
into that nameless place in his mind that hung suspended be-
tween the conscious and subconscious.

He had nowhere to be. Crow said that the store would be
closed for the rest of the day while he got Val settled in, and
Mike didn’t have to be home for hours. He was free, the time
was his, but he still felt like an escaped prisoner trying to
outrun. . .

Outrun what?

He had snapped out of the fugue in Terry Wolfe’s room
over an hour ago, and much of what he had seen—

Seen
Dreamed
Imagined

—was still with him. Mike did not know how to think
about what had happened there in that room; there in his
head. Mr. Morse was as real to him as someone he’d actually
met. He could smell the earthy stink of dirt on the man’s
clothes, could smell his sweat. In his head the crystal purity
of Morse’s silvery guitar notes played over and over again
with such precise clarity that Mike was sure that if he had a
guitar of his own he could pick out the opening of that song.

Cold wet air abraded his cheeks, making them burn both
cold and hot. Despite the chill there was a trickle of warm
sweat wriggling down his spine and gathering between his
buttocks as his legs pumped and pumped.

What Mr. Morse had said was impossible. More than im-
possible. Terry Wolfe was the mayor of Pine Deep. He was
Crow’s friend.

John Sweeney was Mike’s father. He knew that; everyone
knew that. Big John Sweeney, who was a stand-up guy.
Every time Mike ran into one of his dad’s old buddies, that’s
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what they said. Big John was a stand-up guy. You knew where
you were with him. When the moment broke and you needed
someone at your back, Big John was always there. One of
the good guys.

Boy, it breaks my heart to break your heart, but Big John,
good man as he was, he wasn 't never your daddy.

Those words put iron in Mike’s legs and stoked the fires
that made his feet blur as he pumped up and down on the
pedals.

The second after the fugue had snapped Mike realized he
had been holding two fingers of Terry Wolfe’s hand, and had
snatched his own hand away like he’d been holding a hot
coal. For five whole minutes he just stood there, staring at
the bruised facing of the battered mayor, searching for any
hint of truth in what Mr. Morse had told him.

Big John didn’t know it but another mule been kicking in
his stall.

Mr. Morse didn’t have to translate what that meant, and
Mike didn’t have to ask if Morse meant that Vic had been
fooling around with Mike’s mom. It wasn’t Vic. It was never
Vic.

Mike had turned and lurched into the bathroom in Terry’s
room and spent at least as many minutes staring into the mir-
ror. The curly red hair. Terry’s was red-brown. Mike’s would
be. In time. The same blue eyes. The same cheekbones and
jaw. Mike’s was softer, younger, but it would change.

There was a little of Mike’s mom in his features, just
enough so that Mike did not look like a clone of Terry Wolfe—
and it was thirty years since Terry had been a boy—but there
was too much of Terry’s face in his own. Way too much.

Big John wasn 't never your daddy.

That might have been okay. If it was just a case of Terry
Wolfe being his real father, it might have been okay. As Mike
rode on past the fields of dying grass he knew that it might
have been okay. Awkward, sure. A little weird, definitely . . .
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but in the end it would have been okay. A Hallmark moment
come next Christmas, maybe.

Mike’s life had never been filled with many Hallmark
moments and this wasn’t going to start a new tradition. This
wasn’t an After School Special, either. This was late-night
scary-movie double-feature stuff. It was damn near Star Wars,
and as he rode Mike thought about that, trying to find a
splinter of fun in it; but it was like looking at the welling
blood from a skinned knee and trying to glean from it the
fun of bright colors.

Morse had gone on to say, Boy, [ want you to listen to me
for your own soul's sake, even though what I'm going to tell
you might take away some of the little love for this world you
got.

Yeah, Mike thought, you got that shit right. A car came
out of a side road and instead of braking Mike poured on
more speed and shot across the mouth of the road inches
ahead of the bumper, the horn shrieking at him as the driver
stamped down on the brakes.

There was precious little in the world Mike loved. His
mom, maybe, but in light of the things Mr. Morse had told
him that was even more confused and polluted than ever.
Mom belonged to Vic, and Vic belonged to . . .

Believe me when I tell you that I mean you no harm.
Morse had said that, and Mike believed him—then and
now—but it didn’t change a thing. Big John Sweeney was no
longer his father. At most he was a guy who was around for
a bit when Mike was born, and died before Mike had ever
gotten a chance to form a clear image of him. Anything
Mike had ever believed about how Big John’s strength and
dignity, his honor and good nature had all been passed down
to Mike, filtered perhaps through Mom’s gin-soaked genes,
was all for shit. Big John wasn 't never your daddy.

Terry Wolfe was. And at the same time, he wasn’t.

Mike raced on, trying to outrun the insanity of it all, the
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sheer unscalable impossibility of it all, but it chased him
down the road, running like a hellhound, never tiring, as fo-
cused on Mike as he was on the road ahead, as dauntless as
truths often are.

Terry Wolfe? Sure, he was Mike’s father, but only in the
strictest sense of empty biology. Mike was a realist, he could
accept—however much it hurt—that Terry Wolfe had slept
with his mother. In the scheme of things, so what? Shit hap-
pens, and it happened a long time ago. So, that was just the
first incision. The really deep cut, the one that had marked
him, the one that hurt in so many ways that Mike did not
know how to react, did not know how to feel the pain of it,
was knowing that Terry Wolfe was not his only father.

Yeah, that was a total bitch.

The afternoon sky above him was darkening as the high
winds pulled sheets of gray clouds over the mountains to-
ward the town.

What was the word Mr. Morse had used to describe
Terry? A vessel. Another person—Mike’s other father—had
come sneaking in like a mist through Terry’s pores, sinking
deep into the flesh, and as Terry sank into drunken stupor,
this other presence just simply took over. Like stealing a car.
Going for a joyride. With Mike’s mom.

The thought alone was so disgusting Mike would have
skidded his bike to a stop and thrown up his guts by the side
of the road, but his stomach was as empty as his hope, and
he rode on.

Terry Wolfe was his biological father. Okay, done deal.
Someone else was his—spiritual father? Spiritual? Was that
the way to look at it? It felt completely wrong because Mike
knew that it was completely correct. Mike could have ac-
cepted being Terry Wolfe’s son. There was no shame in being
the son of a guy like that, not even a bastard son.

His real father, the father of Mike’s own soul, well, that
was another thing. That was a thing that sat in the center of
his own soul and screamed in a voice of pure darkness and
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pure rage. His mom had a saying she used—the apple doesn’t
fall too far from the tree.

The tears ran down his burning cheeks, snot ran from
both nostrils, and in his ears all he heard was a steady roar of
white noise like a blank TV station with the volume turned
all the way up. Blood vessels burst in his eyes, painting the
landscape ahead of him in a hundred shades of red as black-
ness crept in around the edges. In his chest his heart was
beating 160 beats a minute. 170. 180.

He raced on, feeling his throat closing, feeling the air
fighting its way into his lungs and scorching its way back
out. Blood mingled with the snot as it seeped out of his nose
and a single bloody teardrop broke from his left eye and col-
lided with the regular tears, staining them and his face an
angry pink.

The father of his soul.

Mr. Morse had shown him who that was . . . and what it
was.

So Mike raced on and on into the murky landscape flee-
ing the thing he carried with him, trying to outrace the poi-
sonous contamination of his own soul.

(O]

The Bone Man felt the darkness rising from the ground
like cemetery mist. He stood in the middle of A-32 and
watched the sun fail and he fancied that he could hear the
night cry out in triumph. No, not triumph . . . more like a
challenge. A hunting call.

Above and around him the night birds took to the sky,
startled into flight, terrified of the thickening shadows. The
Bone Man turned as a whole flock of them rose and headed
away from Dark Hollow in a mass as thick as locusts. Only
one bird stayed with him, landing on the top rail of a wooden
farm fence.
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He looked down the road and saw Mike Sweeney riding
as if hellhounds were biting at the tires of his bike.

“I tried to tell him.” The bird cocked its head at him and
regarded him with one obsidian eye. “I tried to warn him, to
make him understand . . .”

The bird shivered its wings and cawed once, high and
shrill. “Instead,” the Bone Man said, “I think I might have
gone and killed that boy.”

The crow looked at him, his eye penetrating, accusing.

“It’s going to be bad,” asked the Bone Man. “Ain’t it?”
The bird just turned away and watched the boy. “Yeah,” the
Bone Man said, answering his own question, “it’s going to be
bad.”

)

Mike was barely even aware of the road as he shot along
it like a suicide bullet. His heart was a screaming red explo-
sion in his chest and he could taste blood in his mouth. Air
tasted like acid in his mouth and throat. When he hit the bro-
ken tree branch lying in the middle of the road and his bike
left the ground he closed his eyes, feeling the lift as he began
to fly, hoping he was going to die. Maybe he would never
feel the impact, maybe he would. It didn’t much matter as
long as at the end of that moment there would be nothing.

Time vanished around him. He had no sense of move-
ment, no sense of the ground either falling away or rising to
meet him. With his eyes closed and the wind now a soft
stroke on his cheek, everything was peaceful.

Then he hit the tree from which the branch had fallen.



Chapter 16

(0]

“Where the hell are we?” Josh was looking for roadside
signs.

His wife Deb was hunched forward using her cell phone’s
meager display light to try and read a map. The dome light
of their car hadn’t worked in four years. “I think we’re near
some town called Black Marsh.”

“Never heard of it. We just passed a sign for a bridge,” he
said, looking in the rearview, though behind them everything
was black.

“Good, take that. We’ll cross back into Pennsylvania and
go through . . . um, looks like something called Pine Deep.”

“Yeah, that’s that dumb tourist place that’s been on the
news. All that Halloween crap.” Josh was getting cranky. The
two of them had driven from Erie for a wedding in Ocean
City, New Jersey, and had gotten directions off the Internet.
So far those directions had failed them three times, and for
the last hour they had been Brailling their way through back
roads in New Jersey. The little finger of the gas gauge was
pointing accusingly at E, needling Josh for not filling up
when he had the chance
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“They ought to have a gas station or two. Being, you
know, a tourist place and all.”

Josh said nothing.

“Ifnot . . . we have Triple-A.”

Josh hadn’t renewed the AAA membership and didn’t
want to have to tell her, so he just concentrated on the road.
Their car, a battered Jeep Cherokee that had seen better
decades, rolled onto the heavy timbers of the bridge and rat-
tled across the Delaware River into the borough of Pine
Deep. In the darkness of the cab, both Deb and Josh Meyers
shivered. Neither noticed the other do so. It was an instinc-
tive reaction, a trembling as if in the face of a chill wind, but
their windows were rolled up and though set on low the
Jeep’s heater was on.

They drove on, climbing up to the tops of the long hills
and then dropping down the other sides, plunging into dark-
ness, chasing the spill of the Jeep’s headlights. At the top of
a particularly steep hill, just as the Jeep pitched toward the
drop, Deb said, “Look, there’s a cop car.”

“Finally!”

They descended the hill toward a police cruiser parked on
the shoulder, the light bar lit but not flashing—the way a lot
of small-town cops did when writing reports or just making
their presence known. As the Jeep coasted toward the cruiser,
they could see the officer in silhouette, bent down over
something, apparently writing on a pad. Josh tooted the
horn, a single short beep, as he slowed to a stop. The cop
didn’t look up.

“Gimme the map,” Josh said, “and wait here. Ill see what
he says.” He jerked open the door, stepped out into the cold
air, hunched in to the wind and jog-walked over to the
cruiser. “Hello? Uh . . . excuse me? Officer?”

The cop still sat with his head bent over a writing tablet.
From the angle at which he sat, and with the masking pres-
ence of the man’s uniform hat, Josh could not see the cop’s
features.
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“Officer ... ?”

There was no movement, and Josh began to wonder if the
cop was sound asleep. Tentatively he reached out and tapped
the closed window. Nothing.

He tried again, and again called, “Officer? I need to get
some directions.”

The officer’s head moved slightly. Josh rapped on the
glass again. Like most people he was afraid of cops, not be-
cause he had done anything at all illegal, but just because he
was Joe Public and cops were cops. His action, just simply
wanting to know directions to a gas station, was deferential,
even apologetic. Even the way he tapped on the glass im-
plied apology for disturbing the officer.

“Please, can you tell me where I can find a gas station?”

The cop’s head came up, but he was facing away from
Josh, appearing to stare out the window into darkness. The
officer slowly held up a hand, one finger extended in a mild
command for Josh to wait. The officer set down his note-
book and, though still looking in the other direction, jerked
the door handle open.

Josh stepped back from the door and watched the cop get
out. He was frowning. The cop was getting out of the car in
a very strange fashion. He would not turn his face toward
Josh, so in a way he actually bent forward and backed out of
the car. His motions were jerky, peculiar, as if he was unused
to moving his own body. As his head cleared the door frame,
the hat caught on the edge and was swept from his head as
he straightened. The hat fluttered into the car and the cop
made no move to retrieve it. The officer’s hair was tangled and
unkempt, and there appeared to be something dark and moist
clotted into the tangle at the back of his head. The red and
blue dome lights made nonsense of colors, but Josh had the
thought that it could be blood glistening on the back of the
cop’s head.

Josh’s frown deepened, and he was caught between the
sudden rush of ordinary concern and a fearful uncertainty
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that rooted him to the spot. Then it came to him. The cop
must have been in some kind of accident. Maybe he banged
his head and that’s why he was so unresponsive and groggy.
Josh could see no damage to the car, but maybe the whole
other side of the car was punched in.

“Officer . . . are you all right?”

The cop lost balance for a moment and had to reach out
and grab the door frame to keep from falling. Josh automat-
ically reached out with both hands to support him, catching
him by the elbow and under the armpit.

“Jesus! You’re hurt. What happened?”’

The cop steadied himself, and even lifted one hand to
wave Josh back.

“Officer? Hey . . . you okay?”

“I’ll...” the cop began. His voice was thick and dis-
torted. “T’ll...be...”

“Are you hurt?”

“I'll...be...fine. Just...give me a moment” He
barely whispered the words.

Josh looked over his shoulder to where Deb was peering
at him through the windshield. She made a questioning ges-
ture and he shrugged, shaking his head.

“Um,” Josh said uncertainly, “look...if you’re hurt
maybe I can help.” He bent close, saw something dark and
glistening on the cop’s face. “Jeez, you’re bleeding!”

Josh put his hand on the officer’s shoulder and gently
pulled, trying to turn the man, wanting to see how badly the
officer was injured. His first-aid knowledge was on a purely
“get a Band-Aid” or “put ice on it” level. But what if this
guy had a concussion? What if he was really hurt? The patrol
car didn’t look damaged, but maybe he hit something, a deer
perhaps, and then cracked his head on the steering wheel. It
seemed like the only likely answer. Josh didn’t know if he
would be able to work a police microphone to ask for help.
He pulled on the cop’s shoulder, and then hesitated. The offi-
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cer was trembling, his big body shaking spasmodically. Was
he ... crying?

Jesus, he thought, the poor guy.

He pulled on the shoulder as gently as he could, but still
firmly enough to turn the cop. The man resisted with sur-
prising strength. “Let me help,” Josh said softly. “C’mon, let
me see ...”

“You . .. want to see?” the officer said, and Josh felt a
chill race up and down his spine. As the cop had spoken, it
had become clear he wasn’t crying at all.

He was laughing.

Josh’s hand faltered and he opened his mouth to say
something; he was confused, trying to understand. The cop
turned then. Not with Josh’s assistance, but with his own ef-
fort. It was fast—so fast that all Josh saw was a blur of gray
cotton, a brief glint of headlights on a gold wristwatch, the
hot red flash of a high school ring, and then Josh felt the of-
ficer’s white hand clamp around his throat. The pressure was
instant and enormous, and Josh felt himself rising to his
toes, then beyond all sanity he felt the ground dropping away
under his shoes. Even as it was happening the part of his
mind that required logic was saying, That can 't be right. His
feet kicked in empty space, and yet the cop still held him,
still maintained that crushing grip on his throat. Josh tried to
scream. The glare from the Jeep’s driving lights splashed
against the cop’s face, showing his features at last and with
stark clarity illuminating horror.

The officer’s eyes were a furious red set in dark pits of
bruised flesh. His mouth was a gaping, laughing impossibil-
ity of wicked white teeth. His throat was a ragged ruin caked
with blood.

Darkness swarmed around Josh; his senses became con-
fused. He thought he saw two more figures rush out of the
darkness beneath the trees that lined the side of the road. His
mind was closing down and all that he could be sure of was



190 Jonathan Maberry

a vagueness of white faces and empty eyes, and beneath the
roaring in his ears he thought he heard a desperate, hungry
moaning. These shapes did not come to rescue him, nor did
they come to hurt him—they moved away from the police
cruiser, toward the Jeep. Dimly, distantly he heard Deb yelling
his name, and then she began screaming in long inarticulate
wails. She jammed her hands against the horn and the blare
rose like a banshee.

Josh tried to call her name, tried to reach for her, but he
could feel his own strength fading away. He saw the figures
tear open the car doors, saw the shapes come at Deb from
both sides. They grabbed her arms and for a moment Josh’s
darkening brain thought that the attackers were playing a
kids’ game. Tug-of-war. And then Deb’s scream rose to a su-
personic shriek as the monsters tore her apart. Her blood
splashed against the inside of the windshield and painted it
an opaque red-black. Deb’s screams gurgled to a wet nothing
and all Josh could hear was a sound like lions tearing apart a
zebra with their teeth.

The hand holding him gave a tighter squeeze and Josh saw,
with fading vision and awareness, the name tag on the cop’s
uniform: D. MCVEY. It meant nothing to him except that it
was the last thing he ever saw before the pain in his throat
blossomed into a dripping darkness tinged with scarlet.

2

Vic’s cell phone rang and he picked it up from where it
lay on a table, saw that the screen display said PoLk, and
flipped it open. “Yeah?”

