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CHAPTER 1

Stella

Dig Site – Costa Rica

Stella saw him in the jungle hiding among the brush and palm fronds. For just a moment he’d been standing there, and now he was gone.

Maria came over. She’d been painstakingly brushing dirt away from a partially exposed femur buried centuries ago down in the pit. “Are you okay?”

Stella looked at Maria, then back at the edge of the clearing where the jungle began. They were working on excavating a massive grave, an ancient burial ground, the edges of it roped off. Small tents were set up at the other side of the clearing where supplies and gear were kept: toolboxes, plastic cases for artifacts, coolers of food and drinks, even two cots. The site of this burial ground was a natural clearing in the jungle, a dead spot where vegetation refused to grow; the edge of the jungle ended neatly all around them beyond the dig site. Maria had discovered this burial ground a year ago from information she had gotten from members of a local tribe, and now the glacial process of excavating the buried rock walls and the bones had begun.

The burial ground was a mystery. It was similar to another mass grave found a few years earlier south of this site, closer to the border of Panama. Hundreds of people had been buried in that mass grave: men, women, and children of all ages, all of them dumped into the pit with no ceremony. They were all apparently killed the same way—a clean round hole in the forehead. Was it from a spear? A hammer and metal chisel? A wooden dowel? It was definitely some kind of blunt force trauma to the head. But one thing was certain, those deaths weren’t natural in any way—those people had been purposely killed. Murdered? Maybe. Sacrificed in some long-forgotten religious ritual? That could also be possible.

Another interesting comparison Stella had realized was that the skeletons at this dig were similar to other sites in South America where entire villages of people had been found buried in gigantic graves, their bodies piled together. One of the most famous finds was near the Nazca Plains where the mysterious geoglyphs and lines in the desert were discovered in the early 1930s. There were mass graves at those sites, but there were also individual graves, people buried alone and ceremonially with their possessions. Even though the individuals had been buried in ceremony, many were missing their heads, or some of them had those neat round holes in the foreheads of their skulls about the size of a quarter, like something had been rammed through their heads and into their brains.

Of course there could be other reasons for the slaughter of the people found in these mass graves, Stella knew that. She knew far more mysteries and horrifying things existed in the world; she had seen those horrifying things.

“Yeah,” Stella finally answered Maria as she stood at the edge of the dig. “I’m okay.” She even tried a smile, but she didn’t feel like she was pulling it off, not judging from the concerned expression still on Maria’s face.

“Did you see something?”

Stella gave a slight shrug, still smiling. “I thought I saw something in the trees.”

“Like what?”

Stella knew as well as Maria the dangers in the jungle, most notably jaguars. But there were other dangers like robbers. Not treasure robbers, but robbers who would threaten them for whatever they carried on them and whatever supplies they had in their tents and vehicles. Stella always carried a gun now; Cole had made her take the gun with her when she started volunteering on this dig.

Maria’s eyes darted to the edge of the jungle, which was a wall of green vegetation thirty feet away. The vegetation from the jungle only crept into the clearing a little bit, like an invisible barrier held it back in every direction around the burial ground, like the dirt of this clearing wouldn’t support life of any kind, an infertile ground.

“Was it an animal?” Maria asked, still studying the jungle. She wasn’t going to let this go.

“I don’t know. Maybe.” But that was a lie. She was sure she’d seen a man standing among the palms and brush.

“Was it a jaguar?” Maria asked.

“No,” Stella said. “I’m sure it wasn’t a jaguar.”

Maria relaxed just a little.

“It’s nothing,” Stella said, but she could still feel a crawling sensation tightening her skin, a chill dancing along her flesh, a heaviness on her chest, making it difficult to breathe, the feeling of dread weighing her down.

“You’re sure?” Maria asked.

Stella nodded.

Maria went back to the pit, climbing back down the ladder into the gigantic hole that had been carefully dug over the last eight months. There were only three other people at the dig site, two men and a woman, all college students from Maria’s archaeology class at the university. Maria had kept this crew small and sworn to secrecy. This was going to be a big discovery for her, with book deals and speaking tours coming in her near future.

Stella had offered to volunteer with Maria at the university two years ago. She and Cole had been in Costa Rica the last seven years, and only in the last two years had Stella felt comfortable enough to volunteer and rekindle her passion for archaeology. Cole hadn’t been happy about her volunteering to help at the dig site, afraid of her being alone in the jungle or with only a few college students around, but in the end he had relented—he knew how much this meant to her, how normal it made her feel again. But he still made her take the gun with her.

She and Cole had healed quite a bit during their last seven years together in Costa Rica. They had flown down here from Arizona seven years ago after the horrors they had experienced in the cabin in Colorado and then in the ghost town in Arizona. They were still traumatized when they’d gotten here, hardly able to believe the Ancient Enemy was really gone. Cole drank a lot then. He slept during the day and stayed up all night, like he was on watch, her personal sentinel.

Cole had contacts everywhere in Central America, and he had used up all of the favors that were owed him, but now they had new IDs (Cole was Travis Hartwell and she was Melissa Burrows), and they had plenty of cash. The rent and food were cheap in Costa Rica, and they probably had enough money to last the rest of their lives.

For the first few months they were here they ate, drank, rested, and healed. Cole mourned the loss of his brother Trevor and Stella the loss of her friends at the dig site in New Mexico. She also missed David.

But this was a new life now. She couldn’t go back to her old life, back to being Stella Weaver, an archaeologist working out of Arizona State University. She had contacted Alice a few times when they first got down here, and Alice had let her know that she and Cole were still persons of interest, and that the murders had never been solved—many were calling them the “Dig Site Murders.” The press blamed the murders on a serial killer or a group of killers. Some suspected a cult. It was a modern-day mystery how a string of grisly murders had occurred in two states over the span of a few days and then suddenly stopped.

Some days it felt good to be somewhere new, to be someone new, to pretend that none of those horrors had happened. She wanted to go back home sometimes, but she was afraid the places familiar to her would always be tainted by what had happened—nothing would ever be the same again. She wished she could totally delude herself with the fantasy of a new life and forget every remnant of her old one, but there were two things holding that fantasy back: one was David, she still kept in contact with him every few months or so; the other was her love of archaeology, her passion for it. And she yearned to be in the field again, unearthing ancient cities and civilizations. And finally, two years ago, Cole had given in and she’d begun volunteering with Professor Maria Soto.

In these last two years Stella had begun to feel almost normal again. The beaches of Costa Rica were beautiful, the jungle and mountains breathtaking; it was like being on a never-ending tropical vacation. And she could almost allow herself to dive fully into the fantasy of a brand new life.

But then the nightmares had come back.

And Cole understood because he still had the nightmares too. They had fewer nightmares now than they used to, but they were still there. When they had first come down here, Stella would often wake up, choking back a scream. She would sit bolt-upright in bed and see Cole sitting in a chair with his gun in his hand, watching over her as she slept.

The first few weeks they were down here, the nightmares had been the worst. She and Cole had awakened in a panic, clawing at the air, screaming, punching and kicking at the other (they had both suffered a few nosebleeds and black eyes from their frenzied awakenings, trapped for a moment in that netherworld between sleep and full consciousness, fighting anything close to them). But as the years passed, the nightmares weren’t as frequent or as horrible.

She loved Cole. She was sure of that now. And she was sure he loved her. He could have left her so many times. He could have left her and David right after the cabin in Colorado, abandoning them as he drove away on the snowmobile. He could have left them at the Mountainside Inn or at the Navajo Reservation. Maybe he had stayed because he knew David was the only one who could protect them, but after it was all over, after David had sent the Ancient Enemy back to its own world in the ghost town, Cole could have left then. But he chose to take her down to Costa Rica with him. He had taken a risk. He was still a wanted criminal (and she was still a person of interest, according to Alice), so there was always the danger that she could talk. He could have left her here in Costa Rica at any time. He could have disappeared into the underworld of fake names and identities, and she never would have found him. No, he had stayed even though it probably would have been so much easier for him to leave.

After that first year here in Costa Rica, after they had fully grieved and healed and grown stronger, life had gotten somewhat normal again, somewhat pleasurable. They went to bars and restaurants at night and the beach the next day. She had even learned to surf. They bought food when they needed it, fresh fruit in the morning, grilled meat and salads at night, wine and tequila and cold bottles of beer. Cole still drank, but not as much as he used to. He looked healthier now, lean and muscular, tanned and energetic. He was seven years older now, but it seemed like he’d barely aged at all. Except for his eyes. They still looked old and haunted, his eyelids drooping slightly. Her eyes were the same. Even though she, like Cole, looked healthier and happier in the mirror, there was still that haunted look in her eyes, that same look she’d seen so long ago in the bathroom mirror of the gas station in Cody’s Pass, Colorado.

She’d done well to push those memories far back into her subconscious. They only surfaced in her nightmares from time to time.

As blissful as this tropical paradise was, Stella still began to yearn for more these last few years, her passion for archaeology coming back with a vengeance. She asked Cole to drive her miles away into the capital city of San Jose where she could finds books on archaeology and the local history and culture. The more famous Mayan ruins were far to the north, but there were still ruins here in Costa Rica; there were still mysteries to be solved and ancient cultures to be unearthed. She longed for a big discovery, like the one she had been a part of in New Mexico, where Jake had found the ancient Anasazi city hidden inside a cave along with the tablets of Anasazi writing. That discovery had been huge in the archaeological world, a piece of the puzzle to the mysterious past of the Anasazi, but of course all of it had been overshadowed by the mutilated bodies of the archaeologists found there—that’s all most people ever thought about; the archaeological discoveries there were always an afterthought.

And after Stella began volunteering with Dr. Maria Soto and her students, she poured herself into her work. It felt so good to be out in the field again, the tools in her hands. It was both familiar and new at the same time, familiar because this was what she had always done since high school, but new because she’d always worked in the southwestern United States and not the jungle.

Yes, it had been wonderful, but today it had all been shattered when she thought she had seen the man standing in the jungle watching her. It was devastating; it was like all the hard work she’d done had been swept away within minutes. She felt like the victim of panic attacks who had worked for years to get past them only to have one attack set back years of work. She was devastated, depressed, but most of all she was afraid now.

She hadn’t seen the man in the jungle too clearly, but she didn’t need to. She could tell who he was in an instant, she could tell who he was by the way he stood, the silhouette of his tall and lean body.

But maybe no one had been there in the jungle. Maybe it had just been her imagination.

“You sure you’re okay?” Maria asked one more time from the edge of the big pit. Even the three students had stopped working, all of their eyes on her.

“Actually, I don’t think I’m feeling too well,” Stella told Maria. “I think I need to go home.”

Maria nodded like she understood, but her eyes flicked to the wall of jungle for just a second.

Stella grabbed her pack and walked to her Toyota 4x4 truck parked next to the other two vehicles near the tents. Her truck was parked facing the narrow trail through the jungle that led back to the main roads.

She told herself that it was just her imagination. There had been no one standing in the jungle. It couldn’t have been him . . .


CHAPTER 2

Cole

Costa Rica

Cole was playing a card game in the cantina with a few of the locals when Stella rushed inside. He was surprised to see her back from the dig so early, but what bothered him even more was the expression on her face. She was scared.

He caught her glance from across the room, her blue eyes locked on to his dark ones for just a moment, and then she marched to the bar. She hadn’t even stopped at their house; she was still wearing her “work” clothes: khaki shorts, a pale blue button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows, her hiking boots and a thick pair of socks. Her blond hair was pulled back into a tight bun, but a few stray locks of hair were hanging down in her face.

Cole’s hand dropped down to his gun in his ankle holster on instinct when he saw her, like his subconscious had recognized a danger before his conscious mind could. He had to stop himself from pulling his gun out. Even after seven years of living down here he didn’t go anywhere without his gun. It was that look on Stella’s face that had thrown him back into the past, back to the terror they had experienced together; it was her expression that had caused his instant reaction of panic.

Stella was at the bar ordering a drink. The bartender, a heavyset man named Pablo, set a bottle of tequila and a shot glass down in front of her.

Cole apologized to the other card players and folded his hand of cards. He collected his meager winnings and left the table, ignoring the teasing from the other guys. He got to the bar and Stella was already on her second shot, cradling the shot glass in her hands.

“Rough day at work?” he asked, hoping the joke might lighten her mood.

She didn’t answer. She downed her drink.

Cole joined her. He poured himself a shot, sipping his. He’d already had a few beers, but he was hardly even buzzed—he could handle a few shots of tequila right now.

“What’s wrong?” he asked her in a low voice. Pablo was at the other end of the bar, he was talking with a young couple who were obviously tourists even though this area was pretty remote and far from the usual tourist spots; only the more adventurous travelers ever came here.

Stella stared at Cole for a moment. “Let’s go home.”

They left the cantina and Cole drove Stella home, which was only three blocks away. The beach was only another block from their home, the blue expanse of the Pacific on the horizon. He drove around to the back of their house and parked the 4x4. He unlocked the back door of their house and entered with his gun in his hand. He told himself that he was just spooked by Stella’s expression, but that old fear was taking over now. Even after years of healing, that old fear could be summoned at a moment’s notice.

He knew something was wrong. Stella was scared of something; he could see it in her eyes. He hadn’t seen her frightened this badly since . . .

He didn’t want to think about that.

Cole mixed two drinks for them, making them pretty weak. Stella had already drunk more in the last ten minutes than she usually did in an entire night, but he thought another drink might help calm her down. She sat on the edge of their bed, hugging herself like she was cold even though it was hot and humid in the house.

“You want me to turn off the ceiling fans?” he asked her.

She shook her head no and accepted the drink he offered her.

He sat down in his chair in the corner of the room, the chair he sometimes still sat in when he couldn’t sleep, the chair he sometimes sat in when the nightmares plagued him. He sipped his drink and then set it down on the table next to the chair, waiting for Stella to tell him what was bothering her.

“Are the doors locked?” she asked.

He nodded. Cole always made sure the doors and windows were locked; some habits never died. He also had weapons strategically placed around the house: a handgun on the table next to their bed, a shotgun behind the couch in the living room, a 9mm in a drawer in the kitchen. And he had some other contingency plans in place.

“What happened?” he asked her.

“I thought I saw someone.”

“Where?”

“At the dig.”

Cole felt a shiver dance across his skin. “Who?”

“I thought I saw someone standing in the jungle,” she continued in a low, expressionless voice. “I was in the pit, at the higher end. I was working and it felt like someone was watching me.” Stella stopped talking like she was suddenly lost in thought.

“And?”

“I got out of the pit and walked to the edge of the dig, staring at the jungle. I saw a man standing in the trees. But then he was gone. He was only there for a second.”

Cole let out a long, slow sigh. This was the very thing he’d been afraid of. Jaguars, wild boars, spiders, snakes, and insects were bad enough, but the thing he feared the most was that a thug might try to rob them, kill them for the money they had in their wallets. “You had your gun with you, right?”

“Yeah.”

“You think it was someone casing the dig site? Someone wanting to rob you guys?”

She shook her head no. She was trembling now. “No. I know who it was.”

That stopped Cole for a moment. His mind was spinning as he tried to think of who she might know.

“It was Jim Whitefeather.”

Cole froze. He stared at Stella. “From the . . .?”

“Yes. From the dig in New Mexico. The first one taken.”

“But . . . You’re sure about this?”

Stella looked like she was about to burst into tears. She shook her head no. “I don’t know. Maybe it was just my imagination. But it seemed so real.”

Cole got up and went to the bed, sitting down beside her. “So, what was it? Did you see someone or not?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “Maybe not. But it seemed so real.” She leaned her head on his shoulder.

Something had spooked Stella, and Cole thought he might know what it was. A story about a village twenty miles away was circulating around town—all eighteen people in the village had been slaughtered a few days ago. There had been a brief story on the TV news and in the newspaper about it. Stella had surely heard about the gruesome murders, and maybe they had triggered the fears in her subconscious, making her see the horrors from her past standing there in the jungle.

The local police and media were blaming the murders on a drug cartel. And that was definitely possible. But a day or two later all of the news of the slaughter was buried, which wasn’t a surprise. Tourism was Costa Rica’s number one industry, and they weren’t going to let a story like this ruin that for them. It wasn’t impossible that drugs were being transported through Costa Rica or that a drug deal had gone bad and people had to pay, these things could happen even in a paradise like Costa Rica.

“I’m going to take a few days off from the dig,” Stella told him.

Cole was surprised—but happy—to hear that.

“I’ll call Maria in the morning and let her know.”

“I think it’s a good idea,” he told her. “We’ll hit the beach for a few days and relax.” He pulled her head gently to him again and kissed her forehead, then her lips.

They would hit the beach, Cole was sure of that, but he wasn’t so sure they would be relaxing much—not now that the fear and the paranoia were back.


CHAPTER 3

David

Iron Springs, New Mexico

David woke up, his eyes popping open in the darkness. For just a moment he wasn’t sure where he was, but then it all came to him in a rush. He was at home. Not his real home, he was at his Aunt Awenita’s house where he had been living these last seven years since his parents had been killed by the Ancient Enemy. It had been seven years since he had walked through the desert to the dig site without a memory of the journey, without really knowing how he had gotten there. He’d been in shock when Stella had found him with blood staining his hands and little flecks of blood on his face, neck, and the front of his coat. He’d known something terrible had happened to his parents, but his mind couldn’t seem to focus on it then. Or even now. The terrible things that had been done to his parents, the things they had done to each other, even now it was a red blur in his memory.

It had been seven years now since he had left that dig site with Stella, driving up into Colorado, into the blizzard, just trying to run and get as far away from the Ancient Enemy as they could.

It had been seven years since he had come back to New Mexico with Stella and Cole, seven years since they had found Joe Blackhorn and battled the Ancient Enemy in the ghost town that had once been the town of Hope’s End, a ghost town that was shunned by most Navajo, an ancient and haunted place.

Joe Blackhorn—he was gone, dead two years now.

David had been dreaming of Hope’s End tonight; not the ghost town it was now, but the town it was in 1891, the way it was when he had ridden his horse there with a U.S. Marshal named Jed Cartwright.

He sat up in bed and swung his legs over, sitting on the edge, breathing out a long sigh. He was about to turn on the lamp next to his bed, but he made himself sit in the dark. There was enough moonlight shining through his windows so that he could see well enough. He was still afraid of the dark, afraid of what could hide in the dark. Joe Blackhorn tried to teach him to fight his fear so he sat there for a moment, concentrating on his breathing.

The dream of Hope’s End came back to him, but the dream was really fragments of memories, memories of Jed, Esmerelda, Sanchez, and Billy Nez. Those memories were as real to him as the memories of Stella and Cole.

And as real as the memories of the Ancient Enemy.

David felt like two people at the moment even though he knew one life had ended and he’d woken up in this life, but he also felt like he was still there in that past life sometimes, like he was living both lives on two different planes of existence, one life in the past and one in the present. And sometimes, like tonight, when he dreamt, he was back in that life. And when he woke up he was in this new life. And the Ancient Enemy was there in both of his lives.

But not this time. The Ancient Enemy wasn’t in this life because David had defeated the Ancient Enemy seven years ago.

Had he defeated it? Joe Blackhorn’s words came back to him: “You sent it back, but I don’t think you killed it.”

“How am I supposed to know?” David had asked him all those years ago when he had begun training with the old man.

“Only you will know,” Joe Blackhorn had told him.

A shiver ran up and down David’s arms and neck. The wind kicked up outside for a moment, suddenly fierce. Sand blew against the glass of his window even though the moonlight was still bright and there didn’t seem to be a storm out there.

He turned and looked at his window but saw only the darkness pressing against it. He could see the silhouette of the jagged mountain range against the dark blue night sky.

The wind died down.

The Darkwind.

David grabbed the bottle of water next to the lamp and took a sip. He picked up his cell phone and lay back down on the bed. He pressed the button and the screen lit up. It wasn’t as late as he thought it was—he hadn’t been asleep that long. He scrolled to an internet news article he had come across a few days ago, one he had bookmarked.

He had stayed in contact with Stella over the last seven years. The first few years they had written letters back and forth. Her letters never had a return address on them and the letters he sent to her were addressed to a business, some kind of cantina in a coastal town by the Pacific Ocean. Stella and Cole (now Melissa and Travis) were very careful about their new identities, their new lives.

The first few months after the Dig Site Murders (as they had come to be known) the FBI had questioned him constantly, but they had never gotten very far with their pursuit of Stella and Cole, and David had a suspicion that Agent Palmer and Captain Begay had had something to do with throwing the FBI off the trail. Those two men knew the truth about what had happened to all of those murdered people, a truth no one would have ever believed, and they knew that it was all over now.

Eventually Stella got a cell phone under her new name, probably a “burner” phone like they were called in the action movies David watched. He and Stella talked once every month or so, and they had even communicated through Skype a few times. David had asked to go down there to visit her and Cole, but she always said that it wasn’t a good time. But at least she looked and sounded so much better. She seemed healthy and she seemed happy.

Everything had been fine until he had come across the news article from Costa Rica a few days ago. He had been looking up articles or any news about Costa Rica for years now, trying to learn as much about the area as he could. He knew Stella and Cole were safe and he knew the horrors of the Ancient Enemy were really over, but he couldn’t help checking the news articles just in case. Mostly the articles were about tourism or local stories, but then he had come across a news story a few days ago about a village where everyone had been slaughtered, hacked to death with machetes, mutilated beyond recognition. The savagery was so brutal, it was almost unimaginable.

David’s first thought was that the Ancient Enemy was back, playing its twisted games again, forcing the villagers to hack each other to death. He remembered Billy Nez in Hope’s End telling them that there were other Ancient Enemies in other places in the world. Sanchez had agreed, telling them about stories his grandmother had told him when he’d been a boy, stories about the mass disappearances of the Maya in their cities in the jungle.

Reading the article again, David lay in bed, still not turning on the lamp. The cell phone’s light in front of his face blocked out the rest of the bedroom around him, the darkness crowding the edges of his vision like a living, solid thing trying to surround him. In the article, the local authorities were blaming the villagers’ murders, all eighteen of them, on a drug cartel.

But David couldn’t help thinking that this was something much worse, and he couldn’t help thinking about how close Stella and Cole were to that village—only twenty miles away.

He set his phone back on his chest and stared up at the ceiling, wondering what he should do. Should he text Stella, warn her somehow? Should he call her tomorrow?

Hope’s End wasn’t the only thing he’d been dreaming about tonight, and the memories of Hope’s End weren’t what had scared him awake. There was another dream about a shadowy man, a killer who prowled the darkness like a jaguar.

But the killer wasn’t here, David knew that. The killer was in Colorado, far away, but still close enough, stalking his victims at this very moment. The killer’s mind was twisted, but he was smart and cunning, strong and merciless; he had begun killing not too long ago, and he wasn’t going to stop now.

Not until he finds me, David thought.


CHAPTER 4

The Killer

Colorado

The killer waited in the darkness. He stood by a thick stand of trees near the edge of the woods. He watched the house that was built up on a slight hill a hundred yards away. The windows of the home were little squares of cozy yellowish light shining in the night. The couple who lived there looked so safe and snug in their home, but they weren’t safe at all. Not at all.

The killer had been in this area twenty miles south of Denver for a week now. He had killed his earlier four victims north of Denver, smaller towns where the murder of two older couples had shocked the residents there. The mutilated bodies, and what he had done to them, had made news all over Colorado, and then the country, and then the world. Because of the placement of the pieces of the bodies, the way the bones and organs had been arranged, the press wondered if the Dig Site Killer was back after all of these years.

He wasn’t the Dig Site Killer, but he wanted to pay homage to the person (for some reason he was certain it was only one person) who had done those things in that cave in New Mexico, and to what the killer had done to the bodies in and near Cody’s Pass, Colorado. The police and the FBI had never admitted that the killings in those two places were connected, but the killer knew they were—everyone knew they were. He wanted to re-create those mutilations. Of course he might never reach that level of skill, an almost supernatural skill, but he wanted to catch the attention of that killer; he wanted him to see him as a student of his work at first, and then maybe even an equal someday.

The killer had watched this house for the last three nights, waiting in the woods and watching each night, studying and deciding on the perfect time to strike. He knew the names of the couple inside the house—Harold and Marcie—but he didn’t know much else about the older couple. He knew they lived alone and that they didn’t have a dog or an alarm system. And he knew that they were going to help him make history tonight.

• • •

Harold watched TV in the living room as Marcie cleaned up the dinner dishes. Harold had told her to leave the dishes until the morning, but he knew damn well after twenty-six years of marriage that she wasn’t going to leave the dishes in the sink until the morning; she just couldn’t do it. Unlike Harold, who could easily relax even though the kitchen was a wreck, she couldn’t rest until the kitchen was clean.

Harold had the TV turned up so loud. His hearing was getting worse and worse. She begged him to go see a doctor, but he wouldn’t.

She finished up the last of the dishes, setting them in a strainer beside the sink. They had a dishwasher but she hardly ever used it because it was just so much easier to wash up the dinner dishes right afterwards.