“Back door.”

Without comment Vic flipped the phone shut and went to
open the door, pausing only long enough to peer through the
spy hole to confirm that it was Polk, and that he was alone.

“Hope this ain’t a social call, Jimmy.”
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Licking his lips nervously, Polk held up a finger and then
retreated to his parked car, which was angled in toward the
garage door, and removed a large cardboard box from the trunk.
Vic noted that Polk had used enough common sense to re-
move the bulb from the trunk light, and decided that was
worth some Brownie points. Polk handed the box to Vic and
in a hushed voice said, “Detonators, rolls of fuse wire, and some
timers. Everything you asked for, plus I got a couple extra of
each.”

Nodding in appreciation, Vic turned and set the box in-
side the door. He did not invite Polk in. Turning back, he
said, “And the dynamite?”

“I’ll have it next week, but I don’t want to bring it here. I
can meet you somewhere out of town, if that’s okay.”

“Yeah, that’s good. Keep your cell handy and once you
get it, give me a call. I’ll tell you where and when to meet.”

“Okay.”

Polk’s face was shining with sweat despite the chill, and
he kept licking his lips in a way that reminded Vic of a ner-
vous Chihuahua. If he’d had a dog biscuit he would have bet
he could have made Polk sit up and beg.

“Kenny said he needed seventy-five percent up front be-
fore he turns over the stuff, though, and the rest on delivery.”

“Fair enough,” Vic said. “Wait here.” He left Polk stand-
ing outside in the cold darkness while he went back into his
den and to a wall safe that was behind a framed photo of
Heinrich Himmler, punched in a code, and when the door
popped open he took out several stacks of bills that had been
bundled into five-thousand-dollar bricks and secured with
green rubber bands. He counted out two hundred thousand
and dumped the bills into a zippered vinyl bag that read
STRIKE IT BIG AT PINELANDS LANES. As an afterthought he
took more bricks of bundled twenties and carried them and
the bag back outside. Handing off the bag, he said, “This is
for your cousin Kenny. And this,” he added, holding out the
ten grand, “is for you.”
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Polk looked at it narrowly as if expected some kind of
nasty trick. “Why?”

“Because you’re doing your job, Jimmy-my-boy. Unless
you don’t want it?”” Vic pretended to pull it back, but Polk
snatched at it, catching one bundle of five thousand and
causing the other to fall. He bent down and picked it up off
the ground from in front of Vic’s feet and as he rose he un-
zipped his jacket and stuffed the money inside.

“Now, what do you say?” Vic asked mildly.

“Um.. .. thanks, Vic.”

“Good dog,” Vic said, and turned and went back inside.

3

Ruger absently wiped his mouth with the back of his
hand, caught sight of the bright-red smear and licked it off,
savoring the taste. Blood was so much sweeter when it was
still fresh, before the cells thickened and died. After that the
taste was drab, like sucking on wet cardboard. He’d known that
even before the change, and now he felt like a connoisseur.

On the ground, the young woman moaned, struggling to
turn over, fighting to find a thread of breath amid the smashed
debris of her throat. Red bubbles formed on her lips and
popped, staining her face with tiny misty droplets. She lifted a
fluttering hand to her throat, touching with featherlight fin-
gers the irregular line of blood-drenched skin that should have
been smooth. Blood seeped in sluggish pulses; her life pushed
out of her with each fading beat of her heart.

Ruger squatted down and looked at her. The fluttering
hand entertained him; it reminded him of a hummingbird,
and he smiled. He reached out and scooped another fingerful
of blood from her throat, licking it the way a kid would lick
a finger’s worth of cookie batter.

“Please . . .” the woman whispered and just managing
that single word cost her breath she didn’t have left to spend.
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Ruger smiled and brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes.
She had pretty eyes—honey brown with gold flecks. Even
now, even after all that he’d done to her, her eyes still held a
glimmer of innocent hope, as if he could take it all back,
make it all better again. “Please,” she said again and even
tried to give him a trembling, hopeful smile.

Karl Ruger looked into those brown eyes and gave her a
smile of his own, warm, encouraging, and he could see her
spirit rise toward it, her hope blossoming as he pressed his
fingers to her throat, closing the wound.

“H...helpme...” she whispered in what was left of her
voice.

He bent close so that his lips were inches from hers. His
black eyes filled her vision. “Fuck you, bitch,” he murmured,
and then curled his fingers and tore her throat apart.

The last of her spilled out with her blood.

Ruger bent closer still and licked up that last pulse of
blood. That final moment of life was as precious as the first
beat of an infant’s heart, and it was his to own forever.

He rose, deeply satisfied, powerfully aroused.

Around him there was still some movement, though all of
the desperate scrambling was done. A final scream tore
through the night but it was cut off and ended with a gurgle,
overlapped by someone’s laughter. Six cars were parked in
the clearing at Passion Pit on Dark Hollow Road, each tucked
under sheltering trees; one old 1980s-style custom van was
side-on to Ruger, the driver’s door open and a man’s body,
naked from the waist down, lay with head and shoulders
hanging limp, arms wide, the backs of the hands touching
the ground. The air was heavy with the coppery scent of blood,
and Ruger felt intoxicated. Everywhere he looked there was
young flesh, much of it bared to the inspection of the moon-
light, white skin and red blood and wide, empty eyes. Ruger
was hard as a rock.
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The young woman and her date had provided some gen-
uine entertainment. The man was stretched across the hood
of the Lexus. His fly was open and his limp penis poked like
a thick white grub through the folds of his trousers. The dead
woman’s blouse was unbuttoned, her white bra pushed up;
she wore no panties. Ruger had watched from the shadows
as the young couple fumbled in the little shell of the car. It
was a real kick to watch the man cajole her into going down
on him, sometimes pleading, sometimes browbeating her. It
jazzed Ruger to hear the man’s almost feminine shriek as he
had come in her mouth, his hands clamped down on the back
of her head, ignoring her struggles and gagging coughs. It
had been obvious to Ruger that it was the young woman’s
first foray into oral sex, and she hadn’t been all that fond of
the experience. Ruger had known women who had been
spoiled for it forever because some tough guy had held her
head down with strong fingers, all the time promising he
wouldn’t come in her mouth. Hell, Ruger had done it him-
self enough times, loving the struggle, loving the fact that
the blow job he was getting would be the last one the woman
would probably ever willingly give. It made such events rare
and special for him, especially the knowledge that he could
actually reach into a woman’s mind and leave his own mark,
a scar that could never be erased. That was a rush better than
the resulting orgasm.

The young woman—teenager actually—he’d watched had
been going through that process, and while it was fun to
watch, it wasn’t Ruger himself who was leaving the mark
but some pimple-faced young jock who was only getting
some because he had his daddy’s fancy car. Ruger couldn’t
just sit by forever and let the bozo have all the fun. So, just
as the jock came, Ruger rose up beside the car and yanked
the door open and the jock fell halfway out. Ruger caught
him by the hair and jerked him the rest of the way out of the
car, handing him back to the hungry ones behind him. The
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twins and the Carby kids. They didn’t go for the kill right
away—they beat the living shit out of him first. Just for fun.

This was not the first hunt for the Carbys, Jilly and Tyler,
whose farm had been overrun by Ruger’s first recruits two
weeks ago, or for the twins Demian and Adrian, who had
been turned a few days later. Each of them had been involved
in group hunts and solo kills, but there was always some-
thing new to learn from Ruger. Everyone worshipped Ruger.
He was like a rock star to them. The actual Cape May Killer
and Ubel Griswold’s cold left hand.

The Carbys had brought along their cousin, Chad, whom
they had turned last night, and they wanted him to learn the
art of the kill from a kickass bloodletter like Ruger. Over the
last few nights Ruger had let all the kids make kills, but
more than that he’d let them kick the shit out of the victims.
Even the twins, who were just grade-school kids, had been
fully blooded on Ruger’s field trips. Now it was Chad’s turn,
and Ruger had made him watch as twelve of the youngest
members of the Red Wave swept through the Passion Pit,
kicking ass, taking lives. Having a grand fucking time of it.

Now all the sweating, huffing, moaning young lovers
were dead. Ruger snapped his long, thin fingers, the sound
firecracker sharp in the cold air. A dozen faces, pale as the
watching moon, turned toward him, expectant and silent.

“Clean it up,” he told them. “No traces.”

They looked disappointed. One of them, one of the newer
ones, spoke up. “Why? We can wake them up, get them to
clean up their own shit. Why do we have to do it?”

Ruger turned toward Chad and fixed him with the full im-
pact of his stare. “Because I said so, Chad,” he said, inflect-
ing the boy’s name with contempt, smiling like a crocodile,
his top row of teeth like a serrated knife.

Chad Carby shrank visibly, but still he held his ground.
Some of the others smirked at the speaker’s discomfiture, but
Ruger kind of admired the kid’s spunk. It was even okay, in
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the scheme of things, because this was the way it worked.
The alpha teaching the pups how the pack works.

Ruger turned in a slow circle, making brief but scintillat-
ing eye contact with each of them. Like a good general he
knew how to rally as well as how to chastise, and he laid a
cold hand on Chad’s shoulder. “Just be patient, kiddo,” he
said with his icy whisper. “A good soldier knows when to go
quiet and dark and when to burn the trees. Until Halloween,
it’s all about keeping it on the down-low. You with me, pard-
ner?”

“I...guess so,” Chad said, his eyes shifting toward
Ruger’s and then falling away.

Ruger pretended to find a drop of blood at the corner of
his mouth, dabbed it off, and licked it with a darting tongue.
“Tell you boys what we can do,” he said. “Once we clean this
shit up . . . why don’t you wake up the girls first?” He gave
Chad a wicked wink, making sure the others saw it, too.

They all laughed, low and mean and hungry.

“Halloween’s coming soon, kids,” he said, and then nod-
ded to Chad. “You know what Halloween is, don’t you?”

Chad Carby lifted his eyes to meet Ruger’s. “You told us
it would be trick or treat.”

Ruger chuckled softly. “Lots of tricks,” he murmured,
“and lots of treats.” He gave Chad another quick wink.
“Now let’s clean this shit up and have some fun.”

“@

Vic’s cell rang again and this time the display said GOLUB.
He set down the timing switch he’d been tinkering with and
flipped it open.

“This had better be important.”

“Vic? Look, we had a bit of problem out here. Karl had
me swing by to check on Dixie McVey. He was doing some
car stops near the Black Marsh Bridge. Dix had some of the
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Dead Heads with him and he faked out a couple of tourists.
Young couple from Erie, no local ties, at least as far as [ can
tell.”

“I don’t give a shit. Get to a point or get off the line.”

“Dix did okay—he took out the guy and we’ve already
recruited him—but the Dead Heads jumped the schedule
and hit the woman.”

“Meaning?”

“Well, they went all George Romero on her.”

Vic sighed. He hated the fact that every jackass in this
goddamned town loved to throw pop-culture references
around as if it made them cool. Even recruits like Golub. Vic
would love to just push the plunger and nuke the whole frig-
ging lot of them. Fanboy assholes. “What did they do?” he
asked, though he thought he already knew.

“Well . . . they kind of ate her.”

“Shit.”

“There’s not enough left to recruit. Tore her arms off, tore
her...”

“All right, all right. Son of a bitch.” He rubbed his eyes.
“Put McVey on.”

There was a rustle and then McVey spoke. “Hey, boss,
sorry for the screwup.” Unlike Golub, who could pass,
McVey was a different species of vampire and his teeth had
already grown so huge that his voice was muffled by trying
to talk around them. Worse than Ruger.

“Where are those assholes now?”

“Dave and I quieted them down, got them sitting in the
woods just off the road. We had to cuff them together around
atree.”

“How bad’s the mess?”

“Bad enough, but Dave and I both brought cleanup stuff
in our car, like you told us to.”

“I don’t like hearing that you let this get out of hand.” Si-
lence on the other end of the phone. “You understand me?”

“Sure,” McVey said, his voice thick. “But . . . those Dead
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Heads are pretty hard to handle. Won’t listen, and sometimes
they just go off, y’know? They don’t even drink, not the right
way—all they want to do is eat. I'm not even sure they can
think, let along take orders—”

“You think you just called 1-800-IGiveAShit? Just clean
it up and make damn sure you don’t put a foot wrong again.
I don’t want to have to tell you a second time.”

“Yes, sir,” McVey said. The “sir” was a suck-up gambit,
but Vic liked it.

“One more thing. Get some body bags and pop a cap in
two useless meatheads. Headshots only, and use sound-
suppressors. Then bury em somewhere quiet. Spread the
word about it, too. You step outside of the Plan, you die.
Even Dead Heads should be able to process that.” He hung
up.
“Shit!” he growled and very nearly hurled his cell phone
against the wall.



Chapter 17

(0]

Val was discharged the next morning and Crow took her
home. His home, not hers.

The nurses wheeled her to the front door and she rode in
a brooding silence, the cane lying across her thighs, her face
stony and set. Crow walked beside her, holding one hand,
and as the automatic doors opened before them he jerked
them all to a halt. The parking lot was packed with reporters
who surged forward to stick microphones in Val’s face as
cameramen jostled each other for the best shot. Crow was
only marginally relieved to see that Newton was not among
them. There were cops there, too, but none of them were en-
gaged in any visible crowd control. Scanning the crowd, Crow
saw Polk leaning against a patrol car, legs crossed at the an-
kles, arms folded across his chest, a shit-eating grin on his
face. When Crow shot him a look of pure loathing, Polk re-
sponded by giving him a nasty wink.

Prick, Crow thought, and filed that away for future con-
sideration.

As the questions thundered around them, overlapping into
a rumbling blur of meaningless words, Crow turned and bent
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to Val and whispered, “Don’t say anything. Let’s just push
through.”

The glasses hid her eyes but there was as much hurt in the
set of her jaw as there was offense and anger. Crow helped
her out of the wheelchair and put one strong arm around her
and used the other to push his way through the crowd. Both
of them staring stolidly ahead, they headed toward Crow’s
car, Missy. Every reporter tried to be the one to break Val’s
silence, and over and over again one would shout a provoca-
tive question like, “How do you feel about your brother being
killed?” or “Are you devastated now that you’ve lost your
whole family?” All designed to gouge a comment out of her,
but she bit down on her rage and clutched Crow’s supporting
arm like a vise and they eventually got to Crow’s car. Even
then, even when they were inside and buckled up, with the
car in gear and rolling slowly, the reporters knocked on the
glass, even tried the door handles, shouting as loud as they
could to be heard and to get through to her. Most people
crack; most people get mad and shout, or dissolve into tears,
all of which makes for great vidcaps; but Val was Val—she
wore her grief like armor and carried her rage like a shield,
and she endured it.

More than a dozen film crews followed her out of the
parking lot, the news teams scrambling like fighter pilots
during an air raid, screeching into turns and pursuing them
as Polk and his cronies just watched. Crow didn’t try to lose
them, didn’t race down the streets. That would be theater, too,
and he didn’t want to give them anything. Beside him Val
was a statue, looking neither left nor right, just staring out of
the window as the blocks rolled past and the circus followed.

When he pulled up to the Crow’s Nest, the news crews
double-parked and hustled out to make another run at a
sound bite. Again Crow had to shove past them, and again
neither he nor Val said a word or even made eye contact with
them. They wrestled their way to the front door of the store;
Crow unlocked it and ushered Val inside. When some re-
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porters tried to barge in with them, Crow closed the door on
them. Slowly, but with force, pushing them back inch by re-
luctant inch, then turning the locks. Without a pause he and
Val went straight through the store, past the counter, through
the rear door that opened into Crow’s apartment. He closed
and locked that, too.

“The phone,” she said. They were the first words she’d
spoken since the hospital. Crow went over to the phone and
switched the ringer off. He drew the blinds on the back win-
dows, made sure the back door was locked, and when he
turned around Val was gone. He went quickly into the bed-
room and found her sitting on the edge of the bed.

It was only then that she started to cry, and she cried for a
long time.

?

“Where are you, Sport?”

Ruger took a cold cigarette from between even colder
lips. “I’m at Carby’s place.”

“Okay. Might as well stay there today,” Vic said. “It’s al-
most dawn. You don’t want to get caught by daylight.”

“Nope,” Ruger said. Vic knew that sunlight was not fatal
to Ruger as it was to some species of vampires; all it did was
hurt him. But Ruger was still supposed to be dead and his
face had been on every newspaper, magazine, and Internet
news feed for weeks now. Staying in the shadows meant
staying off the radar. “I’ll keep out of sight, don’t worry.”

“You know about that cluster-fuck out on A-32?”

“Yeah. Friggin’ Dead Heads.”

“We can’t have more of that, Sport. Not now. You could
do us both a favor and lock all those assholes up until the
Wave.”

“I’ll see to it,” Ruger said, his voice a whisper.

“Make sure you do. Right now I gotta get going. Mike



202 Jonathan Maberry

didn’t come home last night and I need to look into it. If
we’re lucky, Tow-Truck Eddie got him.”

“You think s0?”

“I should be so lucky . . . but something sure as hell hap-
pened and I need to know what. I’ll be in touch.”

Ruger flipped his phone shut and tapped it thoughtfully
against his chin for a moment, still smiling. Dawn was com-
ing, but it was still dark, so he settled into the shadows to
wait. The song “Time Is on My Side” occurred to him and he
killed some time letting it play in his head. Corny, sure, but
fun corny—and this was going to be fun. His smile never
faded as the minutes of night dropped like cigarette ash on
the ground around him.

At five-twenty in the morning the door across from him
opened and Vic stepped out, dressed in a jeans and a big Ea-
gles windbreaker. Ruger didn’t move, confident of the shad-
ows around him. He watched Vic lock his back door, check
the street, then climb into his pickup and drive up the alley.
Vic’s eyes were human eyes—weak and stupid. Ruger kept
smiling as Vic’s careful stare rolled right over him without a
flicker.