She thought she might call Brian tonight, their son. He’d just gotten married and he had even less time for her and Harold now. Sometimes months would go by before he called or came by to visit. He only lived thirty minutes away. She tried to go see him, but every time she wanted to visit he told her that it wasn’t a good time. His excuse was always that his wife Amanda wasn’t feeling well or that the house was a mess. Or he would come up with some other excuse. Eventually she just gave up inviting herself over. She could tell when she wasn’t wanted. She could tell that Amanda disliked her and Harold for some reason. She had even asked Brian why Amanda seemed to hate them so much, but of course Brian said that Amanda adored them.

Yeah, right. Marcie could tell when someone hated her. And she was sure Brian had run right back to Amanda and told her everything she had shared with Brian in confidence. She had told Brian that if she and Harold had done something to make Amanda mad, then she should just tell them, just spit it out and get it out in the open. They had been nothing but polite to Amanda, overly-polite, bending over backwards and walking on eggshells around her.

Marcie thought that a person accused of hatred might run to the phone and try to straighten everything out, insisting that any suspicions weren’t true and apologizing for any misunderstandings. But there was no phone call from Amanda, and no phone call from Brian.

Marcie had already left three voicemails on Brian’s phone this week. Maybe she shouldn’t even call him tonight. Maybe she should just wait until he called her. That’s what Harold always said: Wait him out, don’t give in to him.

Brian was probably mad at her anyway. The last time she’d talked to him she had laid on the guilt trip pretty thick. “We’re not going to be around forever, you know. Once we’re gone, you’re going to be sorry you didn’t spend more time with us.”

She’d gotten a loud sigh from Brian on the phone, and then: “I gotta go, Mom. Love you.” And then a click as he hung up.

Yes, maybe she wouldn’t call him tonight. She would wait for him to call her, see how long that took.

• • •

It was time.

The killer smiled. The air was still fresh and cool at night even though it was almost summer. The moon was full and bright, hardly a cloud in the sky. The wind was almost non-existent, but a gust of strong wind had just blown through the trees, rattling the branches, leaves and twigs falling to the ground around him like snow. That wind felt ominous, it felt alive, washing over him and fueling him with a dark energy.

He had his tool bag beside him in the grass; it was really a black canvas duffel bag, but he called it his tool bag. He had hammers, saws, pliers, knives, various nails, battery-operated power tools, tarps, rope, tape, and other tools of his trade. The bag was heavy, but he needed it with him.

He wore black clothes: a thick black hoodie sweatshirt, black jeans, black hiking boots, thin black leather gloves. He had worn rubber gloves when he had killed the older couples, but the gloves had gotten too slick with the blood and they made his hands sweat too much. It was those little things he learned along the way that made him better. He tried to think ahead and he tried to be prepared as much as he could. He’d bought the hiking boots and the clothes he wore at a garage sale a few weeks ago—untraceable. The clothes would go into a cloth sack after tonight and he would toss them into a dumpster behind a store. The gloves would make sure no fingerprints were left behind tonight. And he would leave no stray hairs because he had shaved every hair on his head and body—even his eyebrows. He would leave no trace of himself behind.

He also wore a generic black ski mask that could be purchased just about anywhere in Colorado. He was now a black shadow in the darkness, a dark shape moving in the night.

The killer inhaled a deep breath, closing his eyes for a moment, and then he exhaled slowly. He picked up his tool bag. He had a gun shoved down in a shoulder holster inside his hoodie, and he had a Taser in his front pants pocket.

He was ready now.


CHAPTER 5

Marcie

Colorado

“What are you doing?” Marcie asked Harold as she came out of the kitchen with a dishtowel in her hands. She’d heard the doorbell ring while wiping down the counters, and now Harold was out of his chair and about to answer the door. Somehow, even with his bad hearing and the baseball game blaring from the TV, Harold had heard the doorbell. She wondered if Harold’s deafness was selective, his excuse to tune her out.

Harold was already at the door, unlocking it. She’d told him a million times not to answer the door without looking out through the living room windows first to see who was there, but Harold was set in his ways, still living in a world where you kept your doors unlocked at night and you trusted your fellow humans.

But Marcie felt like something was wrong. For a split second she thought Brian might be at the door, probably because she had just been thinking about him. But then she knew it wasn’t Brian. No, it was someone bad on the other side of that door. Someone real bad.

The recent murder of the older couples north of Denver came to her mind right away. They had been slaughtered like animals, their bodies mutilated and pieced back together in some kind of morbid artwork. And for some reason she felt that the killer was right on the other side of their door. Harold was always telling her that she was so negative, that she should try to look on the bright side of things. But tonight, right at this moment, she knew she was right to be afraid.

“Harold, no!” She ran into the living room to stop him from opening the front door.

Harold hadn’t heard her, or at least he had pretended not to hear her. He opened the door and then he was rocked back, a loud grunt escaping his lungs like he’d just been squeezed by a giant hand. He dropped to the floor, his arms and legs flailing in spasms.

A man dressed from head-to-toe in black stood in the doorway. He had something in his hand, some kind of Taser that he had just jolted Harold with. And in his other hand he held a gun. It was aimed right at her.

“Don’t move,” the man said. His eyes were wide and nervous behind the ski mask, his body tense. “Don’t scream. Don’t do anything. I don’t want to shoot you.”

Marcie didn’t have heart problems, but she felt like she was on the verge of having a heart attack right now.

The man slipped inside their home and closed the door behind him, locking it.

Harold tried to roll over onto his side, apparently able to control his arms and legs a little better now. He moaned, trying to get up.

The man was between Marcie and Harold in a flash, his movements quick and twitchy. He was trembling. “Turn that TV off,” he said over the baseball game blaring from it.

Marcie stumbled over to Harold’s chair on weak legs and picked up the remote control from the little table next to it. She pressed the power button and the TV turned off, the house silent now except for Harold’s moaning.

The masked man sighed, relaxing just a little. “Look, I don’t want to hurt anyone. I just want to take a few things and then I’ll go.”

Marcie didn’t answer the man. She found that she was nodding her head without even meaning to, agreeing with what he was saying.

“What’s your name, lady?”

“Marcie,” she answered. Her name came out as a breathless whisper. She was having so much trouble catching her breath.

“Marcie. I’m sorry I tazed your husband. I . . . I just need some money. And any jewelry you have.”

For drugs, Marcie thought.

“Do you have any guns in the house?” the man asked.

Marcie wasn’t sure if the man in the ski mask was asking about guns because he was afraid they would use them on him or because he wanted to sell them, but she shook her head no—they didn’t have any guns. Harold had wanted a gun for years, but she had never allowed it; she’d always been too afraid of them.

Harold was up on all fours now, his head hanging low.

“Okay,” the masked man said to himself, glancing around their living room and then into the dining room like an idea had just occurred to him.

At least there was only one man, Marcie thought. He wasn’t the killer who had slaughtered two old couples up north, she told herself. He was just some junkie who needed money for his next fix.

The masked man darted into the dining room and shoved his pistol inside his hoodie jacket. He shoved his Taser down into his pants pocket as he grabbed two dining room chairs and brought them back into the living room. He set them right in the middle of the floor, side by side. “Sit here,” he told Marcie, but he made it sound more like an offer rather than a command.

Marcie knew that when the masked man had grabbed the dining room chairs it had been her chance to run, to bolt outside or to their bedroom for the phone. She could have gotten out a window. But she had been too frightened to move, her legs and arms felt impossibly heavy, even her mind was sluggish.

But the man would have easily caught her. He looked young and fit. And if she had run, then what about Harold? She was just going to leave him behind? No. Running was out of the question. Maybe she could just do what this man wanted, give him the money and the jewelry he wanted, and then he would go and leave them alone.

“Please,” Marcie managed to say. She could feel the stinging of tears in her eyes.

“I won’t hurt you,” the man said. “I promise. You let me tie your hands behind your back and sit in the chair. I’ll be gone in ten minutes. I swear.”

Marcie shook her head no, unable to utter an answer for a moment. She felt the helpless tears coming now. She looked at Harold—he was still trying to get up to his feet, still moaning in pain and shock. She looked back at the man. “You’ve already hurt us.”

“Yeah. I’m sorry about that. I didn’t know if he had a gun. Now that I know you two won’t shoot me, then I won’t hurt you. You let me tie you to the chairs, you tell me where your money and jewelry are, then I won’t hurt you. I swear.”

And if we don’t? But she didn’t ask that. “You won’t do anything else to us? You won’t blindfold us or gag us?”

“No. I won’t gag you, Marcie. I need you to tell me where your stuff is.” He even smiled a little behind the mouth hole of his mask, showing her how silly her fears were.

“I can’t have something over my mouth,” she told him. “I’ll panic. It will feel like I can’t breathe.”

“I told you I wouldn’t,” the man said. It was the first tinge of anger in the man’s voice, the first sign of his impatience with this negotiation. He breathed out a heavy sigh like he was weighing his options.

He could taze both of us, Marcie thought. He could taze us and tie us to the chairs if he wanted to. I can’t fight him off, and neither can Harold. We’re only going to make him more and more angry.

“Look,” the man said. “I’m wearing a mask. You haven’t seen my face. I’m wearing gloves. There won’t be a trace of me left here. No witnesses. I don’t need to kill you. I don’t want to kill you. I just want your stuff so I can go.”

Marcie didn’t say anything. Her mind was stuck on the word kill.

“Help your husband into the chair,” the man said, his voice a little harder now—he was done playing games. He still seemed twitchy, ready to grab one of the weapons he had on him.

To her amazement, Marcie found herself following the man’s orders. Harold was almost up on his feet now, on one knee, his body trembling with the effort. She took his hand and helped him all the way up, guiding him to one of the dining room chairs the man had set up for them. Harold sat down heavily in the chair. He seemed like he was half-asleep, still dazed, not thinking clearly yet.

“Now you,” the man told Marcie.

Marcie sat down in the chair next to her husband.

“Hands behind you,” the man said. He was right behind both of them now. She couldn’t see him anymore.

Again, Marcie followed orders without thinking about it. Just do what he wants and he’ll go away, she thought. It was a mantra she repeated in her mind. And what other choice did she have? She put her hands behind her, around the back of the armless chair. She felt a piece of rope winding around her wrists, binding them together. She winced; he had tied her wrists together a little too tightly. Was the rope going to cut off her circulation?

Then a terrible realization entered her mind: Where had he gotten the rope? He must have had it on him already—it hadn’t come from her house. Had he been expecting to tie them up? Had that been his plan all along? She feared this man wasn’t some junkie looking to score a few hundred dollars—this was something much more sinister than that.

Harold grunted as the man bound his hands behind his back and the chair, pulling the ropes tight. Then the masked man walked away from them, walking to the front door. He unlocked the door and opened it, ducking outside for just a moment. He came back in with a large black duffel bag.

The tightening in Marcie’s chest was back again, that pressure, the panicky sensation of not being able to inhale a complete breath.

Burglary tools, she told herself. That’s just a bag of burglary tools he brings with him. Or maybe that’s the stuff he’s already collected from other homes he has burglarized. He would have to have something to carry his stuff in, wouldn’t he?

The man locked the front door and walked towards them. It was a slow walk and he had a smile on his face underneath the mouth hole of his mask, like he was savoring the moment.

“What the hell do you want?” Harold growled, finally coming fully awake. But it was too late now. “Just take our stuff and get the hell out!”

The man didn’t respond. He set his duffel bag down on the floor in front of them. He unzipped it, revealing all the tools inside. He pulled off his ski mask. His head was completely bald, his skin pasty white, his somewhat handsome face screwed up by a cruel smile.

We’ve seen his face now. He’s not going to let us go. He was never going to let us go.

The man pulled out more lengths of rope from his duffel bag and walked behind their chairs to tie them up more securely.


CHAPTER 6

The Killer

Colorado

Hours later the killer sat on Harold and Marcie’s couch, relaxing. He had blood smeared all over him and now he was getting it all over their couch and the pillows. He looked down at the blood smeared all over his leather gloves and the chunk of flesh in one hand. There was blood on the front of his black hoodie and down the front of his pants, big spots of it on his hiking boots. His boots left bloody footprints all over the carpet and wood flooring in the dining room and kitchen.

Harold and Marcie Watson were dead now. He had tortured them, taking his time with them, trying to stretch out those precious few hours before he killed them, those precious few hours of their pain and their knowledge that their lives were going to end very soon.

Yes, they were dead now, still bound to the chairs with the extra ropes he had used because he knew they were going to struggle once the cutting started. Now that they were dead, the real work would begin: the cutting up of the bodies, the rearrangements, the positioning, the artwork. He remembered the articles and websites about the Dig Site Murders, how the pieces of the bodies had been placed together, pieces inside of pieces, a perfect flesh and bone sculpture. Some websites had leaked photos of the bodies from the cave, other websites had drawings and other artwork, others had detailed accounts; he studied them all. He only wished he had nine bodies to work with like at the dig site in New Mexico, but he was working up to that.