The truck passed within a few yards of where Ruger stood,
arms folded, leaning on one shoulder deep in the mouth of a
neighbor’s side yard. Ruger grinned as the pickup turned the
corner.

“Asshole,” he whispered in a voice like a dead Clint East-
wood, and crossed the street. He had no key, but the lock was
nothing to him. He put a palm flat on the wood next to the
door handle and gave a single short shove. Wood splintered
and the dead bolt worked like a lever to tear the entire strike
plate out of the frame.

“Oops,” he said, grinning like a kid. He pushed the door
shut behind him and tilted a chair under the handle to keep it
shut. Have to keep up appearances.

The cellar was dark and silent, but Ruger could hear
sounds in the house. He knew that if Vic was up and out,
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then Lois had to be up. Vic didn’t cook his own breakfast or
make his own coffee. He stood at the foot of the stairs and
listened to the scuff of her feet on the kitchen floor. Bare
feet, no slippers. He liked that. There was a clank of a pan—
Ruger caught the whiff of eggs—and then the clink of a bot-
tle. Definitely a gin bottle; he could smell the sharp juniper
aroma as she poured. Lois was starting early today.

“Goodie,” he said. And it was. Drunk would work.

He climbed the stairs. It was high time he showed Vic
who really was the big dog. More to the point, it was time he
showed that sneering prick who was really the Man’s favored
son. The door to the kitchen was also locked and it mattered
just as little. Ruger wrapped his long white fingers around
the doorknob and with no effort at all pulled the whole lock
set right through the hole, splintering the wood and snapping
wood screws with gunshot sounds. Beyond the door Lois
Wingate screamed in shock.

As he pushed through into the kitchen Ruger’s smile
grew into a hungry grin. He liked the sound of that scream,
his mouth watering with the knowledge that it would be the
first of many.

&)

They slept through the night, but as dawn approached Val
woke up. She lay for a long time staring upward into the
empty shadows above Crow’s bed, feeling the weight and so-
lidity of his arm and aware that his need to protect her meant
so little in the scheme of things. To her heart, sure, it was
wonderful, but to her mind—a machine grinding on its own
gears—nothing was strong enough to protect her. Not against
her own thoughts. There was nothing that Crow could do—
nothing anyone could do—to protect her from the truth of
her loss. The town was polluted; there was blight on almost
all the crops. Except hers, but the Guthrie farm had suffered
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its share of pestilence. At that moment, if she could have ac-
complished it she would have razed all of the crops and
every building including her own house to the ground and
sown the ground with salt. Not for fear of the crop diseases,
but in fear of that other plague. The plague that had made
Boyd what he was, which was perhaps the same plague that
had drawn Boyd and Ruger to Pine Deep in the first place.

Mark’s body was in the morgue. Cold and empty, without
Mark’s soul in it. Just flesh, she told herself. Not Mark at
all . . . just an empty shell . . . and yet Mark had been killed
by Boyd. And Boyd was a vampire. It didn’t matter that
Weinstock checked on him three times a day; it didn’t matter
than neither Mark or Connie showed any signs of being any-
thing more than corpses. In a movie she’'d seen once a vam-
pire had said something about outliving his enemies by
simply going to sleep for a century and then rising after they
were dust. What if that sort of thing was possible? What if
Mark, cold and dead as he appeared, was only waiting for
some dark call to awaken him?

It was a stupid thought, she knew. Stupid, and fanciful,
and utterly terrible. Val lay there and stared out through the
lightless window into the blank blackness of the night and
thought lots of such thoughts.

C))

Mike knew that everything was broken, but he didn’t
care. He didn’t know how to care anymore. The impact with
the tree had smashed almost every thought out of his mind,
and filtered what little remained into a single piece of under-
standing. “I’m dying,” he said in a wet voice.

He coughed and felt blood splash out of his mouth onto
his chin. There was pain. Of course there was pain, but it
was a remote island way off on the horizon of his perception.
It had been there for hours, ever since he’d crashed, and it
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had done all the harm to him that it could. Now it was just
there. He didn’t care about that, either.

“I’'m dying,” he said again, smiling. It was the safest he’d
felt in years.

Time, as meaningless as the rest of it, had long ago ceased
to move . ..and yet the sky had changed. Mike couldn’t
move his head and had been staring at the featureless black
above him forever. Maybe he slept at times, maybe he just
stared, but now the sky was less pervasively black, now there
was just the faintest hint of color. A brick-red tinge dabbed
here and there on the underside of the clouds.

The wind stirred, pushing some leaves around. One leaf
blew against his cheek and stuck to the blood, quivering as if
struggling to escape. Mike turned his eyes to look at it, saw
its jagged brown edges vibrating, and it took him a few sec-
onds to realize that he could see the color. He tried to lift one
hand, wanting to see if there was enough light to see his fin-
gers and was surprised when his hand moved. When he had
tried to move his hand before it had not so much as trem-
bled; there hadn’t been a single flicker of sensation from
anything below his shoulders. That had changed now, but
Mike still didn’t care. He was too busy trying to die.

There was the rustle of more leaves off to his left, not in
the path of the wind, and Mike turned his eyes that way—and
his whole head turned, too. His neck was no longer locked
into immobility. Over there, just beyond where his bike lay,
there was a man.

Mike looked at him, trying to pick out details in the
gloom, but the light was still bad. At first Mike thought he
was looking at a scarecrow, because the man was dressed in
filthy rags whose tatters flapped in the breeze, but there was
no post, no fence to support a scarecrow. And then the man
took a step toward him. Such a strange step, and even in his
semidaze Mike thought it was odd. A stiff and staggering
step, more like the Tin Man from Oz than the Scarecrow.
That thought flitted through his mind and Mike almost
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smiled at the absurdity of it. Another step, managed with
equal awkwardness, as if the man’s knees were inflexible or
unused to walking.

The dawn was filling in the world with colors, defining
shapes, painting the day, and as he lay there Mike could see
more of the man. He frowned. The stranger was truly a
raggedy man, his clothes nothing but mismatched castoffs.
A soiled pair of patched work pants, two different shoes—a
sneaker and a woman’s low-heeled pump—a checked shirt
that was torn in a dozen places. Heavy cotton work gloves.
And some kind of mask, but it was still too dark to make out
what it was. It was dark and shiny and the material it was
made from rippled in the wind.

Daylight swelled by another degree and though the cloud
cover kept any rays from touching the man, the quality of
light increased but still the mask made no sense to Mike.
There were no holes for eyes. It was just a swirling complex-
ity of wrinkles that writhed and twisted with the steady
breeze. The man took another jerky step forward. Mike had
no urge, no desire to ask for help. The dying don’t need help
to die, and if this guy wanted to be a witness, then that was
on him. Mike felt removed from thoughts of help and safety,
even of right and wrong.

He just wanted to die and he didn’t care if anyone—espe-
cially a raggedy man—stood by and watched. Another step
and now the man was no more than twenty feet away. Two
more steps, another, another. Ten feet now and the rosy glow
of the dawn washed him in crimson from his shoes to his
face.

To his . . . face? Suddenly terror struck Mike like a fist
over the heart. In a single moment all of his detachment frac-
tured and fell away. His whole body convulsed, arching
belly-up to the sky like a heart attack patient getting the pad-
dles. Every wound, every splintered bone, every inch of torn
flesh, every nerve ending screamed in desperate, howling
agony and terror. The shriek burst from his throat in a spray
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of bloodstained spit. If someone had sprayed him with gaso-
line and tossed a match on him the pain could not have been
more comprehensive or intense. His scream went on and on
and on. Hordes of crows exploded from the trees and raced
in panic across the sky above him, sweeping in vast circles
above the field. The sparse green grass that patched the dirt
around him withered into sickly yellow twists and curled in
on themselves to die. In the soil beneath him the sleepy Oc-
tober worms swelled and burst as if boiled.

The scream ended. Mike sagged to the ground, limp and
exhausted. His eyes—more red than blue now—cast wildly
about to find the Raggedy Man.

He was there. Right there, right next to him, looming
over, looking down. Mike could see that face, that mask—
which was not a mask at all, not some wrinkled dark cloth
rippling in the breeze. It was his face that rippled, that . . .
writhed. There were no eyeholes because there were no eyes—
not human eyes; no mouth either—not a human mouth.
What there was, what composed the man’s entire face, was a
black, roiling, chitinous swarm of bristling insects. Roaches
and beetles. Slugs, maggots, centipedes. Flies and termites.
In the gaps between his gloves and his sleeves the exposed
arm was the same—every foul creature of the shadows wrig-
gling together to form a wrist. Between shoes and cuffs, the
same. Wasps and earwigs, lice and locusts.

“No!” After the scream Mike’s voice was a frayed whis-
per. Overhead the crows circled and circled in terrible si-
lence.

The Raggedy Man raised his left hand as if to reach for
Mike. It was not a threatening movement, but everything
about it was dark with wrongness. Mike screamed again,
weakly this time, a croak in a torn throat. “Help me!”

Instantly the sky around him was filled with whispery
noise as the flocks of circling crows hurtled down toward
him. The leading rank of night birds struck with such force
that several of the birds died, their necks snapped on impact,
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but the sheer mass of them surged forward . . . not at Mike,
but at the Raggedy Man. The birds slammed into him and
drove him backward, the beaks of the birds slashing and stab-
bing at the old clothes, their cries tearing the air. The Raggedy
Man staggered and for just a moment he seemed to catch his
footing, to hold his ground, but the night birds hit him in
wave after implacable wave, and then the Raggedy Man ex-
ploded, losing whatever power it had to retain the man shape,
and the hundreds of thousands of insects that made up its
hand, its arm, its shoulder, burst apart into their separate
selves and showered Mike, landing on his chest, his face,
crawling on him, crawling into his nose and mouth and . . .

FUGUE.

Mike’s mind burned out like a cinder.

Above him the clouds overhead paled from rose red to
gray as the dawn took hold on the day. The crows swarmed
over Mike, beaks darting here and there, snatching at the
bugs, tearing through carapace and shell in a savage frenzy
of killing and eating. They fed and fed and fed. As the sun
rose it bored a single hole through the clouds and punched a
hard beam of cold yellow light down onto the field. Then an-
other, and another until the morning sky stretched into a blue
forever that was clean and hard.

Soon a stillness settled over the place where Mike lay,
silent and unmoving. Sunlight sparkled on the dewy tips of
the dying grass and turned the morning mist to a ghostly
blue-white opacity. The light gleamed on the blue tubing of
the bicycle lying by the side of the road. It caressed the
freckled cheek of the boy who lay sprawled among the dry
autumn leaves. And it glittered on the edges of the broken
shells and cracked antennae of ten thousand insects whose
corpses lay scattered across fifty yards in all directions from
where the boy lay. In the center of this slaughter, the ground
around the boy was completely empty except for the tatters
of some old torn clothing as all the birds flew away into the
trees.
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All but one, a single crow that stood on the boy’s sternum.

Everything was as still as death. There was not the slight-
est tremble under the bird’s feet. The crow tilted its head, an-
gling one black-within-black eye to stare at the boy’s slack
face. The smell of blood was everywhere. The music rode
the breeze, a little stronger now, the blues melody plaintive.
The mist retreated all the way to the road.

The boy took a breath, and the crow cawed quietly.

A full minute passed. The boy took another breath. Then
another. The crow hopped down from his chest and walked
away, angling to keep an eye on the boy.

FUGUE.

From a blackened cinder Mike’s mind coalesced into liv-
ing awareness once again.

Minutes floated past on the breeze and gradually sense
returned to him along with awareness of his body. He no
longer felt helpless and wrecked. It took a while and it took
a hell of a lot of effort, but Mike gradually sat up. He shook
his head like a drunk, lips slack and rubbery, nose running,
eyes going in and out of focus as he stared at the withered
grass between his knees. Awareness came back with slow re-
luctance. His body hurt in a dozen places, his head worst of
all. Mike probed his scalp, found lumps. He explored his
mouth with his tongue and tasted old blood, but found no
cuts. Memory was sluggish and it hurt to try and pull it out
of the junk closet of his mind. He looked around, saw that he
was in a field, saw his bike lying nearby. He vaguely remem-
bered racing down the road, remembered hitting something
in the dark and then falling. But after that . . . nothing.

He had no idea what time it was. It looked like morning,
but that was ridiculous. His last clear memory was biking to-
ward the hospital to visit Val, but . . . had he gotten there?
Mike wasn’t sure. Everything was weird, and his head felt
like it had been ransacked, all the drawers pulled out and
dumped, everything just thrown onto the floor.

He plucked at his shirt, saw that it was crusted with dried
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blood, but he couldn’t find any cuts on his body. Some bruises,
sure, but not even a scrape on his arms or legs or body.
Could that much blood have come from a nosebleed? He
doubted it, but when he touched his nose it felt eggshell
fragile and sore. Some blood caked around the nostrils,
though not as much as he expected to find. More blood on
his chin and throat. He flexed his hands, pressed his fingers
against bones and ribs. There was pain just about every-
where, but nothing seemed broken. Except maybe his head,
because that pounded like a psychopath doing a drum solo.

Mike climbed carefully to his feet, swaying a bit, watch-
ing the field tilt and whirl like a carnival ride; but after a mo-
ment it slowed, steadied, stopped. There was a rustle behind
him and he turned to see a crow standing in the grass a
dozen feet away. Without knowing why Mike smiled at it.
The crow cawed softly. Mike thought he heard music on the
breeze, but ignored it. He always heard music. He figured it
was just part of being crazy.

On unsteady feet, Mike trudged over to his bike, picked it
up, spun the wheels to make sure they were true, and walked
it back to the road. He stood there for a moment, looking up
and down A-32. There were no cars this early and in the dips
and hollows of the road there was the faintness of a dwin-
dling fog. He swung one leg over, wincing with the effort,
then turned and looked back to the field. He felt—on some
level knew—that he should be more worried about all this
than he was, but he couldn’t make himself care about it. His
head hurt too much. The strangeness of it all made it hard to
think.

“Vic will kill me,” he said, and the crow cawed again.

Vic’s house rules didn’t allow him to be late, let alone out
all night, but that wasn’t something he could control. It
would mean a beating, but that was okay. He’d had plenty of
beatings; he could handle another. He pushed off and began
his slow, creaking way back to town. With each mile it be-
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came less and less important to try and remember what hap-
pened.

O]

The Bone Man sat on the wooden rail of the farm fence
and watched Mike ride by. He wasn’t sure if the boy was able
to see him now. The boy probably could, the Bone Man con-
sidered, because from what little he knew of ghosts from his
days down in the superstitious South the dying were sup-
posed to be able to see the dead. Death was a window, his
aunt had told him. He was pretty sure Val Guthrie had seen
him that night in the rain, but not since; maybe she’d had one
foot on the ghost road and then stepped off. He knew for cer-
tain Henry Guthrie had as he lay dying in the rain.

The kid looked bad as he biked by. Sick and thin, bloody
and gaunt. He looked mostly dead now, but he never even
turned his head toward the Bone Man, so the point was
moot.

The last crow came over and perched on the rail next to
him, and the Bone Man stared into its black eye for a long
time. “I wish you could talk, little brother,” the Bone Man
said. “I’ll bet you know a lot more about this than I do.”

The bird opened its mouth and gave a nearly silent caw,
almost of agreement.

“Least now I can know whose side you're on.” He smiled.
“It ain’t no good to be alone all the time.”

The bird rustled its wings. They both turned to look down
the road.

The Bone Man knew full well that Griswold had not sent
the Raggedy Man to hurt Mike—that would have been suici-
dal—but he wasn’t sure why it was sent at all. Maybe some
kind of test, an attempt to gauge how strong Mike was. Well,
he mused, I wonder what he’ll make of what just happened.
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“Bet you didn’t expect that to happen, did you?” he asked
the wind, hoping Griswold could hear him. Now Griswold
really had something to think about.

So, he realized, did the Bone Man himself, because what
he just saw didn’t fit into anything he knew about what a
dhampyr was or could do. Maybe dhampyr wasn’t even the
right word to use anymore. Maybe there just wasn’t a word
to describe what Mike Sweeney was becoming.

That thought sat uneasily on him as he watched the figure
vanish into the distance. A dhampyr was something he un-
derstood, and a dhampyr had hope built into it, but if Mike
was becoming something else, then maybe the last little of
bit of hope Pine Deep had was going to leak down the drain.
Maybe there was nothing standing between the Red Wave
and Pine Deep. Beside him the bird cawed again; the Bone
Man looked at him and frowned. Or . . . maybe there was.



Chapter 18

(0]

Mike got home at nine-thirty and he pedaled around back
to see if Vic’s truck was there. It wasn’t, but he did not know
if that was good news or bad. He chained his bike to the
side-yard fence and went inside. The house was quiet and
still. It had an empty quality. He went into the kitchen, took
the orange juice out and drank half of it from the carton, put
it back. As he turned to go he heard a sound. He stopped,
looking at the door to the basement. Mike had never been
down there; it was Vic’s domain and more than once Vic had
promised the world’s worst beating if Mike so much as
thought about going down there. Mike never thought about
it. Pissing off Vic was not a hobby.

But there was that sound. Like a muffled grunt. Not of
pain or effort. Just a human sound, like someone might make
walking into a chair. A kind of oomph. Then nothing.

He moved closer to the door and listened. Vic’s truck wasn’t
out back, and he was sure Vic was not home. Vic never lent
his truck to anyone, either. Mike pressed an ear to the wood
and as he did so the door shifted. He stepped back like he’d
been burned and looked at it. The door was closed, but it
wasn’t locked and now that he was paying attention to it he
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could see that the lock was broken. There were splinters of
wood sticking out—small ones, but telltale. More splinters
littered the floor. The door was closed, but there was no lock
to hold it firm, so it had swung out on its hinges maybe a half
inch, and Mike’s leaning against it had made it thump back
against the frame.