Right now he was hungry. He wanted to eat something before he got started.

Let’s see what Marcie Watson cooked for dinner.

The killer walked past Harold and Marcie, their bloodstained bodies leaning slightly forward into the ropes that kept them in their chairs. In the kitchen, he washed the blood off of the piece of flesh in his gloved hands. The water running off of his hands was red at first, then it turned pink, and then clear. Once the piece of flesh was clean, he set it on the counter to use later when he began to reconstruct Harold and Marcie’s bodies.

He wore his gloves the whole time, doing his best not to leave any evidence behind, but he knew he would eventually be caught. Serial killers never lasted long anymore; forensics was too good, there were too many cameras everywhere. Eventually a highway traffic camera would pick up the license plate on the back of his car, placing him somewhere in the vicinity of a crime scene. Or his image would be caught on a security camera in a corner store. A receipt would give him away. A waitress would remember him. All the little pieces of evidence would eventually come together and the police would catch him. He didn’t fear that day, he just accepted the inevitability of it. And until that day came, he would continue to hone his craft, to perfect his art, to take chances with it, hoping to be mentioned alongside the legends of serial killers one day.

After they eventually caught him, he had everything planned out. The police would want to talk with him; they would want to know everything, every detail about the crimes. But he wasn’t going to talk. He wasn’t going to reveal a thing. Sure, they would threaten him at first; they would try to bribe him. Psychiatrists would try to figure out what buttons to push to make him talk, even promising that he would be a legend like Ted Bundy or Henry Lee Lucas. Movies would be made about him, books written, maybe even classes taught at universities and at the FBI devoted to his methods and motives. Others had talked, they would tell him. Others had revealed their secrets, and look at them now—legends, modern-day monsters, the bogeyman hiding in the dark.

But they had it all wrong. Yes, those killers were legends, but there were other serial killers that had come and gone, their names no longer on people’s lips or in the back of their minds when they walked alone down a dark street or double-checked the locks on their doors at night. No, there was another way to be sure he would be immortalized, and that was to create a mystery that would never be solved. He would tell the police and the FBI and the reporters nothing. He would let all of them agonize over his methods and motives. The more he refused to talk, the stronger the mystery would get. And he would never give in, right up until the time they walked him down the hall to the room where they would stick a needle in his arm so he could pass away peacefully, he would never talk.

The killer pulled out a dinner plate from the refrigerator that was wrapped in tin foil. He set it on the countertop next to the piece of flesh he had washed in the sink. He pulled the foil off of the plate revealing a chicken leg and thigh with what looked like some kind of barbecue sauce concoction on top of it. A dollop of mashed potatoes and a serving of broccoli were next to the chicken. That was good enough for him. He was about to slide the plate into the microwave oven over the stove when he froze.

There was a noise from the living room, a creaking sound, like someone shifting in the wooden chair and pulling against the ropes.

He stood there for a moment. He couldn’t see into the living room unless he went out through the archway into the dining room. He just waited, listening.

Another creak of the ropes. Another popping of wood. Two loud thumps.

For just a moment the killer’s heart raced. Either Harold or Marcie was moving around out there, but that was impossible. They were dead. They couldn’t be alive, not with everything he had done to them, and all the parts he had taken away from them. And at the end, he had slit both of their throats, watching their eyes as the life faded from them (the one eye Harold had left, in his case). No, they had to be dead.

And that left only one other possibility. There was someone else in the house right now. Either someone had been hiding in the house or someone had just entered.

The killer set his plate of food down on the counter and reached inside his hoodie for the gun in his shoulder holster.

He froze again.

Someone spoke from the living room, the voice a guttural croak. The person was calling his name, a name he hadn’t used in a long time—his middle name. Only his mother ever called him by that name.

“Arthur.”

The killer felt frightened for the first time in his life, frightened that he had made a terrible mistake sometime tonight, frightened that someone had been watching him and followed him here. And yes, frightened that he was going to get caught, only because he wouldn’t be able to finish his work. He still had so much to do.

“Arthur, come out here this instant.”

It wasn’t his mother’s voice, but a growling parody of it.

With his gun in his hand, the killer rushed out into the dining room, racing towards the living room.

And then he froze.

Marcie stood in the middle of the living room, free from the ropes that had bound her to the dining room chair. Her battered and bloody body swayed just a bit. Her head was tilted a little to one side, the gash in her throat wider on that side, the frayed lips of the wound in her throat pulling apart like a fish’s mouth.

“Arthur,” Marcie said, and then she smiled. Her split lips pulled up at the corners like invisible strings had suddenly yanked them up. But her eyes were still dull and lifeless, no expression there.

“How . . . how do you know my name?” The killer still had his gun aimed at Marcie who swayed back and forth slightly eight feet in front of him. But he couldn’t kill someone who was already dead, and now the gun felt useless and silly in his hand.

“I know who you are, Arthur.”

“Who are you?”

“You know who I am. I’m the one who killed the people at the dig site.”

“You . . . you did those things to their bodies?” the killer asked. “How?”

“I will show you, Arthur. I will work through you.” Marcie walked towards the killer, dragging one leg behind her that had been stripped of much of its flesh, leaving a trail of blood behind on the carpet. “You will see and do things that no one will believe, that no one will be able to explain.”

“Yes,” the killer whispered, his arm dropping down to his side now; it felt like the gun weighed fifty pounds. He let the weapon slip from his fingers and it dropped to the floor, landing with a thud.

“But you must do something for me,” Marcie said. She stood right in front of the killer now, her smile gone, her face blank and expressionless under the mask of blood and gore.

The killer dropped down to his knees. “Anything.”

“There’s a boy in New Mexico. I want you to kill him.”

Marcie touched the killer’s shoulder and his body jolted with electricity, like he had been shocked by his own Taser. He saw a teenage boy in his mind, a tall and lanky boy with dark hair down to his shoulders. The boy wore jeans and a black hoodie with some kind of rock band on it. The boy was walking away from a house. The killer was ten feet behind the boy, following him across a front yard of nearly-dead grass, brown and weedy. A line of mountains dominated the horizon, their jagged peaks dark against the deep blue sky. The land was arid but beautiful, full of tenacious life.

The boy stopped walking and turned around, staring like he knew someone was right behind him, like he knew someone was watching him.

He can’t see me.

The boy stared at his home, still looking around for who was watching him, still feeling like he was being stalked.

No, this is not his home. Not his real home. The Ancient Enemy took his home away from this boy years ago.

The boy was still jumpy, but he turned back around and continued walking towards the driveway where he grabbed a bicycle that was leaning against a pole holding up a metal awning.

David. The boy’s name is David.

The killer turned away from David in the vision and looked at the house, staring at the house number.

And then he was back in Harold and Marcie’s house again, kneeling on the bloodstained carpet with Marcie standing right in front of him. She still had her hand on his shoulder, her grip getting harder and harder, but the killer didn’t pull away from her.

A long black tentacle slithered out of the wide gash in Marcie’s throat, slipping down to her chest like a long, mucus-covered worm. And then there were more of the thin tendrils slipping out of Marcie’s throat, her mouth, the wounds on her face and body that the killer had created only hours ago. The killer could feel the tendrils snaking over his body, finding their way into the cuffs of his hoodie, tunneling into his skin. It was a little painful, but also blissful in a way.

The last of the tendrils escaped Marcie with a wet, sucking sound. They joined the others, wiggling into the killer’s flesh. When it was over, the killer stood up. A new strength and energy coursed through him. The Ancient Enemy was inside of him, but only a small part of the being. Some of the Ancient Enemy was still inside Marcie, other parts of the Ancient Enemy were outside in the howling wind, and still other parts were in other places. There were thousands of them. It was one creature yet it was also many, like a hive of insects that could work individually or come together as one being, all with the same mind. It would have been difficult to understand, but the killer understood everything now.

He was ready to begin the real work with Harold and Marcie, ready to complete the arrangements now. He was going to paint the walls with their blood, but he was going to save one wall where he was going to leave a one-word message that the Ancient Enemy, his new master, wanted him to deliver.


CHAPTER 7

Palmer

Denver, Colorado

Palmer wasn’t sure if the ringing telephone had woken him up or if it had been the nightmare. It was the same nightmare he’d had seven years ago, right before Cardenelli had called him to go down to New Mexico to investigate the bodies found in the cave at the dig site.

In the dream he was in the warehouse again. The warehouse was full of furniture, appliances, and other odds and ends. The place was massive and seemed to go on forever. There was a hallway to his right where doorways and windows opened up to rooms that looked like they might be showrooms of some sort. He was at the two large metal sinks again, washing a piece of flesh off in the water, the blood running red down his hands and then turning pink when it mixed with the water, swirling down the drain. The man in the office off to his left was there again, leaning back in his office chair, the springs creaking, staring at him in horror, asking what the hell he was doing.

But Palmer didn’t know why he was washing the piece of flesh in the sink; he didn’t even know what part of the body the piece of flesh was from. He knew what was coming next though—a man was coming down the hallway. No, not a man. A monster that looked like a man.

And that’s when he had awakened.

The cordless phone rang again and Palmer rolled over and pawed at the end table for it, knocking it off the base and finally grabbing it on the fifth ring before it went to the answering machine. He didn’t even bother trying to look at the number on the little screen on the phone because he knew he wouldn’t be able to see it, not just because he was half-asleep, his eyelids thick and gummy, but also because his vision had gotten worse over the last few years. He needed glasses to see things close up, and pretty soon he would need glasses all the time.

“Hello?” he croaked into the phone. He had almost said: Special Agent Palmer. But he stopped himself in time. It was a twenty year habit that he was still having trouble trying to break even after seven years of retirement.

“Palmer?”

He sat up in bed. He knew that voice, a voice from the past, his former SAC Cardenelli. The last seven years seemed to melt away and suddenly he was in the Bureau again, back in the Behavioral Sciences department, tracking the worst of the worst serial killers.

“Cardenelli. What’s going on?”

“I’m on a case south of Denver. Double murder. I need to talk to you about it.”

Palmer was on his feet, pacing around the bedroom, dressed only in his underwear and a white V-neck T-shirt. “Why do you need to talk to me?” His half-awake mind was struggling to make the connection.

“The Dig Site Murders,” Cardenelli said, getting right to the point, as usual.

Palmer was rocketed back seven years into the past again, back to the horrors he had seen at the dig site in New Mexico, and the trail of bodies from Cody’s Pass down to the ghost town.

He walked out of his bedroom and into his living room. He still lived in the same condo, the same one he had leased when he and Teresa had separated. The condo was supposed to be temporary until they worked things out, but they had never worked things out, and now the condo was still in a half-unpacked state, some of the boxes still stacked up in the spare bedroom closet. The furniture and décor were minimal and the walls were almost all bare. He had been waiting to get back with his wife, but it had never happened. She had divorced him. She’d had enough of his drinking; she’d had enough of being an FBI agent’s wife, of playing second fiddle to his real passion—hunting down killers. She’d left. She’d found a new man. She had moved on.

Palmer hadn’t moved on, and his condo was proof of that. He had retired after twenty years with the FBI right after the Dig Site Murders. He had quit drinking. But it hadn’t been enough for his ex-wife, or it had been too late by then. They had remained civil with each other, and their daughter Eliza was still a part of his life. He’d been there when Eliza had gotten accepted to the University of Colorado. He’d been there when she’d gotten married to Ted. He’d been there when Eliza’s son and daughter were born.

Eliza was closer to her mom than Palmer, and nothing would ever change that, but Palmer considered himself lucky that he was a part of both of their lives. Eliza had done her best to try to get Palmer to move on, suggesting online dating sites. Palmer had tried a few dates, but he felt like it was a waste of time. He felt old, like a used-up husk of a man. He felt depressed a lot of the time. He knew he was no fun. He wouldn’t want to go on cruises or hikes in the mountains or to plays or operas. He wasn’t fun and he wasn’t going to ruin some other woman’s life.

He told Teresa and Eliza that he was happy being retired. He promised Eliza that he was taking care of himself. He hadn’t had a drop to drink since almost dying from the snakebites and the collapsed roof in that Arizona ghost town. He had begun walking in the park three times a week. He drank vegetable juice once a day. Eliza had bought him the Nutri-bullet blender and showed him how to make the drinks. He was pretty healthy for a man his age; at least that’s what his doctor had told him.

Yes, he told Teresa and Eliza that he was happy being retired, even if it wasn’t true. He missed the work. He missed the chase. And now, here was Cardenelli calling him up about a double murder south of Denver, something that had to do with the Dig Site Murders, according to him.

The Dig Site Murders had never been solved and they had taken on a myth of their own now. Hundreds of conspiracy theorists and amateur detectives on the internet speculated about who had killed all those people, or what had killed them. They questioned why the archaeologists were killed, why they had been displayed the way they had in the cave. They wondered where Stella Weaver was, if she was dead, if her body would ever be found. Some believed the strange murders and burnt bodies in the cabin in Cody’s Pass, Colorado were connected to the Dig Site Murders. Information had been leaked out into cyberspace. The killings had all happened in small communities, and in those small communities people liked to talk, they liked to leak information and photos.

The Dig Site Murders had developed a cult following over the years. Several books had been written about the murders and two documentary films had been made, one passable, the other one not very good at all. There was speculation about a feature film being made that would be based on these true events. The murders were so strange, the mystery so deep, it was a myth that would never go away. It was right up there with UFO sightings and Bigfoot or other strange occurrences around the world: The Dyatlov Pass Incident, the colony at Roanoke, the four University of Wisconsin students who had gone missing from a cabin in Minnesota, the strange disappearance (and most likely death) of billionaire movie producer Nick Gorman on a small Caribbean island.

And Palmer had been following the stories on the internet about the Dig Site Murders, reading comments. He had read some of the books, watched the films and the YouTube videos, the interviews.

Something had happened for Cardenelli to be calling, something big. Why else would he be calling him at—he looked at the clock in the kitchen—eight o’clock in the morning?

“The Dig Site Murders?” Palmer asked Cardenelli.

“Yes,” Cardenelli said and then hesitated for a few seconds like he was deciding how to say the rest. “There’s been another one.”

Palmer’s mind raced. “What do you mean another one?”

“I’m sure you heard about the two couples that were murdered north of Denver.”

Palmer had heard. Someone in the Denver area was trying to re-create the Dig Site Murders. So far the killer had killed two couples, and then he had hacked up their bodies, rearranging them like the pieces in the cave at the dig site. There were plenty of photos and illustrations online for the killer to go by. Of course the killer never came close to what the Ancient Enemy had actually done in that cave. How could he? He wasn’t the Ancient Enemy, he wasn’t the true killer, he was only a copycat. “Yes,” Palmer finally answered. “I heard about them. So this is another copycat murder?”

“Yes, but this one’s different.”

Palmer stopped pacing. He stood in the middle of his living room. “What do you mean different?”

“It’s just . . . different. I need you to come here.”

“You want me there? At the crime scene? If you’re asking me to be a consultant, I’m going to have to—”

“Your last name is written on the wall,” Cardenelli said.

Palmer was still frozen in place in the middle of his living room, unable to speak for a moment.

“The killer wrote the word Palmer on the wall in the victims’ blood.”


CHAPTER 8

Palmer

Denver, Colorado

Palmer wanted a drink. It was his first reaction after he’d gotten off the phone with Cardenelli. He didn’t have any alcohol in his condo, but it was easy enough to go get some from the liquor store, or even some beer or wine from the grocery store or gas station.

The nightmares had come back in the last week. He’d told himself that these copycat murders were just triggering the memories of being in that cave with Captain Begay and his deputies, of seeing—and smelling—the pieces of bodies stuck together, arranged like they had been.

He got dressed, slipped his shoulder holster on and slid his Glock 17 into it. He put on a windbreaker jacket that was nearly the same shade of dark blue as the FBI windbreaker he used to wear; it was bulky enough to conceal his weapon.

He studied his hands for a moment. They were trembling slightly. After all these years his sobriety was at risk. All the years of psychiatric help and therapy, the years of walking for exercise and drinking a vegetable juice every day, it all seemed to have been in vain, all pointless now, all for nothing. It only took one phone call from Cardenelli to bring the horrors rushing back into his life again.

But that wasn’t entirely the truth, and he knew it. The nightmares had returned before Cardenelli had called, and Palmer couldn’t help feeling like those dreams were an omen of the Ancient Enemy’s return.

“It’s not back,” Palmer told himself as he walked to the door that led out to the hallway of his building. “It’s not back. I saw David send the Ancient Enemy back. I saw David kill it.”

Palmer fought the urge for alcohol as he drove south from Denver. Cardenelli had texted the directions of the crime scene to his cell phone. The house was on a few acres of land at the foot of the mountains, a house at the edge of the woods where no one would have heard the victims’ screams.

When Palmer arrived, he parked behind a line of unmarked FBI sedans and SUVs. There was also a sheriff’s car and a coroner’s van. The front yard was a large field with a long driveway meandering through it and there was plenty of room to park.

Cardenelli met Palmer outside the house. A lot of the other cops and agents were milling around outside, none of them seemed to want to be inside.

“Thanks for coming, Palmer.”

How could I have said no? But he didn’t say that, he just nodded.

He followed Cardenelli to the house. Cardenelli was talking as he walked, going over the details of what they had found, catching Palmer up to speed. “Harold and Marcie Watson are the victims, both fifty-three years old. Harold was on disability and Marcie worked part-time at an accounting office. Someone entered their house sometime last night, early in the evening we suspect because the clothing from the victims suggest that they hadn’t gone to bed yet. And . . .” He let his words fade away.

“And what?”

“And it seems like the killer would have needed a long time to do the things that he did.”

“Only one suspect?” Palmer asked. He could already smell the coppery, slightly rotten smell coming from the open front door of the home, a smell that brought him back to that cave at the dig site; he had to push back that panicky, claustrophobic feeling that the smell brought with it.

“Only one set of bloody footprints found so far in the house,” Cardenelli answered. “Same shoeprint and shoe size we found at the other murder scenes. Probably some kind of hiking boot. Forensics is on its way. They’ll be here for a while.”

Before Cardenelli entered the home, he handed Palmer a pair of latex gloves and paper booties to go over his shoes. Palmer shoved his hands into the gloves and then slipped the booties on. He followed Cardenelli inside the home.

The front door opened right up to the large living room, right to the horror displayed in the middle of the floor. To the right, an archway led to a hall area and bedrooms. To the left there was a dining room and then an archway to the kitchen. The walls were splattered with blood, smeared with it in some places. But one wall had been left untouched except for the word PALMER painted in large looping letters.

Palmer walked a little closer to his own last name on the wall, careful not to step in the blood on the floor. He looked at the pieces of the bodies arranged in the middle of the living room floor. Some of the living room furniture had been pushed back towards the walls to make room for the display: legs and arms intertwined around a mound of organs on top of two torsos, the heads of Harold and Marcie Watson on top, their intestines strung through everything like strings stitching up the morbid display.

“You okay?” Cardenelli asked.

Palmer had the back of his hand up to his nose, trying to breathe in the latex of the gloves to mask the smell. He breathed through his mouth, anything to block out the stench of blood, the reek of shit and piss, the rotting smell of undigested food from torn stomachs and intestines stretched so far they had split open, spilling their contents. It had been a long time since Palmer had smelled anything like this, and it was overpowering. It had also been a long time since he’d seen anything like this, and he was beginning to feel a little light-headed. He could imagine how pale and sickly he looked right now to his former agent-in-charge.

But Palmer managed to nod and clear his throat. “This is how the other victims looked?”

“Sort of,” Cardenelli said.

“What do you mean by that?”

“They were arranged sort of like this, their body parts stacked up on each other. But the first two murders were more amateurish. Not as skilled as this.”

“So he’s getting better at . . . at doing this.”

“It’s quite a jump in skill.”

“Maybe this is someone different. Another copycat.”

“Same shoeprint found at the other scenes. Same type of hiking boot. No fingerprints or hairs left behind at the other two murders, and I’m betting we won’t find any here, either. Also, the victims have similarities. All three of the older couples lived in a remote area. They had all been tied up to chairs, tortured, then killed and their bodies cut up and mutilated. But you’re right, this could be someone different. The first two could have been copycat killings, but maybe this one is the real killer.”

Palmer felt another wave of dizziness wash over him. This couldn’t be real. This couldn’t be happening again. This couldn’t be the Ancient Enemy.

“Look at the way the bodies are cut up,” Cardenelli said, pointing at the pieces with a pen clenched in his gloved fingers. “These cuts are ragged, and the bones seem to have been snapped, not sawed apart. It’s like these people weren’t even cut up, more like they were ripped apart.”

Palmer swallowed hard. He felt clammy.

“Of course we’ll get more info after forensics is done, but I can see the differences already.”

“So you think this is the work of the killer from the dig site? Or from the Mountainside Inn in Cody’s Pass?”

“Seems similar in a way. There are things done to these bodies that don’t seem physically possible for a human being to do. Just like at the Mountainside Inn. Just like the cabin. Like the bodies at the dig site in New Mexico. Maybe this killer, or killers, they took time off. Seven years for whatever that might symbolize to them. And then this copycat comes along, trying to mimic the murders and it draws the real Dig Site Killer out into the open again.”

“But you said it seems like this is the same man that killed the other two couples.”

“Yeah, but that’s just the shoe size and some of the tools used. Lots of guys wear that shoe size and that brand of hiking boot.”

Palmer sighed and stared at the wall with his last name painted on it. “But you really brought me here because of that.”

Cardenelli nodded.

Palmer knew that Cardenelli had never bought his explanation of what had happened in Cody’s Pass and then down in Arizona, how he and Captain Begay had chased a suspect hundreds of miles into the desert. He and Begay had gotten their stories straight before they were interviewed, both of them saying that the “suspect” had gotten away, even implying that the “suspect” was part of a larger group, perhaps even a cult of some kind. Begay had even suggested that the cult could be Navajo or some other Native American people. It was all Cardenelli or any of the other FBI agents had ever gotten out of him and Begay after hours of questioning. And Palmer knew Cardenelli had never been satisfied with either of their answers or their version of what had happened. Cardenelli had actually seemed relieved when Palmer told him that he wanted to retire early. It had taken some paperwork and a few okays from the top brass in the FBI, but Palmer’s request was finally granted a few weeks later.

“Could be a different Palmer,” Palmer told Cardenelli. “This might not be my name.”

Cardenelli shook his head slowly. “I don’t think so. Too much of a coincidence. You were the agent on the Dig Site case, and this is a copycat killer. I think this message is meant for you.”

Palmer couldn’t tell if Cardenelli suspected him of being involved with this somehow, or if he was worried about his safety.

It didn’t matter. Palmer was no longer an FBI agent, and he wasn’t even asked here as a consultant. He didn’t need to be here anymore. If Cardenelli was going to charge him with something, then he’d better get on with it, otherwise he was done here.

He left the house and Cardenelli followed him out, suddenly right behind him. “I want you to stay in touch with me,” Cardenelli said.

“Will do,” Palmer answered as he walked down the long driveway to his car. A forensics van was pulling up now, driving right past him.

Palmer got into his car and started it. He turned around in the driveway and left. As soon as he was on the road, he made two phone calls. One call was to his ex-wife Teresa, and the other to Eliza. He only got Teresa’s voicemail so he left a message for her. But Eliza answered the phone and Palmer told her about the recent copycat killings. He told her someone had painted his last name on the walls. He begged her and the kids to take a vacation for a while, somewhere far away.

At least Eliza sounded scared, and he hoped to God she was going to take his advice.


CHAPTER 9

David

Iron Springs, New Mexico

David was leaving his house. He was halfway across the front yard to the awning where he had left his bicycle when he stopped and turned around, sure for just a moment that someone was right behind him, watching him. For a second he thought it was his Aunt Awenita, but it couldn’t be her—she wasn’t home.

No one was there, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching him, following him, someone dangerous and powerful.

The first thought that came to his mind wasn’t the Ancient Enemy; it was the shadowy killer he’d seen in his dreams lately. The man had killed two couples up in Colorado, and he had killed again last night—David had seen that in his dreams.

David grabbed his bicycle that he had leaned against one of the poles holding the awning up. He had locked the front door on his way out of the house, his key shoved down in his pants pocket along with his cell phone. He got on his bicycle and rode down the driveway and then onto the road, heading towards Iron Springs. It would be a long bicycle ride to Captain Begay’s house, but he needed to see him—he had no one else to turn to now. He would have gone to see Joe Blackhorn about this, but he was dead now. David had turned his back on the old man two years before that, abruptly quitting the training with him because he didn’t want to be a shaman, he wanted a normal life. He wanted to be a normal kid with friends.

“I killed it,” David had told Joe Blackhorn right after their last training session, the last one before he had walked away. “None of this matters now because I killed the Ancient Enemy.”

Joe Blackhorn had given him a grave look, a look that said David understood nearly nothing about what they were doing. “You sent it back, but you can’t be sure you killed it.”

“I would know if it was still alive,” David had snapped at Joe Blackhorn. “I would be able to feel it.”

And then Joe Blackhorn had said nothing—he had just stared at David.