Mike quickly backed away, not liking this at all. Either
this was some new trick Vic was playing, a trap to make him
break the house rule about going downstairs, or else some-
one had busted that door. Mom? Would she have done that?
Could she have done it? Even had she been sober Mike
doubted it, and Mom was never sober. Besides, she’d told
him yesterday that she would be in Doylestown all day today,
something about a craft show that started early.

Then what was left? A burglar?

He almost smiled at the thought. Here in Pine Deep, after
all that had happened, a simple breaking and entering
seemed comical. The smile almost took root on his face, but
didn’t. This was Pine Deep, after all, and nothing was ever
that simple. Certainly not something like this.

A tingling sensation began behind his eyes. It was like the
feeling he had when one of his headaches was coming on
and a hairy ball of sick dread began forming in his throat.

No, this was bad. Whatever it was, whatever it would turn
out to be, this was bad.

Without making a sound Mike backed away, backed out
of the kitchen. When he was in the hallway he spun and
sprinted for the stairs, taking them two at a time. He raced to
his room, yanked open a drawer, and pulled out clean under-
wear, a sweatshirt, jeans, and socks and stuffed them into a
nylon gym bag. He opened his window and dropped the bag
down into the side yard, closed the window quietly, and then
went into the bathroom. He stuffed a deodorant stick into
one pocket and his toothbrush and toothpaste into another.
Then he crept back down the stairs, all the time listening for
sounds from the basement.
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For an agonizing moment he wondered if maybe that was
his mom down there, that maybe she hadn’t gone to Doyles-
town. That maybe whoever this was down there had come in
before she leftand . . .

No. His instincts—perhaps his fears—said no to that.
Mike was pretty good about reading the energy at his own
house. He knew when Vic was home, knew when his mother
was home. Always. None of what he sensed at home felt like
Mom’s energy. Everything just felt . . . wrong.

Mike opened the front door very quietly, slipped outside,
and then raced to grab his gym bag and his bike. He’'d stop
on the way to school and pull on his sweatshirt to hide the
blood, then clean up in the boy’s bathroom. If anyone asked,
he would say he fell off his bike on the way to school and
had a bloody nose. He’d change, drift into homeroom, and
pretend this had never happened. Let Vic sort it out. That
sounded good, sounded like a plan, even though he knew it
was all total bullshit. He raced away into the morning.

2

Ruger heard the kid moving around upstairs. He could
smell blood on the kid’s clothes and it made him smile. Lois
heard him, too. When Mike was upstairs, while Ruger was
paused in an attitude of listening, face turned toward the
ceiling, Lois had tried to make her move.

She drove her elbow back and into his stomach as hard as
she could, slamming it into him with a terrible and desperate
fury, and lunged forward, trying to break free of his arms,
kicking away from the lounge chair. She was fast, she was
vicious, and she wanted to hurt him as much as she wanted
to try and warn Mike. She almost made it, but Ruger was
much, much faster, and the blow had only surprised him. It
hadn’t hurt him at all. As she lunged forward he snaked out a
hand and caught her by the wrist, locking his icy white fin-
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gers so hard that she was snapped back and spun around and
came crashing back down on top of him. Air whooshed out
of her as she collapsed down, and before she could scream
Ruger clamped a hand over her mouth, bending forward fast
and close.

“Make a single sound, you silly bitch, and I’ll kill your
boy.” His voice was a reptilian whisper that froze her heart.
His mouth was smiling, but his eyes told her the truth of his
threat. Black eyes with no whites, no color other than red
shadows. “T’ll use him worse than I used you, sweetheart,
and I’ll make you watch.”

Lois felt the world tightening around her like a noose.
“No . ..” she whispered. Just a faintness of a sound. “God,
no.”

Ruger pulled her closer and ran his cold tongue up her
throat and over her chin. There was blood on her face and he
licked it off. “Smart move, sweet piece.”

Lois closed her eyes. They were naked, entwined in an
ugly way on the lounger. She had blood on her face and
throat and breasts. Blood streaked her thighs and buttocks.
Her pale skin was splotched with the livid outlines of his
open hand. Her nipples were torn and there were bite marks
on her hips and stomach. Ruger had not taken much, just a
taste here and there, drawing it out, making it last, loving the
terror he tasted on her skin and the disgust he saw in her
eyes.

The rape was bad enough, but Lois lived with Vic and he
had never wanted anything she gave willingly. He had al-
ways taken it, enjoying the fight, the win. Hard and vicious
use had become her life, and mostly the gin could blunt it.
But Ruger was not Vic. By contrast Vic was almost kind. He
was cruel and brutal, but he was a man.

What Ruger did . . . what he forced her to do . . . was be-
yond anything Vic could do to her. The thought of Ruger
turning those appetites on Mike was too horrible to even
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think about, and Lois’s soul collapsed in on itself. “No,” she
kept saying, over and over again, a mantra against Ruger’s
hungers. She lay still and they listened to Mike’s footsteps
upstairs and then heard the front door. Above them the house
settled into empty stillness.

Ruger pushed Lois off him and she landed hard on palms
and knees as he rose to stand over her. His skin was so white
it was almost translucent and he stood above her, naked, in-
domitable, relentless.

“Hey,” he said, “want to learn a new game?” But since
she didn’t answer he showed her anyway. Now that the house
was empty it didn’t matter that she screamed. And screamed.

&)

Vic stood in the doorway to the cellar and watched Ruger
stand up and, without cleaning any of the blood from his
skin, begin slowly pulling on his clothes. All the while
Ruger smiled. Ruger picked up Lois’s robe and tossed it over
her, the bulk of it covering her face and chest, leaving the
rest of her exposed to Vic’s stare.

The gun in Vic’s hand hung there, a dead and forgotten
weight at the end of his arm, barrel pointing at the floor. Vic
could have killed Ruger right then, shot him point-blank. The
special loads in that gun would have snuffed Ruger out like a
candle, yet the gun just hung there as Ruger tucked his penis
into his pants and zipped up the fly. He took his time about
it, too, staring at Vic, smiling with bloody lips.

It wasn’t Ruger’s smile that hurt Vic so deeply. It wasn’t
even that Ruger had broken his house rules, had taken what
belonged to him. Had taken his wife. It wasn’t that as much
as it was the steady, slow, very soft laughter that echoed in
his brain. His laughter. Not Ruger’s. His.

“Penance is a bitch,” Ruger said as he buttoned his shirt.
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He started to turn away and then paused, looking down at
Lois. Then, glancing up at Vic as he did so Ruger sucked up
a mouth full of bloody phlegm and spit on Lois.

And still Vic did not, could not, lift that gun.

“It’s a new world, pal,” Ruger whispered with his grave-
yard voice, “and it must be a real kick in the nuts—espe-
cially after all these years and all you’ve done—to realize
that you’re on the wrong end of the food chain.” Ruger tucked
in his shirttails, then licked his fingers and used them to
smooth back the hair from his widow’s peak.

“Griswold is my god,” he said, and turned away.



Chapter 19

(0]

Mike got to school early and managed to slip into the
bathroom and clean himself up without being noticed. He
drifted through the rest of the day in a kind of haze and at
lunch sat with his friend Brandon and talked about comics.
Mike could do that on autopilot. When Brandon shifted onto
last night’s episode of Heroes, Mike just listened and nodded
whenever he thought he should. He hadn’t seen the show last
night and could not for the life of him remember what he
had done. He knew that not knowing should bother him
more than it did, but somehow he could not work up the en-
ergy to care.

One thing he did care about, one thing that wasn’t blunted
by the apathetic glaze that seemed to be coated over every-
thing in his mind, was his mom. He hadn’t liked the sound
he heard in the cellar. He hadn’t liked that one bit, and even
though he knew that she was supposed to be out—and that
she never went down into Vic’s cellar willingly—that knowl-
edge did little to ease that gnawing doubt.

“I gotta make a call,” he said abruptly, standing. Brandon,
caught in midsentence, just stared at him. “I’ll be right
back.”
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Mike turned and headed to the far side of the cafeteria
where the pay phones were. No one much used them—
everyone but Mike had a cell phone. He fitted some quarters
into the slot and punched his home number. The phone rang
six times and went straight to the answering machine. Mike
slapped the receiver down, fed in more quarters, and dialed
again. Maybe she just hadn’t gotten to the phone in time.

“C’mon, Mom,” he breathed, “pick up. . . .”

Again the machine picked up. He hung up and leaned
against the wall, staring across the cafeteria into nothing-
ness.

After school he sped home on his bike, but as he was
rounding the corner on his street he saw Vic walk through
the side yard and into the front of the house. He was carry-
ing a toolbox in one hand and under his other arm he had
folded shutters. Mike slowed to a stop behind a parked SUV
and watched.

Vic had a ladder against the front of the house and Mike
saw that he’d already installed heavy slatted shutters on the
porch windows and one of the upstairs master bedroom win-
dows. He set the toolbox down and fished in it for a hammer,
then climbed the ladder one-handed, the shutters still under
his arm.

Vic was a very thorough craftsman. Mike knew that much
about him, and he never did anything around the house that
was slipshod. When he installed shelves for his DVD collec-
tion—mostly World War II movies and westerns—every-
thing was precisely measured, perfectly cut, and as straight
as an arrow. When something broke down, like the time the
lawn mower crapped out, Vic worked on it with meticulous
care and ever since the machine had never so much as sput-
tered.

What Mike was seeing now, however, was a completely
different Vic Wingate. Standing on the ladder Vic pounded
nails with sloppy force, brutalizing the wood around the
nailheads. Mike looked at each shutter and not one of them
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hung completely straight. Mike could have done better him-
self and he barely knew which end of a hammer to hold.
Vic’s love of tools had engendered in Mike a dislike of them.

He stood there, watching in perplexed concern, as Vic
clumsied the shutters up and battered them into place. He
had no idea what to make of it.

When Vic finished, he just pulled the ladder down and let
it fall onto the front lawn. Snatching up his toolbox, he
stomped up the steps and jerked open the front door. “There!
You happy now, you stupid bitch?”’

Those words rolled all the way down the street to where
Mike hid. When Vic slammed the door the echo ricocheted
off every house front on the block.

Mike picked his bike up and turned it around and headed
back toward Corn Hill and the Crow’s Nest. As he rode away
Vic’s vicious words pounded in his head. Vic always called
his mom horrible names, but there was something worse
about this. It felt worse somehow; it felt meaner, if that was
even possible for Vic. As he pedaled away he could feel a
sinking dread for his mother’s safety forming in the pit of his
stomach; but at the same time he felt a white-hot scalding
rage building in his hands and behind his eyes.

If he, or anyone else, had seen his eyes at that moment
they would have been terribly afraid. All of the blue was
gone, as was most of the white. What was left was a mingled
cloud of black, like a storm cloud, veined with bloody
flashes of red.

(0]

“How are his vitals?” Weinstock asked as he entered
Terry’s room.

“Same,” said the nurse. “No change since this morning.”
She recited the numbers. Nothing encouraging, but nothing
discouraging. A gloomy status quo.
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Weinstock went through a cursory examination, but there
was nothing new to see, nothing to learn. Nothing to tell
Sarah that would bring her out of the funk she’d been sliding
into.

He made a note on Terry’s chart. “Keep me posted.”

He and the nurse left and Terry’s room settled back into
stillness.

Except for the tiny figure who stepped out of the shadows
in the corner and walked up to the side of Terry’s bed.
Mandy’s eyes were wet and her torn throat trembled with
silent sobs.

She rose onto her toes and stretched to kiss Terry on the
cheek.

There was a strangled little sound in her brother’s throat
and he turned his head slowly from side to side—less a
negating motion than one of an animal struggling to pull free
from a leash. Mandy stepped back, looking scared.

“Fight it, Terry!” she said, but her voice was silent and
Terry was deep, deep down in the dark of his mind where all
he could hear was the roar of the beast. Mandy put her tiny
bloodstained hands to her mouth and stood there, watching
moment by moment as Terry lost his fight.

3

Midmorning Sarah Wolfe came by to pick up Val. They
wanted some time with each other and they both had a lot of
things to handle in the aftermath of Little Halloween. Since
Mark and Connie were not going to be buried right away, Val
had to arrange a memorial service. Mark was well liked in
the community and had been an influential businessman.
There would be a lot of people who would want to pay their
respects. Setting that up was going to take a lot of detail
work, but Crow knew that detail work kept Val steady, so he
kissed her good-bye, hugged Sarah, walked them to Sarah’s
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big Humvee Alpha, and watched as they headed into the
stream of traffic.

The Crow’s Nest was slow that morning, which was good
because Crow had a million things to do to stay on top of the
Festival preparations. He called all of the hotels to make sure
that the arrangements for the visiting celebrities were in
place; then called half a dozen airports to check on book-
ings. He spent some time on the phone with BK, working
through the details for the security measures he wanted to
have in place for Halloween. BK had managed to round up a
solid crew of bouncers, off-duty cops, and martial arts guys
to work the gig and the ticket was going to cost the town-
ship—and the Wolfe family—a bundle. Crow didn’t sweat
that . . . any additional disasters would cost everyone more.

He used Terry’s laptop to log into his friend’s e-mail and
spent two hours sorting through the mass that had piled up.
There were so many people needing to be reassured that
things would go well even with Terry in the hospital, and
Crow gave what assurances he could, and he lied a little here
and there.

He called John West, an amusement park consultant and
general fix-it man, and asked him to spend the next few days
going over every inch of the Hayride and the Haunted
House. West, who used to oversee the Cyclone roller coaster
up in Coney Island and who now ran a general consulting
firm in Lahaska, was pleased to take the job. They’d worked
together a number of times at the Hayride and where Crow
was able to conceptualize the spooky stuff, West was able to
make it work.

“We can’t afford so much as a tourist getting a splinter
this season, John,” Crow said.

“Okay, buddy, I hear you. Leave it to me.” And Crow was
content to do just that.

By the time Crow finished with all of the Festival matters,
it was midafternoon and he was waiting on Mike. Before
things went to hell on Little Halloween, Crow had been
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teaching Mike some jujutsu. Not the deeper secrets or the
more esoteric aspects of the art—just the hard-core take-no-
prisoners hand-to-hand stuff. Mike had been reluctant to
study, largely because it made him confront, however obliquely,
the fact that Vic was abusing him. Crow knew about it, but
Mike would not be drawn into an open discussion on the sub-
ject. He did, however, start training, and Crow was impressed
with his progress. The kid had a real talent for it, and he
picked up the moves extremely quickly, something Crow at-
tributed to genuine motivation. He looked at the wall clock.
Mike was supposed to come in early today so they could
pick up where they left off, but the kid was more than fifteen
minutes late.

A knot of middle-school kids came in to buy Halloween
costumes and by the time Crow had helped them make their
judicious selections Mike was there. He wandered into the
store as silent as a ghost, looking pale and worn.

“You okay, young Jedi?”” Crow asked as the kids left.

Mike shrugged. “Sorry I’m late.”

When Mike was like this Crow knew that something bad
had happened at home. There were no visible bruises on
Mike’s face, though, and he didn’t wince as he walked over
and dumped his backpack behind the counter. Crow looked
at the clock. “You up for a little backyard Fight Club?” he
asked, expecting Mike to say no.

But Mike surprised him. Straightening from behind the
counter, Mike gave him a long, steely look. “Yeah,” he said.
“Yeah, I could really use that.”

Crow closed the shop for an hour and they went out through
his apartment into the yard. Crow took him through some
warm-ups and stretches, and Mike followed along, silent and
intense. He did his bends and reaches, his twists and reps,
matching Crow and keeping up without effort.

Either I'm getting old or he's getting better, Crow thought
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as they did side-by-side push-ups. The boy’s body went up
and down, straight as a board, with no more than a small
grunt of effort with each push away from the ground.

“Let’s start with some evasions,” Crow said as they got to
their feet. “I’ll throw some punches and kicks and you just
evade them. Block only if you can’t slip the shot, okay?”

Mike nodded and settled into the defensive crouch Crow
had shown him: weight on the balls of the feet and evenly
distributed, knees slightly bent, the whole body springy, hands
raised but loose. Crow began prowling a slow circle around
him, watching as the boy turned to keep his body angled away
to protect belly, throat, and groin. Crow faked a punch and
Mike twitched his head back—but it wasn’t the frightened-
rabbit flinch Mike typically did when he was surprised; this
was a classic boxing slip. That was a good sign.

He threw a looping right at about half speed and Mike
just stepped back away from it as if he’d seen it coming yes-
terday. Okay, fair enough, Crow thought and dialed it up a
bit. He added more speed to his punches and kept the arcs
and lines of each blow shorter, still deliberately leading with
his shoulder to give Mike a chance, but doing that less and
less as Mike slipped and bobbed away or under each hit.
Crow faked a jab-overhand right combination and then piv-
oted to throw a roundhouse kick that missed Mike’s hip by
an inch as the boy spun away. Without putting his leg down
Crow shuffled sideways on one foot and fired three more
roundkicks, chasing Mike across the yard. Only the last one
tagged him, and even then Mike blocked most of it with his
elbow.

Crow grinned at Mike and gave him a thumbs-up for that,
but Mike’s face was a mask. There was sweat on his face and
in the glare of the late afternoon sunlight the kid’s eyes
looked funny. Almost red.

They moved like that for five more minutes and then
Crow stepped back, palms up and out. Out of nearly a hun-
dred attempted kicks and punches he tapped Mike only eight
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times. Even though Crow was not going at full speed or
power it was exceptional, and Crow said so.

Mike just made a face and shook his head. “That means
you hit me eight times. It’s not the ones you evade, it’s the
ones you don’t that matter.”

“What jackass told you that?”

“You did, the first day we worked out.”