David walked away from his training because he just wanted to be a normal kid. He thought back then, four years ago, that it had been possible for him to be normal. But the kids in Iron Springs would never let him be normal. They all knew about his parents’ murders, about the bodies at the dig site, about Jim Whitefeather. They knew he’d been training with Joe Blackhorn, and then there were all the speculations and rumors that came with the old medicine man. Most of the kids David knew had never laid eyes on Joe Blackhorn or even knew where he lived, but it didn’t stop them from talking about him like he was some kind of bogeyman. Even the older kids stayed away, not even daring each other to venture out to where the ghost town stood—Hope’s End was the haunted house of haunted houses, even the land was haunted, a sacred site best left alone, a place that could rip a person’s soul away and leave behind a dried-out husk with an eternal mask of fear etched into their face.

David had been back to the ghost town several times, Joe Blackhorn had made him go. It had been part of the training. The first time David had been back in the ghost town, he had walked down the wide dusty street where nothing ever grew, not even a weed. As he stood in that street, he remembered riding on the back of the four-wheeler behind Cole, holding on to him. He remembered riding towards the church at the other end of town. He remembered the horrors he’d seen inside that church. He remembered the man and woman wearing the skinned faces of his parents. He remembered the spiders erupting from them, the snakes crawling around, the birds crashing in through the windows, the storm . . . the Darkwind.

Now the church was barely standing, the floorboards ripped apart, a section of the roof caved in. Joe Blackhorn wouldn’t let him enter the church for safety reasons, but he still wanted him in the ghost town, he wanted him to remember everything.

And other memories had come to David as he stood in the middle of the ghost town. He’d told Stella that he’d been in the ghost town before, and then he remembered it all. He remembered traveling to the town on horseback with the U.S. Marshal. They had been running from his home because his parents and his older brother had been slaughtered and then taken by the Ancient Enemy.

David remembered that Jed had planned on going somewhere else, to another town a few days’ ride north, but they’d had to stay in Hope’s End because of a sudden desert storm.

(The Darkwind)

David remembered staying in the saloon/hotel that a man named Moody owned. He remembered the drunken cowboy and a woman named Rose going upstairs to her room. He remembered a thin Swedish man. He remembered the bartender with the big mustache. He remembered a Navajo man they called Billy even though his real name was Nez. He remembered a gunslinger named Sanchez. And he remembered a woman named Esmerelda.

Now that David remembered those things from his past life, it all seemed so similar to when he had shown up at the dig site after his parents were murdered by the Ancient Enemy. He’d met Stella at the dig site. She had protected him from the others who wanted to kill him. She had taken him and fled to Colorado where Cole and his gang of bank robbers had carjacked them and taken them to the cabin.

David couldn’t help noticing the similarities. Jed reminded him of Cole, and Cole reminded him of Jed. Esmerelda and Stella seemed to be similar. The saloon reminded him of Tom Gordon’s cabin in Colorado. Things were eerily similar yet still different. David had been in the town of Hope’s End, in the saloon. The memory of that was as clear as any memory in his life had ever been. He had been reincarnated from that person, that David, in Hope’s End into who he was now, the same but still different. After he had fought the Ancient Enemy, he had taken it with him into its world, the netherworld, the Void. But he didn’t remember any of that. He had woken up here, in this new body, this new time. He wondered if Jed and Esmerelda had been reincarnated into Cole and Stella. The thought both thrilled him and terrified him. Was everyone a reincarnation of a past life, or were only certain people transported to the next life? Was everything a constantly turning wheel in time?

He’d asked Joe Blackhorn about these things, but of course the old man only spoke in riddles. He even told David that he didn’t have the answers to these questions; his only task was training him to become a shaman, to prepare him to fight and protect himself if the Ancient Enemy ever came back.

David had insisted that nothing like that was ever going to happen again, that the Ancient Enemy had been defeated. He had been so sure of it then, and maybe he had even been trying to convince himself as much as he had tried to convince Joe Blackhorn.

But in the end, Joe Blackhorn had been right—it was happening again.

Now he needed help, and the only person he could think of to turn to was Captain Begay.


CHAPTER 10

David

Iron Springs, New Mexico

David ended up catching a ride in the back of a pickup truck, and that saved him at least an hour of pedaling his bicycle. He got dropped off in town; he didn’t want to ask the driver of the pickup truck to take him all the way to Captain Begay’s house.

After riding down the road to Captain Begay’s house, he pushed his bike up the driveway. There were two vehicles parked in the driveway, a pickup truck and a small car. He laid his bike down out of the way and went to the front door to knock.

Mrs. Begay answered the door. For just a second she seemed to search her memory, like she was trying to recall David’s name. “David. What a surprise.”

“Hi, Mrs. Begay.”

“Call me Angie.”

“Would it be okay if I talked to the captain?” Even though Begay had been retired from the Navajo Tribal Police for a few years now, everyone still called him the captain.

Angie nodded. She stepped back and opened the door wider. “Sure. He’s in his man-cave.” She over-emphasized the word man-cave like it was some kind of secret joke between her and Captain Begay. But then her smile slipped away as she sensed the seriousness of David’s visit.

“Do you want anything to drink?” she asked after David came inside. She shut the door and then looked at him. “Some milk or water?”

“Water, please.”

Angie opened the refrigerator in the kitchen and got a bottle of water for David. She cocked her head towards a door at the other side of the kitchen. “Come on.”

David followed her to the closed door. She knocked and then opened the door a little, sticking her head in. “David Bear is here to see you.”

For just a second she stood there, blocking the doorway, the door still open just a little. It seemed like she was making sure the captain wanted to see him. Then she swung the door open all the way and gestured at David to enter.

The man-cave was at least as big as the living room. There was a bar off to one side, an old-fashioned juke box, and some bookcases filled with books along another wall near the desk and filing cabinet shoved into the corner. The walls were decorated with animal heads, framed photos, rifles, bows and arrows, artwork—an equal mixture of Navajo culture and more modern décor. Begay was in one of the two battered leather recliners situated in front of a gigantic flat screen TV mounted to the wall above the mantle of the massive fireplace.

Angie left and closed the door behind her.

Begay didn’t get up. His chair sagged a little to one side from his weight—he had gained at least another fifty pounds since retiring. He’d always been a big man, tall and stocky. He had looked like a giant to David when he’d seen him before. Now he looked so much older.

“David, what brings you by?” Begay’s face brightened with a smile.

David didn’t have an answer ready, not even sure where to begin.

“Come have a seat,” Begay said, pointing at the other recliner next to him. A large table cluttered with junk was between the two chairs. Begay’s smile slipped away and his face now had the same grave expression as his wife’s face.

As David sat down in the other recliner, Begay plucked a remote control from the clutter on the table and turned the TV off, giving David his full attention.

Begay’s diabetes had gotten worse over the last few years. Even with his socks on, David could tell that the old man’s ankles and feet were swollen. Begay moved slower and breathed heavier, but his mind was still just as sharp, his eyes showed that. To David, Begay had always been an imposing man, and even with all of the ailments, he still seemed to be a pillar of strength.

“I think something’s happening,” David said. He fiddled with the water bottle in his hands. He hadn’t even opened it up yet.

“What do you mean?” Begay asked.

David was pretty sure Begay knew exactly what he meant, but it seemed like the former captain wanted to hear the words spoken out loud. “The Darkwind,” David answered. “The Ancient Enemy.”

Begay sat perfectly still as if he’d already been bracing himself for the worst news. “And you’re sure about this?” His eyes never left David’s eyes.

“No,” David answered. “I mean I don’t have any proof. But I can feel it.”

Begay only nodded.

“I don’t know what to do,” David said. “I wish Joe Blackhorn was still alive.”

“Yes, I’m sure you do.”

David wondered if Joe Blackhorn and Begay had talked before Blackhorn died. He wondered if Blackhorn had ever told Begay how he had abandoned his training in pursuit of a “normal” life, a normal life that he now knew had never been within his reach, at least not here on the Reservation where everyone knew about his past and the horrors that had happened around him.

“I think I still need help,” David said. “My training with Joe Blackhorn, it was never finished.” He watched Begay, trying to figure out if he knew the truth.

“What makes you think the Ancient Enemy is back?”

David set his bottle of water down on the floor and dug his cell phone out of his pocket. He found the news article about the slaughtered villagers in Costa Rica and showed it to Begay.

Begay slipped a pair of glasses on, perching them at the end of his nose as he studied the phone, taking several minutes to read the article. Then he looked at David. “Says here that a drug cartel killed these people.”

“I think it was the Ancient Enemy.”

“This is in Costa Rica. Is that where . . .?” He let his words die away.

David only nodded. He wasn’t going to tell Begay exactly where in Costa Rica Cole and Stella lived now.

“Look, David. I never knew where Cole and Stella took off to, and I never really wanted to know. I kept quiet about details like that because I knew neither one of them was guilty of the crimes they would eventually be charged with by the FBI. Even if I found out where they lived now, I would never tell anyone. Do you believe me?”

David nodded. “I think they’re in danger. I think it’s back and it’s coming after them. After all of us.”

Begay sat statue-still in his recliner for a moment and then he handed the phone back to David.

“I’ve been having a lot of dreams lately,” David said as he shoved his phone back into his pants pocket.

Begay waited for him to continue.

“I’ve been having dreams of the ghost town, but in my dreams it’s the town it was back in the Old West—Hope’s End. I was in that town back then, when all of those people in that church were killed by the Ancient Enemy. I remember all of it. I remember everyone there.”

“I wish I could help you,” Begay said in a soft voice. “But I’m not like Joe Blackhorn. You know that.”

“I know. I just didn’t know where else to go.”

Begay sat in his chair, silent for a long moment, and then he sighed like he had finally come to a decision about something. “I know someone. He’s not Joe Blackhorn, but then no one is. His name is Nez. Billy Nez.”

David’s heart skipped a beat. “I knew a man named Billy Nez in Hope’s End.”

Begay nodded. “Maybe that was his great grandfather. I could take you to see Billy tomorrow. I can’t promise he will see you or talk to you, or even be able to help you, but we could try.”

“Yes,” David said. “I would like that.” And for the first time in the last few days he felt a little better.


CHAPTER 11

Palmer

Denver, Colorado

Palmer was back in his condo when he got the call from his ex-wife Teresa.

“What the hell’s wrong with you?”

This wasn’t exactly how he had wanted the call with her to begin. “Whoa,” he cooed. “Let’s calm down a little.”

“You’ve got our daughter scared to death. She’s packing the kids up and taking a spontaneous vacation. She doesn’t even know where she’s going.”

“If you’ll just listen to me for a second . . .”

But Teresa wasn’t giving him a chance to explain. He’d left Teresa a voicemail before he’d made the call to Eliza, telling her that she needed to take the kids and get out of town for a little while, at least until they caught this serial killer. He knew he wasn’t supposed to reveal details about a crime scene without permission, especially now that he was a civilian, but he’d told Eliza that the killer had painted his last name on the wall in blood. Whoever this killer was (and now Palmer knew exactly what it was), he was sending a warning.

“Oh my God, Dad,” Eliza had whispered into the phone earlier.

“This killer’s a copycat,” he’d told Eliza. “He’s trying to re-create the Dig Site Murders, and apparently he’s threatening me.” It was a bit of a stretch, perhaps even a white lie, but he would say just about anything to get Eliza and the kids out of town.

And now Teresa was on the phone and she was livid. “You’re not going to infect our child and our grandchildren with your paranoia, with your delusions of grandeur.” Teresa’s new husband Gary was a psychiatrist, hence Teresa’s habit of throwing around that kind of jargon.

“Did Lizzy tell you what was at the crime scene?”

Silence from Teresa for just a few seconds. “That could be anyone’s name. Palmer is a pretty common last name, you know.”

“I can’t take any chances with this. I think you and Gary should leave, too. Just to be safe.”

“I’m not going anywhere. And I’m going to try to talk some sense into our daughter. We can’t go running halfway across the country every time someone gets murdered.”

“This is different. You know that.”

“Yeah, you always think it’s different.”

“I think this might be the same person, or people, responsible for the Dig Site Murders.”

“The ones you never caught.”

She had to get that little dig in. “Yes, the ones we never caught. This could be the same people doing this.”

“I gotta go,” Teresa said.

She was done arguing, and that’s how arguments ended with Teresa—when she couldn’t win or get her way, she was done talking, storming off. Her idea of arguing was to tell you what she thought, and then she wasn’t interested in hearing anyone else’s side of things. She liked to yell and scream, and then she liked to run away.

Palmer hung up the phone. He was sure Teresa was calling Eliza right now, trying to talk some “sense” into her, as she had put it. But he hoped he had scared Eliza enough so that she wouldn’t change her plans. Eliza worked from home now and she could always take her work with her on a laptop if they had to stay away for a few weeks.

He paced across the living room of his condo, the bare walls staring back at him. That craving for a drink was back. He licked his lips and he swore he could almost taste the alcohol on his tongue. He thought about going to the store to buy a six-pack of beer. But he knew he wouldn’t stick to beer for very long, soon enough it would lead to shots of liquor.

He couldn’t do anything if Teresa managed to change Eliza’s mind, and that made him feel helpless. Eliza had said that Ted might not go with them, but he hoped Eliza and the kids would still go.

Now Palmer had one more phone call to make. He’d been putting it off. He didn’t want to call Begay unless he was absolutely sure there was a problem. But now he was sure. Some of the things done to Harold and Marcie’s bodies couldn’t have been done by a human, just like Cardenelli had said.

It was back, Palmer knew that as much as he’d ever known anything in his life.

He went to a kitchen drawer and found the old address book where he had written Begay’s home phone and cell numbers down, along with his address in Iron Springs. It had been seven years since he had spoken to Begay. The captain could have moved. He could have changed his phone number. But at least this was a place to start.

After dialing Begay’s cell phone number, Palmer paced back and forth in the kitchen. He had hoped never to see Begay again. He had hoped never to have to go down to New Mexico again.

“Begay speaking.”

For just a second Palmer couldn’t speak. Just hearing the sound of Begay’s deep voice brought back a rush of terrible memories . . . memories that he had tried for years to push into the darkest corners of his subconscious.

“Hello?” Begay asked.

“Uh . . . Captain Begay? It’s Agent Palmer with the FBI. I was down there seven years ago when—”

“I remember who you are, Agent Palmer.”

“Okay.” Palmer was stunned for a moment. Captain Begay sounded a little angry, but he didn’t sound surprised at all to be getting this phone call.

“And it’s not Captain Begay anymore. I retired three years ago.”

“Yeah, well it’s not Agent Palmer anymore either. I’ve been retired since . . . since all of that stuff happened down there.”

“You said you were going to retire,” Begay said. “In the hospital afterwards. You told me that you’d had enough and that you were going to retire.”

Palmer remembered that now. He remembered Begay visiting him in the hospital, bringing some kind of potted cactus with him.

Begay was silent now, but Palmer could hear his heavy breathing.

“The reason I’m calling,” Palmer said, “I think it’s happening again.”

“What makes you think that?”

“There’s been a copycat killer up here, some crackpot trying to re-create the Dig Site Murders.”

“I heard.”

“A couple was killed last night. An older couple. And this murder was different from the other ones. I don’t think this was the work of the copycat killer. I think this was . . .” Palmer’s words dried up; he didn’t want to say the name out loud.

Begay was still silent, still breathing heavily into the phone. Palmer realized that Begay was going to make him say it.

“I think it’s the Ancient Enemy,” Palmer finally said. “The way this couple was mutilated, the way their bodies were ripped apart, the way the pieces were arranged, it had to be the Ancient Enemy.”

Begay still said nothing.

“And there was one other thing at the latest crime scene, something that won’t be in any of the papers or on the news. My last name was written on the wall in the victims’ blood.”

Begay let out a long sigh—it sounded like a rush of wind in the phone. “David came by to see me.”

“David.”

“He’s fifteen now. Tall and skinny. He believes it’s happening again, too.”

“What did he say?” Palmer began pacing again. “Did he see anything?”

“He said he felt it. And he showed me a news article he had saved on his phone.”

“What kind of news article?”

Begay hesitated for just a moment.

“What is it?”

“I can’t reveal too many details about it right now,” Begay said. “But something about the news article convinced me.”

“This is about Cole and Stella, isn’t it?” Palmer said. “I won’t go after them; I promised you and David that I wouldn’t do that. I’m not even an agent anymore, remember?”

Begay sighed again. “The news article was about some murders, a mass murder that happened somewhere outside the United States. I’m sure you could eventually find out where it happened on your own if you wanted to.”

Palmer decided not to press the issue about the news article anymore. “So what do we do?”

“What can we do?”

Palmer imagined the Ancient Enemy coming after him and his family. But then he thought about David. “You think that thing still wants someone to kill David for it?”

“I’m sure it does.”

“But it might be after all of us now. David, Cole, and Stella. Me. You. Our families.”

“David seems to think Cole and Stella are in danger.”

Palmer sighed. “Listen, I’d like to stay in contact with you. I know we’re not cops anymore, but if this is happening again we need to be ready.”

“Yes.”

“If this is really happening again, do you think David can stop it again? Do you think David got more powerful now that he’s been training to be a shaman?”

“David stopped training with Joe Blackhorn several years ago. Joe Blackhorn is dead now.”

“Oh. I’m sorry to hear that,” Palmer said. There was an awkward silence for a moment and then Palmer said, “Let me know if you hear anything else.”

“I will,” Begay said and hung up.

Palmer wasn’t so sure Begay would keep his word about that. He went to his laptop and did a quick search of mass murders around the world. A few minutes later he found a mass slaughter of a village in Costa Rica about twenty miles from the Pacific Ocean. The people had been hacked to death, the pieces of their bodies stacked up like little sculptures. The local police were blaming the deaths on a drug cartel, but Palmer saw the similarities to the Dig Site Murders, and now he knew where Cole and Stella were living.


CHAPTER 12

Stella

Costa Rica

Stella didn’t sleep well through the night, and neither did Cole. She finally fell asleep, but then she woke up well after midnight from a dream.

In the dream, she was in the ghost town in Arizona where David had finally defeated the Ancient Enemy. But it wasn’t a ghost town anymore; it was an Old West town in the 1890s, and she was in a saloon. She was herself in the dream, but she was also someone else at the same time; she just wasn’t sure who she was. She saw David in the dream and he looked the same as he had when he was eight years old, but everyone else were strangers to her, yet at the same time it felt like she recognized them, like she knew them somehow. There was an Irishman who owned the saloon. There was a tall, thin man from Sweden. A Mexican gunfighter stood at the bar with his back to her; he was a young man, but a dangerous man. An older Navajo man sat at the back table with a bowl of stew in front of him. His head was lowered, and the brim of his black hat hid much of his face. The person who grabbed her attention the most was a marshal, a tall and muscular man, a man hardened by the Arizona weather and the work he’d done for years, chasing down bounties. He stared at her from across the saloon like he knew her. And she knew him—she was sure of it. Nothing scary was happening in the saloon, but Stella still felt a sense of dread, like something terrible was outside and it was coming for them.

She snapped awake and lay there in bed for a while. After Cole had finally fallen into a deep sleep, Stella eased out of bed and left the room. Her back was hurting a little from lying in bed too long, she needed to get up and move around. Her muscles had that achy feeling she got when she didn’t get a good night’s sleep. She was still tired but not too groggy; in fact, her mind was overly active right now, but she couldn’t keep tossing and turning in bed, keeping Cole awake. He needed his sleep, too.

It felt better to be awake and moving through their dark home. She turned on a light in the kitchen and started some coffee. The tile floor was cool on her feet and everything was quiet, with only the buzz of the night insects outside.

As she stood there she began to believe that Cole was right about what she’d seen in the jungle. At best it had been her imagination; at worst it was someone stalking them, perhaps planning to rob them. But she was beginning to believe more and more that it hadn’t been Jim Whitefeather standing in the jungle; it had been some kind of hallucination.

Again, she felt like all of her recovery had been set back to nearly the beginning. She wasn’t sure why she was suddenly so afraid of the Ancient Enemy again. Their first year down here had been horrible, she’d felt like a junkie fighting through withdrawals. But little by little, day by day, month by month, it had gotten better. Even though she knew that the memories and trauma would always be there, at least she could live a normal life again.

Still, as a scientist, it bothered her that these fears had come back so strongly and suddenly. Had something triggered it? Maybe being out in the jungle and so far from civilization had triggered it. But no, she’d been doing that for over a year now. And she hadn’t been alone; Maria and the rest of her team had been with her. And she’d had her gun with her.

Cole’s other theory was that she’d really seen a man in the jungle, and she had projected Jim Whitefeather’s image onto that man. Perhaps when something startling happened, her mind went instantly to the worst trauma she’d ever suffered—the Ancient Enemy. Cole was still worried that some men were stalking their dig site and planning to rob them. He had Stella so worried about it yesterday afternoon that she had called Maria to make sure she was okay. She’d gotten no answer from Maria so she left her a message on her voicemail. She would call her again soon.

Somebody poking around to rob them wasn’t good, but it was a natural danger, one they could fight. It was still much better than the Ancient Enemy being back.

The coffee was ready. She just wanted to drink a few sips of hot coffee and try to relax, think about things rationally. What she’d seen in the jungle had just been a—

Stella’s heart jumped, her eyes darting to the kitchen window. Something had moved out there, a shadow racing by. She swatted at the light switch, turning the kitchen light off and plunging the room into darkness. She opened a bottom drawer and pulled out a 9mm that Cole kept in there. Her heart was still pounding and she could barely catch her breath.

No noises from outside now. She crept to the kitchen window over the sink and looked out onto the side yard. There was a path beside their house and then a wall of jungle beyond that. Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness again, but she couldn’t see anyone moving around out there.

The doors and windows were all locked; she and Cole had checked all of them several times before going to bed.

But the Ancient Enemy can still get in if it wants to, her mind whispered. She felt a panicky vulnerability because David wasn’t here. David had been the only one who could protect them, and she had also gained strength from protecting him, a mother’s courage. Now she and Cole were vulnerable, there was nothing to stop the Ancient Enemy and whatever horrors it was bringing.

She needed to calm down and try to think rationally again. There was nothing outside that she could see. The movement in the kitchen window could have been a reflection of her movement in the kitchen, something she’d caught out of the corner of her eye. She was still more tired than she wanted to admit even though she felt wide awake right now.

Little by little she began to relax. She was just jumpy and she had worked herself up into a near-frenzy. She would drink a little coffee, maybe even stay up until dawn.

Stella jumped and spun away from the window. There was a noise in the living room; it was a thumping sound like someone had just bumped into the coffee table. She imagined Jim Whitefeather in their living room, his body badly decomposed after seven years, but still somehow partially preserved enough by the Ancient Enemy. She imagined the dead man stumbling around, feeling his way along because his eyes had been gouged out so long ago.

Gripping the gun’s handle tightly, Stella had no choice but to go into the living room. Cole was in the bedroom and the only way to get to him was through the living room. It was still too dark in the house. If there was an intruder in the house, or if it really was the Ancient Enemy, then they knew she was in the kitchen right now. She needed to turn on a light—she couldn’t be in the dark.

On her way to the living room, Stella flipped on the overhead light in the kitchen and then the one on the ceiling fan in the living room. She rushed into the living room, gun aimed, her finger on the trigger.

And then she froze.

Cole sat in the recliner.

Stella’s breath came out in a rushing exhale, her body suddenly weak. The gun felt like a cinderblock in her hand and she dropped it down to her side.

Oh my God, what am I doing? I could have shot him.

“Cole,” she whispered.

He stared at her from the chair, hunched forward, his brow hiding his eyes in shadows, but she could tell he was staring at her. Maybe he was shocked because she had rushed into the living room with a gun aimed at him. But if he was angry, he wasn’t showing it. His face seemed blank, devoid of all emotion.

I could have shot him. What’s wrong with me?

Stella set the gun down on a bureau next to the wall, the thud of the gun against the piece of furniture loud in the silence. “Are you okay?”

Cole nodded. His eyes were half-closed now. Maybe he was still half-asleep. He had probably woken up and realized that she wasn’t in bed with him and he’d come out here to look for her.

“Are you cold?” she asked, taking a step towards him. It wasn’t cold at all in the house but he looked like he was shivering.

He nodded. But he looked more than cold, he looked sick. She hoped he wasn’t coming down with some kind of tropical flu. They’d been pretty lucky so far with their health. And if he was sick with something, there was a good chance she had brought it back with her from the jungle.

Maybe she was also sick. She felt like she was burning up with a fever, her skin hot and clammy. Maybe hallucinations were a symptom of this sickness. And paranoia.

“You want to go back to bed?” she asked him. “Get under a blanket?”

He shook his head no.

“I’ll get a blanket for you,” she told him.

He didn’t answer.

She knew she should have gone to him and comforted him, maybe she should have felt his forehead for a fever. But for some reason she didn’t want to be near him, and getting the blanket for him was an excuse to be away from that dead stare of his. She told herself that she was embarrassed because she had aimed a gun at him, but it was more than that. There seemed to be something wrong with him, something more than a fever.

A thought struck her when she was halfway down the hall to their bedroom—Cole hadn’t spoken a word to her. Cole wasn’t himself. She stopped in the middle of the hallway. It was dark, but the light from the living room was providing enough light for her to see that their bedroom door was almost all the way closed. Why would Cole leave their bedroom and close the door? He’d never done that before.