“You shouldn’t listen to strangers, Mike.” That got a tiny
flicker of an artificial smile. “Okay,” Crow said, turning to
get some padded mitts from his equipment bag. “Let’s see
how you like hitting back.” He fitted on two gloves that had
thick flat foam pads covered in black leather. “I’ll move
around, changing the position and angle of the targets. You
hit and kick them as many times as you can. Don’t worry
about power—concentrate on speed—and don’t let up, even
if I back off. When you’re winning a fight you press the at-
tack until your opponent is down. Fighters who get a good
one in and then step back like good sports to give their op-
ponents a chance to collect himself deserve to lose the
fight.”

“No mercy,” Mike said under his breath.

“Well . .. I’'m not sure I'd go as far as that. Let’s just call
it the will to win.”

“Whatever.” Mike raised his hands and began moving
forward before Crow even had his pads up.

“Whenever you’re—"

Mike’s fists slammed into the pads before he could finish,
and even through the thick pad Crow could feel the brutal
power of the blows. Hard. Much too hard for the weight and
muscle Mike carried. As they moved Crow watched the
boy’s hips and legs and feet, and he saw that on each punch
he was shifting his weight and torqueing his hips to put body
weight behind each blow, and the speed gave each shot more
foot-pounds of impact. It was right, it was perfect; and Crow
was not really sure he had ever shown Mike how to do that.
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Mike hit without a sound except for his fists and palms
and elbows slamming into the targets. His face was bright
with exertion and sweat, and all the while his upper lip was
curled back away from his teeth in a feral snarl of hate.

Jesus Christ, Crow thought, this kid is in hell.

@

It became a busy night in the store and Crow never found
a good moment to talk to Mike, and as the evening wore on
the boy seemed more and more like his old affable and com-
fortably geeky self. Crow let it go.

At closing, Crow and Mike parted with a few jokes and
with that it felt easier, more like normal. Mike rode his bike
away through the tourist traffic as Crow locked up and shut
off the lights. Val tapped on the door just as Crow was head-
ing back to his apartment and he let her in. They kissed in
the doorway and then walked hand in hand back to the apart-
ment.

“How was your day?

“We have the memorial all set for Friday night. The Ro-
tary wanted to host it, so we’ll be using their hall, and the
college asked if they could cater it.”

“Nice of them.”

“Mark had a lot of friends,” Val said. “Everyone wants to
make a gesture.”

“How are you with all of this?”

Val shrugged. “Better than I thought I'd be. I stuffed my
purse with tissues thinking it was going to be that kind of a
day, but I didn’t use a single one. Now, Sarah, on the other
hand . . . she pretty much cleaned me out.”

“Yeah, she looked pretty rocky.”

Val sank down on the couch. “She’s keeping it together,
but only just. No change at all with Terry.”



228 Jonathan Maberry

“I know, I spoke to Saul a couple of times today.”

They sat with those thoughts for a while. Val broke the si-
lence by saying, “Twelve days.”

He looked at her. “What?”

“Newton’s folklorist friend will be here on the twenty-
ninth. Then we can find out what we have to do to put Mark
to rest. The thought of him just lying there in that drawer . . .”
She shivered.

“I know, but we’ll have to be pretty careful with how we
ask her. Just ’cause she’s a folklore professor doesn’t mean
she believes any of this.”

Val nodded. “We’ll be careful, but I intend to find out one
way or another.”

“I’ll look through my books again tonight when Newt
gets here. Maybe there’s something I missed.”

“You looked, honey. Newton looked. I looked, too. It’s not
there. Your stuff, good as it is, is mostly the pop-culture ver-
sion of folklore. We need to go a lot deeper than that.”

The doorbell rang. “That’s him.”

Crow let Newton in. The little reporter, looking seedier
and more haggard than ever, slumped down into a chair and
set a bag down between his sneakered feet. The contents of
the bag clinked. Crow knew that sound and came to point
like a bird-dog.

Val beat him to the punch. “Newt . . . you do know Crow
doesn’t drink.”

Newton gave her a bleary stare that for once was neither
deferential nor accommodating. “I do,” he said, and reached
down into the bag and brought out a longneck bottle of Hop
Devil, twisted off the cap, and drank about half of it down.
“And, don’t bother getting mad at me . . . I didn’t bring it to
share.” True to his word, he did not offer one to her.

Val opened her mouth to say something, but Crow touched
her arm and shook his head.

“We were just talking about Dr. Corbiel,” Crow said.
“And Mark.”
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The bottle paused halfway to Newton’s mouth, hovered
there for a moment, and then he took another long swig. “I
talked with her about that today. No—don’t look at me like
that, I'm not hideously stupid. I told her I was researching a
chapter for my book and wanted to know about how vam . . .
how these things happen. I told her about what I knew from
movies and stuff and she pretty much dismissed all of it.”

“What did she say?” asked Val.

Newton looked over the mouth of his bottle at her for a
long moment. “She said that there were a lot of ways, but
that if I wanted a definitive answer I'd have to know what
kind of . . . thing . . . did the attack.”

“Oh, Christ, Newton say the frigging word,” Crow snapped.
The smell of the beer was making his stomach churn and his
mouth water.

Newton gave him an evil look. “Okay, she said we’d have
to know what kind of vampire bit him.” The room went
quiet. Newton took another pull. “Jonatha said that in folk-
lore different vampires have different methods of predation
and different methods of, um . . . recruitment.” He finished the
first beer and took a second from the bag. “The thing in the
movies where a vampire drinks someone’s blood and then
makes them drink theirs—that’s a distortion. She said that
most transformations don’t even require a sharing of blood.
Others require that the victim be willing to drink the vam-
pire’s blood. In a lot of them a person can be transformed
by a bite, but even if they revive as a vampire they aren’t
evil unless they drink human blood, willingly or not. Ap-
parently there are blood rituals to force a reanimated per-
son to become a vampire. But in some cases there’s no bite
at all.”

“What do you mean?” Val asked.

“In some cultures a person isn’t turned into a vampire by
other vampires. It’s based on a bunch of other stuff. Dying
unrepentant is a big one, dying by violence is another. Being
born on certain days of the year. Holy days, I think, but she
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was going pretty fast and [ missed some stuff. It’s a wonder
we’re not ass-deep in vampires.”

“Yes,” Val said, her eyes thoughtful.

“So, bottom line is that we don’t know which kind of
vampire Boyd was. If we did, then the folklore from that
country would tell us what we need to know.”

“I don’t think it’s that simple,” Crow said. “From what I
read . ..and ’'m admitting ’'m no scholar here, but the
problem is more complex than that because we don’t know
how many of the folkloric vampires were even real. All we
know about is Ruger and Boyd, Cowan and Castle, and even
there we don’t know that much.”

Val got up and crossed to where Newton sat in the over-
stuffed chair. “Beer,” she said and held out her hand. He
obeyed without a hesitation and even twisted off the cap for
her.

“Whoa!” Crow said. He patted his stomach. “I think the
phrase is ‘eating for two,” not ‘drinking for two.””

Val shot him a thoroughly vile look and thrust the beer
back into Newton’s hand. “You shouldn’t have brought that,”
she snapped.

Newton shrugged. “I shouldn’t have moved to Black Marsh
and shouldn’t have met you two. Life’s funny sometimes.”
He set one bottle down on the side table and sipped from the
other.

Standing, arms folded under her breasts, face set, Val
said, “If we don’t know what kind of vampire Boyd was . . .
and if we can’t ever know because he was burned so badly,
then we have to find some way of testing Connie and Mark.”

“Jesus Christ,” Crow said, and Newton blanched.

3

Mike was careful putting the key in the front door lock,
was careful opening the door, was careful stepping into the
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hall. He didn’t want to make any sound, didn’t want to do
any of the thousand things that could set Vic off. The hall
was all in somber brown tones, barely lit by the baseboard
nightlight near the coatrack. Ahead of him the stairs drifted
up into shadows; to his right a doorway opened to the hall to
the kitchen and, closer, into the big living room. Both rooms
were dark. No TV sounds, no radio. The framed photos on
the wall—people from his mom’s family that Mike had never
met—brooded behind their glass windows.

He moved toward the stairs, had a foot raised to step, but
something made him stop. He listened to the house, then
turned toward the doorway to the darkened living room. Was
that a sound?

“Mom . ..?”

Something moved in the shadows, shifting on the couch.
He took a step toward the doorway, and peered through the
gloom. He squeezed his eyes shut for a second to try and
kick in his night vision and it worked enough so that he
could now see that the living room shadows ranged from
medium black by the windows to a softer golden brown by
the doorway. As his eyes became accustomed to the darkness
Mike could now see his mother’s figure sitting on the end of
the couch, shoulders hunched forward, head bent low.

“Mom, are you okay?”’

Mike took a step into the living room, but jerked to a stop.
The air in there was so thick it was as if the shadows were
made of some viscous matter that choked and pushed against
him. His muscles twitched as if they had a will of their own and
wanted to flee, but Mike forced himself to stay there, kept
his eyes locked on the silhouetted form of his mother. What
the hell had happened here? What had Vic done to her?

“Mom . . . what’s going on?”

Her head turn slightly. “M . . . Mike?”

“Yeah, Mom. Are you all right? Are you sick?” He stood
behind the couch, not ten feet from her, still too conditioned
to go any further into the room. Another of Vic’s rules.
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“Mike?”

“Why are you sitting here in the dark, Mom?” He took a
determined step forward through the resistant gloom. “Look,
let me turn on the light . . .”

“NO!” she shrieked as she recoiled from him. “Just leave
me be.”

“Come on, Mom, what’s going on?”

She huddled into herself, turning away from him so that
he couldn’t even see the silhouette of her face. ““You shouldn’t
be in here, Mike, you know Vic doesn’t like you to be in the
living room.”

“Mom, if you’re sick or . .. hurt . .. then we need to get
some help—”

She made a sound and it took Mike a moment to realize
that she had laughed. A short, bitter bark of a laugh. “I think
we can all agree it’s a little late for that,” she said in a faux
light tone that was ghastly to hear.

“Mom?”

“I’'m okay. Just leave me alone, Mike. Just go to your
room. Do your homework.”

Mike stood there, uncertain. “Well . . . can I fix you some-
thing? Are you hungry?”

She turned farther away from him. He thought he heard
her say “Yes,” but he just as easily could have imagined it.

“How about some tea? You want me to make you a cup of
tea?”

“I think T heard her say go to your room,” Vic said from
behind him.

Mike cried out and jumped as he turned. Vic stood there
in the kitchen hallway, arms folded, leaning one shoulder
against the wall. He was wearing a tank top and jeans and his
arms and chest were cut with wiry muscle.

The moment hung in space and Mike waited for the first
blow.

“Now,” Vic said. His voice never rose above a conversa-
tional tone.
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Mike half turned. “Mom . .. ?”

“Do as you're told, Mike,” she said. “Everything’s fine.”

Mike turned back to Vic, who was not looking at him; in-
stead Vic was staring into the living room at the figure
hunched over in the dark.

“Go on,” Vic said and still there was no heat, no edge to
his voice.

Defeated by confusion, Mike nodded and backed away,
then turned and ran up the stairs. In his room he crouched by
his bedroom door, listening through a crack for any sound of
yelling, of hitting, of a fight resumed. But everything down-
stairs was silent.

After twenty minutes Mike closed his door.



Chapter 20

Two days before Halloween

)

Newton sat for over an hour on the hard bench at the
Warminster train station, chewing butter-rum Life Savers and
drumming his fingers. A paperback book on vampire folk-
lore was open on his lap, but he was too jittery to read. Com-
muters looked at him with his rumpled outdoor clothes and
his razor-stubbled face and assumed he was homeless and
gave him a wide berth. Newton was aware of their stares, but
didn’t care. In the three weeks since Little Halloween and
the trip down into Dark Hollow he hadn’t slept more than
three hours at a stretch. Insomnia kept him up, too much cof-
fee jangled his nerves, and when he did drift off the dreams
kicked in. It was better to be sort of awake and wasted than
to be asleep and at the mercy of his overactive imagination.

For the hundredth time he looked up at the wall clock
above the ticket booth. Just shy of three o’clock. Jonatha
Corbiel was nearly half an hour late. As each northbound
train pulled into the station he stood up and searched the
faces of the debarking passengers. Jonatha had given him
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only a vague and sketchy idea of what she looked like. “I’'m
tall, dark, and top-heavy.” Amused and intrigued by her descrip-
tion, he conjured images of a leggy beauty with a deep-water
tan and a grad-student’s wire-framed glasses. Something like
a brainy Jennifer Tilly or a scholarly Jennifer Connelly with
olive skin. Maybe someone with the delicacy of a Maggie
Gyllenhaal but with lots of wild curling black hair, dressed
in the jeans, flannel lumberjack shirt, and Dr. Martens that
comprised the dress code of the understipened Ph.D. candi-
date.

Thus self-conditioned, he was totally unprepared for the
woman who suddenly loomed over him like a skyscraper. He
had seen her get off the train, but had not even thought that
she might be Jonatha despite the fact that she did, indeed, fit
the description of tall, dark, and top-heavy. She smiled down
at him and in a thick Louisiana accent said, “Let me guess.
Willard Fowler Newton, or what’s left of him?”

He stared up at her. “Uh . . . Jonatha . . . ?”” he stammered,
rising.

“In the flesh.”

He goggled. Jonatha Corbiel was certainly tall, and at six-
one she towered over Newton’s five-seven. She was certainly
dark: her skin was an exquisite and flawless blue-black, as
richly dark as that of her Ashanti ancestors. And she was cer-
tainly top-heavy, with large breasts straining at the fabric of
her faded gray U of P sweatshirt, distorting both letters.
Standing at his full height his eyes came to just above her
chest and try as he might, he could not help but stare.

“Might as well get it over with,” Jonatha said with toler-
ant amusement.

“Er...what?”

“I have really big boobs. Take a good look and get it out
of your system.”

His eyes leapt immediately away from her chest and up to
meet hers, which were filled with humor. He felt his skin ig-
nite to a fiery red.
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“Sorry,” he mumbled. “You must hate that.”

“I’ve been used to it since I was fourteen.” She looked
around. “Where are your friends?”

“We’re meeting them at the diner. Couple blocks from
here. My car’s over there . . .” He gestured vaguely in the di-
rection of the parking lot and reached for the small suitcase
that stood next to her. She let him carry it, but opted to hold
on to her laptop case, which she wore slung over one shoul-
der.

“Let’s go, then.” Her tone was on the affable side of mat-
ter of fact, and he turned and led the way to the lot, trying
not to cut looks at her as they walked. Jonatha Corbiel was a
knockout and Newton had no experience at all around
women of that level of beauty. None at all. In the thirty yards
between the bench and his car he managed to bang his knee
into the Intelligencer news box and trip down two of the
three steps from the platform. When they were in the car,
Newton drove slowly and badly and tried not to study her
face in the rearview mirror. She wore seven earrings in her
right ear and four in her left and silver rings flashed on each
of her long fingers; she wore no makeup, and he thought she
was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

“I...really want to thank you for coming up here. I
know it’s a lot to ask.”

She shrugged. “I’ve had it on my list to visit Pine Deep at
some point.” She smiled and held her hands out like she was
reading a movie marquee. “Pine Deep, Pennsylvania: The
Most Haunted Town in America. To a folklorist that’s like
the mothership calling me home.”

“The charm wears off once you live here for a while.”

“Maybe,” she said. “I’m interested in this book you’re
writing on vampire and werewolf legends in Pennsylvania. I
don’t think anyone’s ever done a folklore book as specific as
that for this area.”

“Seems to be a theme with us,” Newton said dryly.

“In the last ten years I’ve done over fifty field investiga-
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tions of reported vampirism in eleven states, and fourteen of
werewolfism. You’d be amazed how often these things are re-
ported. All of them were duds, dead ends. It always turns out
that the witnesses were untrustworthy, or the evidence faked
or simply misidentified.”

Instead of replying to that, he said, “We’re here.” He
pulled into the lot of the Red Lion, a Greek diner on the cor-
ner of County Line Road and Route 611, and parked next to
Val’s two-year-old Dodge Viper. Inside, Gus, the owner,
gave him a friendly grin.

“You looking for Val and Crow? They’re in the back.” He
picked up two menus and ushered them into a nearly empty
dining room. Newton made introductions and everyone
shook hands.

“Thanks for agreeing to come up here,” Val said after
they’d ordered coffees.

“Well, Mr. Newton piqued my interest with his book. A
mass-market trade paperback deal is something we acade-
mics only dream of, so being extensively quoted and foot-
noted in one is actually a good career move.”

Newton’s cover story was only partly a lie because New-
ton did plan to write a book, leveraging his celebrity as the
reporter who broke the Karl Ruger/Cape May Killer story.
Even his editor, Dick Hangood—who was not Newton’s
biggest fan—thought a book deal would be a no-brainer, but
no actual deal yet existed.

Crow sipped his coffee. “Newt’s been tapping me for info
since he started on the project. Up till now I've been the
local spook expert.”

“I know,” Jonatha said. “I Googled you and saw how
many times you’ve been quoted.”

“Then you’ll know that most of it has been related to
hauntings and such,” he said, nodding.

“You’ve been quoted a few times in articles about were-
wolf legends, but just in passing. Do you have a folklore
background?”
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“Not really. I’ve read a lot of books and when you live in
Pine Deep you tend to pick up on things.”

Newton watched Jonatha as she studied Crow. She had
shrewd eyes and didn’t blink until after Crow finished talk-
ing. Newton recognized that as an interviewer’s trick. She was
looking for a “tell.” If you blink you can miss small changes
in the other person’s expression, pupilary dilation, nostril flar-
ing, thinning of the lips, angle of gaze—all of which could
reveal a lot more about the subject than words or tone of
voice. Newton had seen cops use the same tricks. So far
Crow seemed to be doing pretty good.

Newton said, “I’ve been collecting some oral stories—
things that have not yet been recorded and some weird things
have come up that are outside of my own experience.”

“Outside mine, too,” Crow said.

The waitress came and they ordered. Cheese omelets for
Crow and Jonatha, a stack of French toast for Newton, and a
bagel with whitefish for Val. Everyone had second coffees.

“If you don’t mind me asking, Ms. Guthrie,” Jonatha said,
“what’s your involvement in this?”’

“Val, please, and I’'m an interested observer.”

“Crow and Val are engaged,” Newton explained.

Jonatha stirred Splenda into her coffee. Her eyes lingered
on Val’s. “I read the last few week’s worth of papers. Please
accept my condolences.”

“Thanks.”

“I read that the mayor of the town is in a coma.”

Val paused. “Yes.”

“Unrelated events?”

“Yes.”

“But on the same day as the attacks on your brother and
his wife.”

Val said nothing.

“Which is the same day you shot and killed that criminal,
I believe?”

“Are you going somewhere with this, Dr. Corbiel?”
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“Jonatha. No, I’m just trying to put the pieces together.
You’ve all been through a terrible series of events. It’s pretty
amazing that you can find the peace of mind to work to-
gether on a pop-culture book.”

The food arrived, which gave Newton, Crow, and Val
time to share some brief eye contact. All of them were hus-
tling to reevaluate Jonatha Corbiel. When the waitress left,
Crow said, “Distraction is useful under stress, don’t you think?”

“Distraction? That’s a funny word to put on the pursuit of
a book on vampires. I would have thought you’d have had
enough of monsters by now. Human monsters, I mean, which
I think we can all agree are much worse than anything we
find in film, fiction, or folklore.”

Val tore off a piece of bagel and put it in her mouth as she
leaned back in her chair and assessed Jonatha. “Is this going
to be a problem? Would you rather not help us out with this?”

Jonatha gave them all a big smile that was pure charm
and about a molecule deep. “Not at all. I’'m rather interested
to hear what you have to say.”

They all digested that as they ate, but it was Jonatha who
again broke the silence. “So . . . who wants to start?”

“Why don’t I give it a shot?” Crow said.

She waggled a corner of toast. “Fire away.”

“Okay, if you’ve been reading about Pine Deep, then
you’ve read about the Massacre of 1976.”

“The Black Harvest and the Reaper murders, yes.”

“Um . .. right. Well, since the seventies there have been a
lot of urban myths built up around what happened. Have you
heard of the Bone Man?”

“Sure. That’s the nickname given to Oren Morse, the mi-
grant worker who was falsely accused of the crimes.”

That threw Crow. “Falsely . . . ?”

“I have copies of the news stories, Crow,” she said.
“When Newton told me that the records from the Pine Deep
newspapers had been destroyed in a fire I just probed a little
deeper. Crimes of that kind are widely reported, and I have

>
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photocopies of the stories as reported by the Doylestown In-
telligencer and the Philadelphia Inquirer. Some Daily News
and Bulletin articles as well. Prior to his own murder, Morse
was quoted in an Intelligencer article. It was just after your
brother was murdered.”

If she had tossed a hand grenade onto the table she could
not have hit Crow harder.

“What?” Val and Newton both exclaimed.

“Your father was also quoted in four separate articles, Val,”
Jonatha said, “beginning with the murder of your uncle.”

The three of them sat in stunned silence, gawking at her.

Jonatha finished her toast and cut a piece of omelet.
“Mmm, good food here,” she said as she chewed. The silence
persisted and finally Jonatha put down her fork. “You didn’t
know your father was in the papers, did you?”

“No,” Val said. Her face had gone pale.

Jonatha folded her hands in her lap and looked at them in
turn. Some of her smile had faded. “Okay, let’s cut the bull-
shit, shall we? Val, you and Crow lost family to the Reaper.
According to the news stories you were friends with Morse,
who worked for some time for your father. Your town’s
mayor, Terry Wolfe, lost a sister to the killer and was himself
hospitalized. All through this there was a terrible blight . . .
the Black Harvest in question. Now, thirty years later we
have another blight, another series of brutal murders, and vi-
olence again hitting the same three families. Even some of
the dimmer news affiliates have remarked on the coinci-
dence, but they left it as coincidence.” She pursed her lips. “I
don’t much believe in coincidence.”

Crow opened his mouth to say something, but Jonatha
held up a hand. “Let me finish. After Newton contacted me
about this . . . about his book, I started reading up. I read
everything I could find, including everything about Ruger
and Boyd. That makes for some interesting reading.” Her
dark eyes glittered. “The news stories say that Crow and a
Philly cop named Jerry Head both shot Ruger—and this is
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after Crow kicked the stuffing out of him—but the guy not
only manages to flee the scene and elude a concentrated
manhunt but then shows up a couple of days later and at-
tacks again. Stronger than ever. How many bullets did it take
to bring him down the second time?”

Instead of answering, Val just said, “Go on.”

“Then Boyd attacks and kills two police officers on your
farm. The news report—Mr. Newton’s own news report—
states that one of the officers emptied his gun, apparently
during the struggle. All those shots without hitting the sus-
pect? A week or so later he attacks your brother and sister-
in-law, kills one of your employees, and almost kills you and
you have to empty an entire clip into him to bring him down.”

None of them said a word.

“Then Newton here contacts me for backstory on the
folklore of vampires and werewolves, wanting specifically
to know how to identify a vampire affer it has been killed.”
She drained her coffee cup and set it down on the saucer.
“Folks . . . how stupid do you really think I am?”

After almost half a minute of silence, Val said, “Well, well.”

To which Crow added, “Holy shit.”

“Okay,” Val said softly, “then what do you think is going
on?”

Jonatha shrugged. “It seems pretty clear to me that you
all think you have, or possibly had, a vampire here in Pine
Deep.” She arched her eyebrows. “Am I right, Val? Crow?”
They said nothing. “And very probably a werewolf, too.”

Crow opened his mouth to reply, but Val touched his arm.
Her eyes bored into Jonatha’s. “What if we were to agree?
What would you do if we said that we thought that we were
dealing with something supernatural here in Pine Deep?”

“Then,” Jonatha said, “I’d say that you’d better tell me ab-
solutely everything. Everything that’s happened, everything
you suspect.”

“And if we do?”

“First,” she said, “I’'d have to believe you. Meaning I'd
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have to believe that you are telling me all of it and telling me
what you believe.”

“Okay,” Newton said.

“Then Ill tell you if I think this is over or not.”

“From the way you’re talking,” Crow said, “it almost
sounds like you believe in this stuff.”

Jonatha didn’t answer. She cut another piece of omelet,
speared a piece of grilled potato, dipped it in ketchup, and
ate it while staring him right in the eye.

“Tell me first,” she said.

2

“Well . . . that’s kind of weird.”

Nurse Emma Childs looked up from the chart on which
she had been recording the doctor’s notes. Pen poised above
the paper she said, “Excuse me, doctor?”

The young resident, Dr. Pankrit, was bending over Terry
Wolfe, gently moving aside bandages in order to examine
the man’s lacerations and surgical wounds. “Look at this.
I’ve never seen a surgical scar heal that fast.”

Childs leaned past Pankrit’s shoulder. “Wow. I changed
that dressing yesterday. This is wonderful!”

Pankrit turned and gave her an enigmatic stare for a mo-
ment, then bent lower to peer at the sides of Terry’s face.
“I ... guess.” He sounded dubious. “It’s just so fast. .. and
look, see that? That was a deep incision and the scar should
be livid. This scar looks like it’s six months old. That’s just . . .
weird.” He put the bandages back in place. “Let’s run this by
Dr. Weinstock. He said he wanted to be notified of any changes
to the mayor’s condition.”

“Well, surely if the mayor is healing fast it must be a good
sign. His system must be getting stronger.”

Pankrit gave her another of those odd looks. “Let’s run it
by Dr. Weinstock.”
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Bentley Kingsman, known to everyone as BK, walked the
whole route of the Haunted Hayride, pausing every once in a
while to make notes on a map of the attraction he carried on
a clipboard. He and his friend, Billy Christmas, had driven
into town the previous night, stayed at the Harvestman Inn
on the town’s dime, and were out at the Hayride by seven in
the morning. Crow had met them, introduced them to Coop
and a few of the management staff, then left for another
meeting.

BK was set to handle security for Mischief Night and
Halloween at the Hayride, the Dead-End Drive-In, the Col-
lege Campus, the movie theater in town, and the main Festi-
val that covered three full blocks in the center of town. BK
had a lot of muscle coming in that afternoon and by then he
wanted to view every site himself and make decisions on
who should go where.

They stopped at a slope that led down to a man-made
swamp in which the silvery disk of a spaceship appeared to
rise from the muddy water. BK read from the clipboard.
“Alien Attack. Five staff as aliens, two as victims, plus man-
nequins as deceased victims.”

“Cute,” Billy said, sipping from a Venti Starbucks triple
espresso. “What happens here?”

“The flatbed stops up there on the road and a lightshow
kicks in. Blue and white lights plus a strobe over behind the
saucer. The aliens chase the two actors up the slope and shoot
them down with ray guns right about where we’re standing,
then they start coming after the kids on the flatbed. The driver
guns the engine and the flatbed slips away just in the nick of
time.”

Billy grunted. “Kids buy that shit?”

“By the busload, apparently. Crow said this is the biggest
one of these in the country. Place makes a ton of cash.”

“We’re in the wrong business, Kemo Sabe.” Billy was tall
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and wiry, with lean hips and long ropey arms. He looked
more like a dancer than a bouncer, and two nights a week he
did climb onto the stage for ladies’ night male stripper re-
vues. He was tanned and handsome, with white-blond hair,
cat-green eyes, and a smile that BK had seem him use to
melt just about any woman who crossed his path.

BK was taller, broader, heavier, and darker. Brown hair and
eyes, a short beard, and forty more pounds than he would have
liked to carry. He was built on a huge frame, though, and
carried the extra weight lightly. He did look like a bouncer.

The two of them worked at Strip-Search, the biggest of
Philly’s go-go bars. BK was the cooler and Billy was his
main backup. Like Crow they were old hands in the Middle
Atlantic States martial arts scene. BK studied the same art as
Crow, traditional Japanese jujutsu; Billy had years invested
in a number of systems, including Muay Thai kickboxing
and Wing Chun kung-fu.

“How many guys you figure for this spot?” Billy asked.

“This is the most remote spot, but I think we can get away
with three guys for this scene and the next two. One here,
one a quarter mile along the path, and one walking the line
between the two.”

“That’ll work.”

There was a lot of activity around the saucer. Attractions
consultant John West and his team were involved in a thor-
ough wiring safety check, so BK didn’t bother them. He and
Billy moved on, strolling past the Graveyard of the Ghouls,
through the Corn Maze, and into the final trap, the Grotto of
the Living Dead. “This is where one of the kids gets pulled
out of the flatbed. He pretends to be a tourist and an actress
plays his girlfriend. Some zombies sneak up and drag him
off into the bushes and tear him up. The girl screams her
lungs out and the zombies attack the flatbed, almost catching
it as the tractor pulls away. Then it swings around the big
bend in the road and back to the starting point where they oft-
load the kids.
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BK consulted the clipboard. “I figure it’ll take fifteen
guys to secure this entire attraction.”

Billy whistled. “I hope somebody around here’s got some
deep-ass pockets.”

“From what Crow says, they do.”

“It’'d piss me off if the check bounces.”

“Amen, brother.”

C))

They took turns telling her the story. Crow started and
told her everything about the Massacre, everything about
Griswold and the Bone Man. Val picked it up with what hap-
pened at her farm, first when Ruger invaded her house and
took her family hostage—and mercilessly gunned down her
father—to Boyd’s murderous attack. Newton filled in the
backstory of the Cape May Killer, the police handling of the
case, and what he had found out through Internet searches. It
took well over an hour and they were so wired from caffeine
that they’d switched to decaf. The owner, Gus, came by sev-
eral times to see if they needed anything, but the seriousness
of their faces and the fact that they immediately stopped
talking as soon as he came into the back room finally con-
vinced him that they were involved in something private and
important. He stopped seating customers in that part of the
diner.

Throughout the discourse Jonatha said very little except
to clarify a point, a name, or a date. She made no notes, of-
fered no opinions. When Newton finished his part of it, she
leaned her elbows on the table and steepled her long fingers.
“Wow,” she said. “And the only other person who knows
about this is this Dr. Weinstock?”

“Yes,” Val said, “and we’d like to keep it that way.”

“Have you seen Dr. Weinstock’s evidence? The tapes, the
lab reports?”’
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Crow nodded. “He said that each single element could
probably be disproved, or at least discredited if someone wanted
to work hard enough at it, but taken en masse it’s pretty
damned compelling.”

To Val, Jonatha said, “So, as far I can tell, you three brought
me here because of what happened to your brother and his
wife, is that correct?”

“Not entirely,” Val said. “Mark is the most important rea-
son to me, of course. I need to know that he’s going to be at
rest. That he isn’t infected . . . but we also need to know if the
town itself is safe. We think this is over, but how can we ever
tell? I don’t want to have to live in fear every day and night
for the rest of my life. Crow and I are expecting a baby . . .
we need to know that this town is going to be a safe place for
our baby to grow up.” Crow reached over and gave her hand
a squeeze.

“Wow,” Jonatha said again.

“We’ve been pretty candid with you, Jonatha,” Val said.
“Now it’s your turn. You seem remarkably calm after hearing
the story we’ve just told. Frankly, I expected you to laugh in
our faces and storm out. But here you are.”

“Here I am.”

“So what does that mean?”” Crow asked.

“It means, Crow,” Jonatha said, “that it’s a good thing
Newton here didn’t contact my thesis advisor first. Or the
department chair.”

“Why’s that?” Newton asked.

“Because neither of those gentlemen believes in vampires.”

“And you do?”

Jonatha paused. “Yes,” she said. “I do.” She shook her
head. “Before you ask, though . .. no, it doesn’t mean that
I’ve ever met a vampire. I’'m not Van Helsing’s illegitimate
daughter. I have never in my life encountered the super-
natural. Not once.”

“So . ..why?”

She shrugged. “Not everyone gets into folklore because
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of an academic drive. Some of us—quite a lot of us, actu-
ally—pursue folklore because we do believe in some kind of
larger world. I’'m from Louisiana . . . from the real backwoods
Louisiana. Before starting college I had a Cajun accent so thick
you couldn’t cut it with a knife, but thanks to some under-
graduate theater classes I learned to get rid of that. Where I
grew up everyone believes in something, even those who swear
up and down that they don’t. My grandmother and mother
were as much vodoun as Catholic. In Louisiana we have plenty
of legends of the loup-garou. I believed those stories as a
kid, and still believe some of them.”

“Some?”

“Sure, most of these stories are fake, or tall tales whose
origins got lost over time and drifted into pop culture and
folklore.”

Val said, “What’s a loup-garou?”’

“It’s French for werewolf,” Crow explained.

“Right,” Jonatha agreed, “and it’s because of that part of
your story that I’'m here. You see, after Newton here con-
tacted me and I started reading up on Pine Deep’s history, I
saw the name of the last known victim of the Massacre. Or,
at least the person most of your town believes was the last
victim.” She paused. “Ubel Griswold is why I’m here.”

Crow winced at the name.

“I’m not following this,” Newton admitted.

“Ubel Griswold is a fake name. It’s one of several false
identities used by the most famous werewolf in European
history.”

“Peeter Stubbe,” Crow and Newton both said together.

“Bonus points to you for knowing that. Most of the pop-
culture books on werewolves mention Peeter Stubbe, though
often the accounts are missing many details that can, how-
ever, be found in the scholarly literature, among which is
Stubbe’s probable birthplace.”

“I thought he was German,” Crow said.

She shook her head. “No, and that’s part of the problem.
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He started using the name Peeter Stubbe when he moved to
Germany, but he had already committed a series of murders
in several countries before that. The earliest accounts of
Stubbe’s crimes date back to fourteenth century, and that and
other historical details suggest that Serbia, or possibly what
is now know as Belarus, is where he was born.”

“I’'m sorry,” Val said, “but isn’t this all rather beside the
point?”

“Oh, no, Val . . . it’s not. It’s the reason I believe so much
of your story.”

“Then you’ll have to explain, because I haven’t read many
of these books.”

“Okay, the short version is that there are hundreds of dif-
ferent werewolf and vampire legends. They occur in every
country, and except in the case of folklore following popula-
tion migrations, these creatures are all different. The Jap-
anese vampire and the Chilean vampire bear almost no
similarities. You with me? Well, the werewolf legends of Be-
larus and Serbia are different from those of Germany, and if
Stubbe was born in one of those countries, and if he was ac-
tually a werewolf, then he would have very likely possessed
the qualities of the Vikodlak of Serbia or the Mjertovjec of
Belarus. Those are the dominant species of werewolflike
creature from those nations. Now, the thing is that even
though most of the qualities of those two monsters are dif-
ferent, they share one really dreadful thing in common.”

“And what is that?” Val asked. Tension etched lines in her
face.

“In both countries, when either a Vikodlak or a Mjertov-
jec werewolf dies and is not properly buried, it comes back
to life . . . as a vampire.”

Val’s face lost all color and she gripped Crow’s hand with
desperate force.

“Holy mother of God,” Crow whispered.

“That,” Jonatha said, “is why I believe you.”
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Crow said nothing as he drove. He just put a Solomon
Burke disk in and headed north. The sunny morning had
given way to a thin cloud cover that was starting to thicken
as they drove. Val used her cell to fill Weinstock in on what
they’d learned.

“She said that the psychic vampire is the root of the word
nosferatu. It’s funny, after all those Dracula movies I thought
that nosferatu meant “‘undead.’ I guess we can’t trust any of
what’s in fiction.”

“So what does it mean?” Weinstock asked.

“Jonatha said that at least a third of the world’s folkloric
vampires were bodiless and invisible spirits who spread dis-
ease. The Romanian word nosferatu actually translates as
‘plague carrier,” which she thinks might explain our blight.”

“Swell.”

“The main thing is, if Griswold was one of the werewolf
species from Belarus or Serbia, and if he was killed, as Crow
suspects, by the Bone Man somewhere in Dark Hollow, then
it’s likely he’s the one who somehow turned Boyd and the
others into vampires.”

She told him the rest of it and then made arrangements to
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meet later on. For the next ten minutes of the drive north, Val
stared out at the cars passing in the other direction, her fin-
gers tracing the outline of the small silver cross she wore
around her neck. Crow knew that she must be in hell. If
Griswold’s spirit was lingering in town, then Mark and Con-
nie might also be caught in the polluted etheric tidewaters of
Pine Deep.

“Whatever it takes,” he said, giving her thigh a reassuring
squeeze, “we’ll take care of Mark—"

“I want to go back to the farm,” Val interrupted. “Now.
On the way back to town.”

Crow nodded. “Okay. Any particular reason?”

“Dad’s guns.”

He studied her face for a moment and then looked at the
dark clouds building in the direction they were headed. “Works
for me,” he said.

2

Newton used his credit card to pay for Jonatha’s room at
the Harvestman Inn and trailed behind her as she opened her
door and went in. Like all of the rooms at Pine Deep’s pre-
mier hotel, it was spacious, accented in autumn colors, and
very expensive. The numbers on the bill caused Newton real
pain.

“I’ll be back to pick you up at six,” he said, fidgeting in
the doorway.

Jonatha turned around and sat down on the edge of the
big queen bed that dominated the room. They had barely
spoken a word since she dropped her bomb at the restaurant,
and now she sat there and chewed her lip, giving him a long
and thoughtful look.

“Tell me something, Newton.”

“Call me Newt. Everyone does.”
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“Okay. Tell me . . . what are you and the others going to
do now? With everything that’s happening, I mean?”

“I don’t know. I think Crow will want to go down to Dark
Hollow again, to Griswold’s house.”

“Why? If he’s a ghost, or some kind of psychic vampire
spirit, then what do you think you’ll be able to accomplish?
You can’t shoot him and you can’t dig him up and run him
out of town on a rail.”

“I don’t know what we can do. Spray garlic over his house,
or set it on fire.”

“Was he buried there? At the house, I mean?”

“I don’t know. Does it matter?”

“Sure. What good would burning his house down do for
us if he’s buried on the other side of town?”

Newton frowned. “Well . . . we told you what happened
to us. The bugs and all. Something’s there. Crow saw that the
doors were all locked from the inside. He figures Boyd was
using it as a hideout. Maybe Griswold’s buried in the cellar
or bricked up in a wall or something.”

“That would be very convenient, and if this was an Edgar
Allan Poe story I'd even say likely . . . but something tells
me it’s not going to be that easy.”

He gave her a tired smile. “This is Pine Deep . . . nothing
here is ever easy.”

©)]

He wanted to do one thousand cuts and then go back in-
side and work the store, but he lost count somewhere in the
three hundreds and that was forty minutes ago. The sword
handle was starting to slip in his sweaty palms and Mike’s
shoulders ached as he raised the wooden blade over his head
and brought it down, over and over again. He strived for the
rhythm that Crow always had when he used the bokken, the
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hardwood training sword, but knew that his blows were
clumsier, rougher, driven more by rage than art. Each time
the dull edge whacked the leather wrapping of the striking
post the shock through his wrists and up his arms; the ache
that had started early on had blossomed into burning bands
of pain that tore across his chest with each blow. Lactic acid
coursed through him; his blood was a hellish cocktail of
adrenaline, endorphins, and pure hate.

His eyes had long ago turned from blue to red and black
flowers seemed to bloom in his vision as he hit and hit
and hit.

One blow was for Vic.

The next was for his father.

The next for Vic; the one after that for his father. Over
and over again, as the minutes shattered into fragments under
the blows, Mike’s face twitched and snarled as he struck. A
hundred blows back his nose had started to bleed, and al-
though Mike was aware of that on some level, he just didn’t
give a shit. The rage felt good. The violence—however much
a sham—felt good.

The burn in his muscles felt good. Felt great. Hate felt
wonderful.

The sword rose and then slammed down, first on the right
side of the post, then up and down on the left side. The
leather was beaten black and then pale and finally it split.
Threads of it jumped into the air with each blow.

His cuts had started sloppy, had been a child’s attempt to
do a man’s cut. That was two or three thousand cuts ago.
Now the sword rose and struck, rose, changed angle and
struck; the wood was a blur, the rhythm far better than Mike
thought it was. The timing and angle and efficiency of each
cut was better than it should have been.

Far, far better.

If Crow had been there, if he could have seen the unre-
lenting frenzy of Mike’s attack on the forging post. If he had
seen the demonic fury in Mike’s eyes and the sneering bru-
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tality on his face, he would have done anything he could to
stop him. He would have seen the dhampyr crouching inside
the boy, and the nameless other crouching inside the dhampyr.
Had Crow seen that he would have been more than just terri-
fied for Mike . . . he would have been terrified of him.

@

It wasn’t until they pulled into the parking lot of the hos-
pital that Val broke the long silence that had endured while
they’d gone to her house to get the weapons and ammunition
that once belonged to Henry Guthrie. She rubbed her palms
over her face, careful of her battered eye socket, then looked
at her hands for a moment as if she expected to see some-
thing there.

“Where the hell are we?” she asked as Crow turned off
the engine. “I mean . . . I don’t know about you but I’'m ready
to go on a bear hunt here, but how do you hunt a ghost?”

“Damn if I know, baby. This is new territory for me. I went
down to Griswold’s place and got run off by cockroaches.
That’s as much as I know about what he is and what he can
do.”

“As frightening as that must have been, Griswold doesn’t
seem to have had that much actual power. He dropped the
porch and sent the bugs, but you and Newton escaped.”

“Seemed like a pretty big deal at the time. But I see your
point. If he was all that strong, wouldn’t he have just snuffed
me out like that?” He snapped his fingers. “The whole bug
thing didn’t really do me that much harm. Mind you, I’ll
have a case of the butt-rattling shivers forever, but it’s not
like I lost a leg or anything.”

“When this is all over I’ll buy you some shares in Raid.”

“I’m a Black Flag man myself, ma’am.”

She gave him a spoonful of a smile, which was a larger
portion than he’d seen since Mark’s death. “My point is,
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honey,” she said, “that I don’t know how much of a real
threat Griswold is.”

“He made Boyd and Ruger into vampires. Jonatha said
that psychic vampires can make ordinary humans into vam-
pires.”

“True, but she didn’t know Ahow that was done,” she said.
“Maybe it involves actually going to that house or those
woods. Maybe when Ruger was on the run after the fight at
the farm he somehow found—or was drawn to—that place.
Jonatha said that all it takes is for a person to die evil and un-
repentant. Well if you wounded Ruger badly enough and he
died there, then maybe that’s how it happened. If so . . . it’s
the first time in what, thirty years?”

“But then Ruger probably bit Boyd and Boyd bit Cowan
and Castle. It just takes one Typhoid Mary to start a plague.”

“Okay, so where are you going with this? Do we put up
signs: No Trespassing—Danger of Vampire Infection—all
over the Hollow?”

She shot him a look. “No, I’'m saying that maybe what
needs to happen is that we find some way to sterilize that
place. Some kind of ritual, or something. Maybe find a way
to bring a couple of pieces of heavy equipment and tear that
house down, maybe a backhoe to dig up the swamp. Till the
soil and plant garlic everywhere. Something like that.”

“I love you, Valerie Guthrie. I love your strength and I
love your practical mind. Those are great ideas.”

“Great ideas, but not practical,” she said. “Getting the
equipment down there will take some doing . . . but before
we go in and bust everything up I think someone needs to go
back to Griswold’s house and search it from top to bottom. If
he’s buried there, then we can bury him with the rituals
Jonatha talked about. If he’s not, maybe there’s something
else of use. Evidence, books, I don’t know what, but we
should find out.”

“Roaches?”

She waved a hand. “Insects can be dealt with, that’s not
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the main problem, Crow. Man power is. Literally man power.
I can’t do it right now—Dbetween my head and the baby I
wouldn’t be any use. Newt’s . . . well, he’s Newt, and I don’t
think he should go down there again. I doubt Jonatha would
go, and Weinstock’s not the backwoods type.”

“Who’s that leave other than me?”

Val shrugged. “I think it’s time we called the cops.”

6))

The trees grew close and blocked the sunlight, keeping
the Hollow in shadows. Not that it mattered. Only a few of
them were vulnerable to sunlight, and any one of those
would have gladly, gleefully ignited himself if e asked it of
them.

All through the morning and into the afternoon they
came to him. Creeping through the forest, picking their way
through sticker bush and vines, hurrying to be in his pres-
ence. They clustered around the swamp in a loose circle,
each one dropping to his or her knees as they came close,
their eyes fluttering closed with ecstasy as he called them
and whispered to them. There was a long, continuous moan
as the faithful flocked to their master, and in ranks they
swayed back and forth like cornstalks in the wind.

There were hundreds of them now.

Hundreds.

Ruger walked among them, his face protected from the
direct sunlight by a broad-brimmed hat, his long white fin-
gers snugged into leather gloves. The sun caused him pain
but no damage. He was smiling as he walked the inner circle
of the first ring of worshippers. He could feel their passion,
could taste their bloody intensity on the air, and his own
heart lifted in glory.

A murmur of delight suddenly went up and Ruger turned
to see the surface of the swamp bulge upward, methane bub-
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bles bursting, steam rising from the muck as the Man moved.
Ruger was well pleased. He had worked hard for this, had
made sure everything was done just right.

With every kill the Man’s army got stronger, but more
than that—far, far more than that—with every kill the Man
himself got stronger. The release of energy from fear and de-
spair and the horror of death—all of that was channeled
along unseen energy lines to this Hollow. As each of the
faithful killed and fed on blood or flesh, the Man fed on the
psychic energy, growing stronger minute by minute, form-
ing, taking shape.

Becoming.

Ruger turned and surveyed the masses. “The Red Wave!”
he yelled, and they screamed it back to him.

“The Red Wave!” Louder, his voice shaking the withered
leaves on the trees.

They chorused it back to him, their voices shivering the
bark from the trees.

He went on yelling it and they kept replying in the litany
of the damned. Each time those words pummeled the clear-
ing the great, shifting mass that was Ubel Griswold trembled
with red joy.

It was near sunset on October 29. In two days the Red
Wave would wash the town of Pine Deep in blood. In two
days Ubel Griswold would rise. Pine Deep would die. The
world would scream.



Chapter 22

(0]

He picked up the phone on the second ring. “Ferro.”

“Frank? It’s . . . Saul.”

Ferro murmured distractedly. “Saul . .. who?” He held
the phone in left hand and with his right he was ticking off
items on an elaborate expense account that was due in an
hour.

“Saul Weinstock.”

“Mm-hmm,” Ferro said absently, underlining an item he
thought might be disallowed.

“From Pine Deep,” said the voice on the phone.

Ferro paused, smiling as he recognized the voice. “Hey!
Saul, how are you?”

Instead of answering, Weinstock said, “Look, is there any
way we can get together to talk?”

“About what?”

“About what’s happening in Pine Deep. About the thing
with Boyd and Ruger.”

“Saul, that case is pretty much closed, at least as far as my
involvement in it. Our homicide guys are working with the
FBI on it. My partner Vince and I were only dragged into it
by circumstance, following the drug angle out of Philly, so



258 Jonathan Maberry

with Ruger and Boyd both dead . .. well, our involvement
dried up—"
“It’s not over!” Weinstock barked. “It’s still happening.”
Ferro set down his pen. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You thought everything was over when Boyd died, huh?
Well, let me tell you, Frank, that was just the start of it.
Things have been happening here in town you should know
about.”

“Like what?”
“Like . . . well, I really don’t want to go into this over the
phone.”

Oh brother, Ferro thought. “Why not? Are you afraid
someone might be monitoring your call?”

“No, it isn’t that.”

“What, then?”

“What I have to say involves a lot of very detailed mater-
ial. Forensic evidence. X-rays, tests results, stuff you should
come and take a look at.”

“It’s not my case anymore. The FBI is in charge now.”

“Oh, please . . . those two jokers who were here during
the manhunt? Neither of them could find his butts with both
hands and a map. You ran that investigation.”

“I helped to coordinate it, but—"

“You ran it. Look, Frank, I’'m really not in the mood to
mince words. I’'m under one hell of a lot of pressure right
now, and to tell you the truth, I’m pretty scared.”

“Scared?” Ferro echoed, half-smiling. He leaned back in
his chair and put his crossed ankles up on his desk. “Scared
of what?”

Again that long silence. “Of what I found out during my
autopsies . . . and what I’ve discovered since then.”

“Have you discussed this with Sheriff Bernhardt?”

“Oh, of course not. He’s hopeless, and you know it. The
mayor’s still in a coma, so there’s no one here to talk to ex-
cept Malcolm Crow and Val Guthrie and both of them are
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sitting here in my office right now. We all want to talk with
you.”

“They’re both there?”

“Yes,” Weinstock. “Look, I know it’s a lot to ask, but if
you could just meet us, let us share our concerns with you.”

Ferro sighed and rubbed his eyes. “Saul . . .1 just can’t
see how I can manage that.”

“What if I told you I found some of the missing cocaine?”

“Say that again?”

“Would you be interested if I found some of the cocaine
that Ruger misplaced somewhere here in Pine Deep?”

“Are you saying you have found some?”

“Would it make a difference if [ have? Would it get you to
come back to Pine Deep? Would you be reassigned to the
case?”

“I could request it,” Ferro said cautiously. “If, and I say if,
you actually had located some of the missing coke. I want to
be really clear on that.”

There was some low conversation at the other end and
then a new voice spoke. “Frank? Crow here. You’re on speaker-
phone. Look, I don’t want to try and bullshit you with some
fairy tale about finding the coke. We didn’t find any, but we
did find some other stuff and we need to talk to you. I know
about the whole jurisdictional thing, but trust me when I tell
you that this is important. Vitally important.”

“Crow ...”

“People are dying here, Frank.”

“You have a police force.”

“No,” said a third voice—Val’s. “No, Detective Ferro I
don’t think we do. I think we’re all alone here and we need
your help.”

Ferro said nothing.

“Detective Ferro . . . Frank,” Val said, “you told me that at
my father’s funeral that if there was ever anything you could
do. T know people say that because they don’t know what
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else to say, but I’m going to take you at your word. I'm going
to make you live up to your word. You said you'd help if I
needed it, and I need it. What’s your word worth?”

“That’s pretty damned—"

“Answer the question,” she snapped. “What is your word
worth? I’ve lost my father, my brother, and my sister-in-law,
and one of my best friends is in a coma. Doesn’t that give me
enough of a right to ask for help?”

Ferro felt heat bloom in his cheeks. “That’s a low blow,
Ms. Guthrie.”

“I don’t care. At this point I'd do anything to get you to
come out here. Believe me when I say that.”

“Okay,” he said. “I do believe you.”

“Will you come?”

He sighed in disgust. “Oh, all right, I’ll come out. But
you get to play this card once and that’s it.”

“Thank you, Frank,” she said.

Crow said, “Can we do this tomorrow morning? Meet for
lunch?”

“Why?”

“Because we may not have a lot of time with this. Look,
Warrington’s about halfway . .. why don’t you meet us at
Graeme Pizza? You know where that is?”

“Across from the movie theater? On County Line Road,
just off 61177

“Yeah. Noon okay?”

“Not really,” Ferro said, “but we’ll be there.”

He slammed down the phone.

“Shit!

@

“Is this all of it?” Vic said, pulling open the panel truck’s
back door. It was filled with cartons floor to ceiling.
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“Everything you asked for,” said the driver. He was a
weasel-faced man name Trent who owned a minority share
in a candy company in Crestville. The truck was backed into
an empty bay at Shanahan’s garage. Trent looked around, but
there was no one else in sight.

Vic pulled one box down and tore it open. Inside were
forty one-pound bags of Pine Deep Authentic Candy Corn.
He took the clipboard from Trent’s hand and scanned down
the list. Fifteen boxes of candy corn; forty boxes of marsh-
mallow Peeps—ten each of bats, pumpkins, ghosts, and
black cats; twenty boxes of Gummi worms; and the rest were
cartons of rolled sugar dots in Halloween colors.

“Looks good.” He handed the clipboard back. “Okay, leave
the truck here and I’ll have some of my boys offload this shit.
Il drive you to the Black Marsh train station. You packed?”

Trent gave a nervous bob. “By the time anyone starts trip-
ping on these goodies I’ll be in Rio.”

“Sounds fun. Don’t send me a postcard.”

“No way, José. Now . . . just to put me at ease . . . you're
going to take care of everything, right? You won’t leave any-
thing that’ll tie me to this?”

“Yeah, I’ll handle everything.” Vic fished a cigarillo from
his shirt pocket. “Got a light?”

“Sorry, don’t smoke.”

“No problem,” Vic said, and kicked him in the groin.
Trent’s eyes goggled with surprise and sudden agony; he
made a strangled squeak and dropped to his knees. Vic
kicked him in the face and then stood over him and stomped
him nearly to death. He smiled all the time.

A figure stepped out from the far side of the truck. The
embroidered patch on his shirt said Shanahan. “Jeez, Vic . . .
he screw you over or something?”’

Vic turned. He was breathing heavy. “Nah . . . just work-
ing out some frustrations.” He nodded at what was left of
Trent. “You hungry?”
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Shanahan smiled a toothy smile. “Sure,” he said, “I could
eat.”
“Help yourself. I got to head home.”

(©))

Mike stopped home between school and his shift at the
Crow’s Nest to get a sweater. The afternoon had gone sud-
denly cold and his light windbreaker was nowhere near
warm enough. He leaned his bike against the steps, climbed
onto the porch, and had just turned the handle when he heard
Vic yelling. Mike froze in an attitude of listening, head
cocked to one side.

“You’re such a pain in the ass, Lois, I swear to God! All
you do anymore is bitch about how hungry you are, but you
won’t frigging eat anything we bring you.”

We? Mike thought.

He heard his mother reply, but her words were too faint to
make out.

“Well, I don’t care . ..and I’m not going to go get you
something from Trinian’s. You think I’'m the goddamn maid?”

Trinian’s was the butcher shop in town. Mike thought it
was weird that mom was asking Vic to go shopping. Vic
never did anything like that. He didn’t even buy his own
beer. Besides . . . Mike had been rooting in the fridge earlier
and there was plenty of food, including pork chops and
ground turkey. Why was she making a fuss about something
from Trinian’s?

“Well, you can starve for all I care.” There was a crashing
sound and Mike had the feeling Vic had hurled something
against the wall. He was a big one for throwing shit. “I’ll be
downstairs. You know what you need to do, you silly bitch.
When you come to your senses and want to feed, then send
me a frigging postcard . . . otherwise you can kiss my white

2

ass.
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There was the sound of fast, stomping footsteps and then
the distinctive heavy slam of the cellar door. Mike gave it a
few seconds and then pushed the door open and stepped qui-
etly into the foyer.

Going into the living room was a major sin against Vic’s
house rules, but this was driving him nuts. Every night all
his mom did was sit in the living room. No lights, no TV. She
seldom answered when he called to her, and sometimes she
said nothing at all. It was weird and it scared Mike.

He lingered uncertainly in the doorway.

“Mom? Are you all right? Are you sick?”

No answer. He took a deep breath as he stepped into the
living room, standing behind the couch, not ten feet from
her. The fear of Vic’s wrath was a stink in the air. “How come
you always sit in the dark like this?”” When she didn’t answer
he said, “Look, let me turn on the light . . .”

He heard her gasp. “No, Mike . . . please don’t . . .”

“Come on, Mom, you’re freaking me out here.”

She turned away from him just like she did the other day,
clearly not wanting him to see her face, and Mike wondered
just how badly had Vic beaten her that she hid her face for
over a week?

“Mom . .. listen to me . . . if you’re sick or hurt we need
to get you to a doctor.”

“Mike, if you love me, then please just leave me alone. Go
to your room, go to Crow’s store . . . just leave me alone.”

Mike stood there, uncertain. “I heard you tell Vic that you
were hungry. You should eat something.”

He saw her body cave over as if his words had hit her like
a punch in the stomach.

“Why don’t I go get some Chinese? I'll get the lemon
chicken you like . . .”

“Go away!” she said, and this time there was an edge to
her voice and and it scared Mike to hear it. It hardly sounded
like her at all.

A month ago he would have turned and fled from the
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sound of that voice, but he wasn’t the same boy he had been
a month ago. He wasn’t even the same boy he had been that
morning. Now he took a half step forward, beginning the
motion of raising his hand to touch her, to reassure her, to
comfort her with his presence.

“Why, you disrespectful little shit!”

The voice slashed through the shadows and Mike turned
to see Vic’s bulk filling the doorway behind him. He hadn’t
heard Vic come upstairs, hadn’t heard the cellar door open,
but there he was, all puffed up with righteous rage, standing
wide-legged, fists on hips like a poster of Superman.

“Mom’s sick,” Mike said hastily.

“Sicker than you think, shithead. Get the hell out of
there.”

But Mike held his ground. “What’s that supposed to
mean?”

“It means that she’s a sloppy drunk and a lousy lay, and if
she’d just take her medicine like she’s been told she wouldn’t
be mooning around the house like she was at death’s door.”
Vic chuckled and repeated, “Like she was at death’s door.
Ha!”

Mike didn’t understand what was funny about that, and
didn’t care. He stood his ground. “If she’s sick, then she ought
to go to the doctor.”

Vic laughed again. “Well, I think it’s a little too late for
the doctor, kiddo. Isn’t it, Lois honey? Too late for the ol’
doctor? Still, she knows where the medicine is, and she
knows how to get it, but she won’t, ’cause she’s a stupid,
stubborn old cow.”

“Don’t talk like that about my mother,” Mike warned.

Vic looked at Mike for a second, then burst out laughing.
“I’ll say whatever I damn well want in my own house, and
you, my little piece of shit, are just going to have to listen
and like it.”

“I’m telling you—"
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“No, shithead, I'm telling you! Since when did you grow
a pair of balls? What, you think you’re standing up for your
mother’s honor? That’s a frigging joke! I was screwing her
long before your father rolled his car off Shandy’s Curve. I
was sticking it to her day and night while your dumbass fa-
ther was out working his balls off. Christ, what a shithead he
was!”

“You’re a liar!” Mike felt his hands balling up into fists.

“Hell I am,” Vic snapped back. He was smiling, enjoying
this. “And I’'m here to tell you, boy, ol’ Lois there used to be
a sweet piece, no matter what hole you'd take her from. And
head? Damn, she could suck a golf ball through a twenty-
foot garden hose. Jeeez-us! Man, those were some good
times. Your dad’d call home to say he was working overtime
and Lois here’d call me up not ten seconds later, talking all
sweet about how she wants my cock in her and she can’t get
enough of it and how she’s all wet and wants me over there.
Back then, kid, I'd be over here in a hot minute. You’d be
sucking your thumb upstairs and your mom’d be sucking my
root down here.”

“Shut your lying mouth!”

“Hell, boy, I was taking her up the ass when the chief’s
office called to say that John Sweeney was Spam in a can off
Shandy’s Curve. You know what? We finished screwing be-
fore we went out to the accident. How’s that for good old
mom?”

Mike took a definite step toward Vic, who didn’t budge.

Behind him, Mike could hear his mother quietly weeping.

Mike looked over his shoulder at her huddled form. He
tried to muster anger at her, tried to conjure hate, but he
couldn’t. Maybe there would be a time for that, but right
now all he felt for her was sadness. Still, as he turned back to
face Vic, a searing white-hot hatred sprang up in his heart,
charring his soul.

“Yeah,” Vic said in an offhand way, “Lois’d ball anything
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with a dick back then.” Vic leaned forward and gave Mike a
secretive leer. “How do you know John Sweeney was even
your dad?”

“He was my father, asshole!” Mike snapped, though he
knew it was a lie.

“John Sweeney was a useless piece of shit who did the
whole world a favor by rolling his car down the hill. Kid, if
was you I'd be embarrassed to tell anyone that I was even re-
lated to that loser, let alone scream that he’s your father.”” He
gave Mike a knowing sneer. “You couldn’t begin to under-
stand who your father is. Or what he is! You should be ashamed
of yourself, you little faggot, for being such a weak, miser-
able piece of crap, when your father is—”

He never finished his sentence because against all logic
and expectation Mike Sweeney hit him so fast and hard that
Vic never saw it coming. It caught Vic in the mouth and
ground his inner lips against the teeth of his laughing mouth
and knocked him back three steps so that he slammed
against the living room doorway. Vic touched his mouth and
looked at the hot blood on his fingertips.

For a moment he stood there and stared through shocked
eyes at Mike. The boy’s chest heaved, hands clenching and
unclenching, and there was a look of mingled fury and sur-
prise in his eyes.

“Oh, God, Mike . . . no!” his mother cried from the shad-
OWS.

Slowly Vic’s eyes rose from his bloodstained fingers to
stare at Mike, and Mike swore he could see a crimson veil of
fury fall over his stepfather’s gaze.

“You just killed yourself you stupid shit,” he said and
hurled himself off the wall, looping a hard right hook that
broke a big white bell in Mike’s head and sent him crashing
into an overstuffed chair. Mike slid to his knees as blood ran
into his left eye.

“Fucking hit me?” Vic said, still overwhelmed by it. He
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moved toward Mike, bringing his hands up into a boxer’s
guard.

Mike scrambled to his feet and backed away as he brought
his own hands up the way Crow had taught him, remembering
the advice he’d learned: “The best block is to not be there.”

Vic started throwing jabs and short hooks, uppercuts and
backhands, tagging Mike in the biceps and shoulders, trying
to beat down his guard. Mike blocked and parried as best he
could, but his head was ringing so badly that he couldn’t
think. Vic’s hands were pistons, driving Mike back into the
living room, into shadows, toward the edge of the couch.

Mike felt the back of the couch against his thighs as he
was battered backward. He almost overbalanced and fell
over, but Vic darted out a hand and caught his shirt, holding
him upright as he delivered a short hook to the ribs that
knocked all the air out of the room. Mike’s head swirled with
pain and disorientation. This had been a mistake. Stupid, and
probably fatal. Well, he thought as the beating continued, a#
least I hit him, at least I made him bleed.

Vic cuffed him again in the head, but this new blow had a
weird effect. Instead of worsening the disorientation it
seemed to hit some kind of internal circuit breaker and sud-
denly all of his interior lights came back on, all at once.
Crow’s voice seemed to whisper in his ear: “Never hold some-
one with one hand and hit him with the other. It limits you.
The hand that’s holding on can’t hit and the punching one
can’t block. Use both hands because otherwise it leaves half
of your body wide open.” How Mike was able to remember
that at such a time was beyond understanding, but suddenly
that germ of information was there. He had looked at what
Vic was doing and somehow managed to analyze it for a
flaw—and found that flaw. From his perspective, despite the
constant blows, Mike could see what Crow was trying to tell
him. He could see how vulnerable that whole side of Vic’s
body was.
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FUGUE.

Before he even knew he was going to do it, both of his
hands moved at once. With his left he blocked the incoming
high hook, meeting it at the source and jamming the swing
of Vic’s shoulders so that the punch never generated any
power; and at the same instant Mike’s right hand lashed out,
palm foremost, and caught Vic on the side of the head, just at
the curve of the eye socket where eyebrow meets temple.
This time the blow was delivered the right way, and Mike
even used one foot to push himself away from the couch and
turn into the blow as he delivered it. This combination of
movement was unexpected and immensely powerful; it spun
Vic halfway around so that he had to let go of Mike and flail
his arms to keep from falling as he took three staggering
sideways steps.

Mike stepped in and kicked Vic in the back of the knee
with the edge of his foot, jolting the knee into such an ex-
treme bend that Vic’s legs buckled, and as he went down
Mike hit him with two overhand rights, one after the other,
that smashed Vic’s nose and nearly tore his ear from his
head.

Vic crashed down onto hands and knees, shaking his
head, trying to fight through explosions of light and shadows
to understand what had just happened. Blood poured down
his face and neck and splattered on the floor. Mike surged
forward and landed a football place kick that caught Vic in
the floating ribs, half-lifting him off the ground. Vic flipped
over onto his back, wrapped his arms protectively over the
point of impact, and struck the floor with a crash that
knocked decorative plates off the shelves in the living room.

Vic was vulnerable and Mike stepped forward to kick
him again, had actually raised his foot to do it . . .

... and hesitated.

Vic was bleeding, dazed, down.

Don't stop! Don't stop now! His own voice screamed in
his head, but he didn’t listen. Instead he turned, searching the
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shadows for his mother, wanting to grab her, pull her out of
here, run while Vic was dazed. He saw her; she was on her
feet now, a dark shape against the greater darkness of the
room.

“What have you done?” she demanded in a voice filled
with dread.

“Mom...Thadto...”

She didn’t move. “Oh, Mike,” she said softly, but her
words were strangely muffled.

A metallic clicking sound saved Mike’s life. Vic had pulled
out his clasp knife and with a flick of his wrist he snapped
the four-inch blade into place. The gleaming metal seemed to
fill the whole room. Mike saw his death on that gleaming
blade as it slashed at him. He ran backward out of the way,
but he was in the middle of the living room now and Vic was
between him and the front door.

“Oh boy . . .” Vic crooned softly, “Oh boy. Here it comes,
now. Here it comes. Oh boy. Here it comes.” Vic held the
knife, guarded by his other hand, the way an expert would
hold it. Mike had seen Crow hold a knife just that way. Crow
probably knew how to take a knife from someone. Mike did
not. Their lessons hadn’t gotten that far. He wished he had a
sword, even the blunt-edged bokken.

He was going to die. After all that he had survived, he was
going to die.

“Here it comes, now. Here it comes.” Vic’s eyes were in-
sane. Blood dripped from his mouth and torn ear, it streaked
his grinning teeth. “Oh boy. Here it comes, now.”

Vic advanced on Mike, the knife slicing at the air be-
tween them as if he was cutting a path toward Mike’s heart.
Mike knew in that instant, without any reason for knowing
it, that Vic had killed people, and he wondered how many
people had seen Vic smile just that way before they died.

Mike didn’t know what to do or where to go. There was
no other exit from the living room that the doorway, and
Vic’s crouched body blocked it entirely.
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“Here it comes, now. Here we go.”

Mike didn’t want to cry. He didn’t want to just give up
and collapse and be killed with no way left to fight. He
wanted to fight, even if it meant going down fighting, but he
didn’t know how. Not against a knife, not against this.

Suddenly something smashed him out of the way even as
Vic lunged in to bury the knife in his throat. As he fell, Mike
saw something dark blur past him and crash into Vic, driving
him backward, crashing him out into the hallway, propelling
him down onto the bottom steps of the staircase.

He stared, dazed with unbelief, “Mom?”

She had leapt over the sofa and slammed Vic down, tak-
ing his knife wrist in one of her slim hands. Mike watched in
horror, waiting for the moment in which Vic would tear his
wrist free and slash her to death, but try as he might Vic
couldn’t get free. With his other hand, though, he hit her,
shoved her . . . but all to no effect.

“Mom?”

She shouted at him. “Run!”

“But, Mom!”

“Run, for God’s sake!”

It was impossible that she had held him even this long—
Vic was twice her size, many times her strength—yet some-
how, impossibly, she kept him pinned there with his knife
arm hard against the floor.

“Run!” she screamed.

“Mom!” He took a step toward her, desperate to help.

Lois Wingate whipped her head around toward him, and
for the first time in days he saw her face. Her skin was as
white as new milk; her eyes were as red as fresh blood. Her
mouth was a snarling mask of curled lips and bared teeth.

Mike felt every molecule in his body turn to ice. He
wanted to scream, couldn’t remember how to do it.

In a voice that shook the walls of the house, a voice that
was a bellow of sheer force and volume that it literally stag-
gered him back a pace, his mother screamed, “RUN!”
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He ran. Of course he ran.

He screamed as he backed away and then turned and ran
out of the house. He was still screaming when he grabbed
his bike and jumped on it and tore away into the night. He
did not remember doing that, he did not remember the night-
mare ride down the street past neighbors who stood on their
porches and stared at him, or stared at Vic’s place. No one
called the cops. No one on that block dared.

Mike tore down the street. His mind was black with
shock except for the clear and vivid memory of his mother’s
face.

Her white, white face.

Her eyes, her skin. Her teeth.

Oh, God, he thought as he fled into the darkness, her
teeth.



Chapter 23

ey

They all met for coffee in Weinstock’s office. Val, Crow,
Jonatha, and Newton were seated on a ring of chairs pulled
around Weinstock’s desk, which was covered with the evi-
dence he had collected. Weinstock had gone over it step by
step for Jonatha’s benefit. The morgue videos had rattled her,
and she accepted the doctor’s offer of a stiff knock of Scotch
in her coffee.

After she’d downed half of it, she said, “I’ve been on the
Net all afternoon, and I’ve made a number of calls to friends
and colleagues who are deeper into the vampire folklore
than I am. I told them the story that I was doing deep back-
ground work for a book, and now they all want to be foot-
noted. I made a lot of promises here, so our boy Newton here
had better write that book.”

“Did you find out anything new we need to know?” Val
asked.

“Nothing you’ll like.”

“No offense, Jonatha,” said Crow, “but we haven’t liked
anything you’ve told us so far.”

“Okay, I know we’re all pressed for time here,” she began—
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and Crow noted that she used “we.” He cocked an eye at Val,
who had registered it, too, and she gave him a tiny nod.

“First, Professor Allenby at Rutgers, who’s written the
definitive book on Peeter Stubbe, said that the likelihood
that Stubbe was born in Serbia is near to one hundred per-
cent, not in Bedburg as most books claim. There are records
in Serbia of the Stubbe family—under a variety of name
variations—dating back as early as the 1420s. He wasn’t
known in Bedburg until around 1589. That means that he
was at least one hundred and fifty years old when he was put
on trial for werewolfism.”

Weinstock whistled.

“That would mean that he is likely to be a Vikodlak, the
dominant werewolf species of that part of Eastern Europe,
and one widely believed—in folklore before now—to come
back to life as a vampire.”

“I’m confused about something,” Val said. “I was looking
through some of Crow’s books and they seemed to indicate
that Stubbe, or Stumpp as they called him, was brutally exe-
cuted. Why didn’t he come back as a vampire then?”

“Allenby’s theory is that like many of the more powerful
vampires, some werewolves were known to have human fa-
miliars and confidants. It’s entirely likely that Stubbe, who
was known for being extremely charismatic, suborned some
local yokel and—since Stubbe was not truly a native of Bed-
burg—used that other person as a kind of stand-in or body
double. Maybe he appealed to their religious mania—Kkind
of like Manson or Jim Jones. In such cases the person under
the charismatic control is more than willing to die for their
master, even to the point of undergoing torture. Like a mar-
tyr. Even in ordinary psychology there are plenty of cases of
it. Add to that some degree of supernatural persuasion and,
well, there you go.”

“That fits with what we know of Griswold,” Crow said.
“He had a whole crew of local guys who pretty much wor-
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shipped the ground he walked on. My own father was one of
them. When Oren Morse killed Griswold, it’s a pretty good
bet that these followers were the ones who murdered Morse.”

“Reaso