What if that wasn’t Cole out there in the living room anymore? What if the Ancient Enemy had gotten inside the house while she’d been looking out the kitchen window? What if the shadow moving outside had been a distraction so the Ancient Enemy could get to Cole, get inside of him? The Ancient Enemy had used distractions at the dig site and at the cabin; maybe it had used one here.

She’d left the gun out in the living room, but Cole had more guns in the bedroom. His handgun was in there. She slipped into the bedroom and closed the door, locking it. She would get another gun and go back to the living room. She would talk to Cole. She would make him answer her, make sure it was really him.

She was about to turn on the light so she could see. She didn’t want to be in the dark right now. But then she stopped. She heard something behind her, a heavy breathing sound coming from the bed.

It’s here . . . it’s already in here . . .

Stella slapped at the light switch, trying to find it, trying to turn it on. She realized now that she had made a terrible mistake. She never should have left Cole in the living room. She never should have put the gun down.

Something was grabbing her in the darkness, trying to pull her deeper into the room. She tried to fight back but it was too strong.


CHAPTER 13

Cole

Costa Rica

“Stella!”

She wasn’t answering him.

He turned on the bedroom light, flipping the switch on. He held her arm with his other hand, but she was still fighting him. Her eyes were wide with shock when she saw him in front of her.

“Stella, what’s wrong?”

“I . . . I . . .” She looked back at the bedroom door. It was closed.

“Were you asleep?” he asked. “Dreaming?”

She shook her head no, but it didn’t look like she was sure about her answer. It didn’t look like she was sure about anything.

This had happened to both of them before, especially the first year they were down here: night terrors, sleepwalking, paralyzing nightmares, stifled screams while waking up.

“I was awake,” Stella whispered, still staring at him like she was trying to understand why he was standing right in front of her.

He suspected she might still be trying to come fully awake.

“I just saw you in the living room,” she whispered.

Cole felt a shiver travel through his body. It wasn’t just what she’d said, but that expression of fear on her face.

He hurried over to his side of the bed and pulled on his pants. He stuffed his feet into his sneakers and grabbed his gun. He went to the door and then looked at Stella—she hadn’t moved an inch. “Is someone out there?”

She didn’t nod or shake her head no, she just stared at him.

Cole twisted the doorknob gently. It was locked. Stella had locked the door in her terror. He twisted the lock and then opened the door. He crept down the hall. The lights in the living room and kitchen were on. He stepped out of the hall into the living room, looking around. He didn’t see anyone.

Stella was right behind him.

“What did you see?” he asked her.

“I got up about twenty minutes ago,” she said.

“Did something wake you up? Did you have a nightmare?”

“I don’t think so. I . . . I just couldn’t sleep. When you finally fell asleep, I got up. I came out here to make some coffee. And then I thought I saw something moving outside the kitchen window.”

Cole stopped next to the bureau against the wall. He saw the gun on top of it.

“I got the gun from the kitchen drawer when I saw something outside the kitchen window,” Stella explained.

Cole just nodded and entered the kitchen. He could feel Stella right behind him. He checked the door that led out to a screened-in back porch. The door was still locked. He turned off the kitchen light and peered out the window over the sink. He looked back at Stella. “What did you see out there?”

“I don’t know. It was like a flash of movement out of the corner of my eye.”

“Like a bat?”

She shook her head no. “It was way bigger than a bat.”

“But you didn’t see what it was.”

She shook her head no again.

“What happened after that?”

“I heard a noise in the living room, like someone had bumped into a piece of furniture. That’s when I got the gun.”

He didn’t like the idea of her grabbing a gun while walking in her sleep.

“I went into the living room and I saw you sitting in the chair. You were in your T-shirt and underwear. Just like when you went to bed. You didn’t say anything. You just stared at me. You looked . . .”

“Looked like what?”

“At first I thought you were still half-asleep, but the more I thought about it, you had a blank expression on your face. Emotionless. Like you were dead. Like Frank at the cabin. Like the others the Ancient Enemy sent back.”

Cole went to her and wrapped his arms around her, holding her. She was trembling. “That wasn’t me,” he whispered. “It was just a bad dream.”

“You were cold,” she continued into his shoulder. “Shivering. I went to our bedroom to get you a blanket.”

“It wasn’t me,” he assured her.

“But then I wondered if the Ancient Enemy was already inside of you, using you, controlling you.”

Cole pulled away and looked at Stella, staring into her eyes. “Babe, it’s me now. I’m here now. I wasn’t out here earlier. I woke up in our bedroom when you were slapping at the wall, trying to turn on the light.”

She just stared at him.

“I think you might have been walking in your sleep.”

She shook her head no, already dismissing that idea.

“I know it might have felt real. Remember how many times you walked in your sleep before? When we first got here? Remember that time you punched me in the face? You gave me a bloody nose.” He smiled at her, but she didn’t smile back. “I think you got scared in the jungle yesterday at the dig. And I think it has triggered the night terrors again.”

Stella nodded. She seemed to be on the verge of tears, struggling to hold them back. But she was also beginning to look relieved. He thought his words might be sinking in.

“I think you should take a few more days off from the dig. Maybe even a week or two.” The thought of men stalking the dig site, possibly planning to rob it, hadn’t left his mind entirely.

He expected resistance from Stella, but to his surprise she nodded in agreement. “I’ve been trying to get a hold of Maria,” she said. “I left her a voicemail, but I wanted to talk to her about it.”

Cole was glad she was going to take some time off. He had never liked the idea of her going into the jungle, but he had given in because he knew how much she loved the field work. Maybe she hadn’t really seen someone in the jungle, maybe it had just been her imagination triggered by all the talk in town about the eighteen people that had been slaughtered in a village a few days ago.

“Let’s get a cup of coffee and then we’ll go back to bed. Okay?”

She nodded.

“Or how about some tea? Maybe tea would be better.”

She shrugged like she didn’t care. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It was just . . . it seemed so real.”

“I know.” He hugged her again, holding her tight.

This was just a temporary setback, he told himself. They would get through this again. They would get better again.

Cole started some tea for Stella. Maybe they’d be able to get back to bed soon, but Cole wasn’t so sure he’d be able to go back to sleep. He’d been dreaming when Stella had stormed into the bedroom. He’d been dreaming about the ghost town in Arizona, only it wasn’t a ghost town in the dream—it was the town it had been back in the 1890s, a town called Hope’s End. Nothing scary had happened in the dream, but it had scared him anyway and he wasn’t sure why.


CHAPTER 14

Teresa

Denver, Colorado

Teresa snapped awake in bed. The bedroom was dark, but moonlight shined in through the upper windows, giving her enough light to see the massive bedroom she shared with her husband Gary. She looked at him lying on the other side of their king-sized bed. He was in his usual position, on his side, facing away from her. He was breathing heavily, but not snoring.

She looked back up at the high ceiling, studying the patterns the tree branches and leaves made there in the moonlight, faint patterns that could turn into faces and other things if she stared at them long enough. It was her own private Rorschach inkblot on her ceiling.

It seemed like something had awakened her, a sound somewhere else in the house maybe. She had checked all of the doors and windows and made sure the security system was on before going to bed. Her ex-husband’s paranoia had gotten to her today and she hated him for it. She didn’t want to admit it to him, but she had been scared when she’d found out Eliza and the kids were leaving town. And she had to admit that her ex-husband’s last name painted in blood on the wall of a crime scene had been pretty creepy.

Earlier, in the daylight, it had been easier to pass his ravings off as paranoia, but now, in the dark, in the middle of the night, it seemed like all of it could be real. She tried to think rationally as she lay in bed. What were the odds that a serial killer would come to their neighborhood and target this house? Astronomical odds, she guessed. Possible? Yes, but anything was remotely possible. Probable? Not likely. Of course Palmer’s name written on the wall changed things and changed the odds a little.

She had talked to Eliza earlier, but she hadn’t been able to talk her into staying in her home. Maybe that was a small victory for her ex. But Eliza looked at leaving as an impromptu vacation, a chance to get away with the kids for a while, to spontaneously go somewhere. An adventure.

“Don’t let your father win,” she’d told Eliza on the phone.

“Not everything’s a competition,” she’d answered back.

But he had already gotten to Eliza first, buried that fear deep inside of her before she could talk some sense into her. She wanted Eliza to dislike her father as much as she did, but sometimes it only seemed to make her love him more.

Love? That probably wasn’t even the correct emotion Eliza had for her father, it was probably more like pity. Palmer had been a strong man once, but the drinking and the FBI had torn him down little by little, making him weaker and weaker. And that last case he had worked, the Dig Site Murders, that case had broken him completely.

Even Gary tried to defend Palmer. He found it perfectly reasonable for Palmer to exhibit post-traumatic stress symptoms after the things he had experienced. He suggested that Palmer see someone, at least talk to a therapist.

Now Palmer was retired and still living in that tiny condo in the city. She didn’t know what he did all day now, and she wasn’t even sure why he was occupying so much of her thoughts lately. At least he hadn’t started drinking again; she could at least say one good thing about him.

Teresa rolled over, facing away from Gary. This was how they usually slept, facing in the opposite direction.

She had closed her eyes again, teetering on the edge of sleep, when a sudden wind rattled the trees outside. It sounded like a hurricane for a moment. She rolled over to see if the howling wind had woken Gary up. He was still sleeping.

After the wind died back down, she stared up at the ceiling again. The familiar patterns of the leaves and branches were back. She figured she would stare at them for a while until she fell asleep. But now, even though the wind was gone, the patterns seemed to be moving, swirling together, creating serpentine shapes with insect-like legs poking out and then pulling back into the swirling shadows. Little mouths opened at the end of some of the tendrils, jaws opening and closing, revealing sharp little teeth.

Teresa rolled over onto her side again. She wasn’t going to stare at the shadows on the ceiling tonight. Maybe she had fallen asleep for a second, dreaming those moving shadows for a moment. Again, she blamed Palmer for this; his scary tales had gotten to her, too.

A noise sounded from deep in the house. There was no mistaking the sound this time. It sounded almost like footsteps, like someone was walking around out there.

She sat up in bed, her heart beating faster, her skin warming up, her muscles tense. She had to fight the urge to wake Gary up.

The alarm system is on, she told herself. There can’t be anyone inside or the alarm would have gone off. She looked at the alarm clock on the table next to the bed just to make sure the electricity was still on (even though the security system had a backup battery). The green digital numbers of the alarm clock seemed to float in the darkness like little ghosts.

She was going to have to get up and check the house; she wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep if she didn’t. She picked up the cordless phone and took it with her when she left the bedroom.

Their house was large. It was a mixture of modern styling and a rustic log cabin. There were a lot of large windows that looked out onto the acres of property all around them, with mountain views in the distance.

She didn’t bother turning on any of the lights as she made her way into the living room. She stared out the windows. There was no one out there. No vehicles in the large parking area or the driveway that led back down the hill into the trees.

Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was in the house.

The killer . . . the one who had done those things to the archaeologists down in that cave in New Mexico.

Palmer had told her a little about that case, but not too much. She’d gotten vague details from internet sites and the news, but Palmer knew more—he knew what had really happened to those people. She had never pressed him about the details; she had never wanted to know. All she knew was that it had been bad, bad enough to tear him up.

She checked the keypad on the wall—the alarm system was still armed. There couldn’t be anyone inside the house. She relaxed a little, but she still heard those footsteps in her mind; they had sounded so loud. It had just been her imagination. She still had the cordless phone gripped in her hand. She would’ve felt better with a gun, but Gary was against guns. They had the burglar alarm and the cordless phone, he’d told her—that was good enough for civilized people.

In the kitchen, she grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator. The light from the refrigerator was shockingly bright and it took her eyes a few seconds to readjust to the darkness when she closed the refrigerator door, agonizingly long seconds.

But she was already feeling better, and feeling tired again. She was sure she would be able to fall back asleep now.

She froze.

Footsteps sounded from the other side of the house—from their bedroom.

It’s Gary. He woke up after I got out of bed. He’s come looking for me, wondering where I am.

She had an almost overwhelming urge to turn on some lights, but she fought against it. She wasn’t going to act like a scared little girl.

After marching through the house, she entered their bedroom. And then she stopped cold. Gary wasn’t in bed; he was standing beside it, staring at the open door to their massive walk-in closet across the room.

“Gary?”

He didn’t answer her. He didn’t turn her way. He didn’t even flinch. He never took his eyes off of the closet door as he stood there in the dark like a tall and lanky shadow.

“Gary, are you okay?”

Still no answer.

“Were you walking around in here? I was in the kitchen and I heard someone walking around in here.”

Gary still hadn’t turned her way. From where the bedroom door was, his back was turned slightly towards her. He was still staring at the open door to their walk-in closet. He was watching it.

Someone’s in there, her mind whispered. It’s the killer.

“Gary? Gary, answer me.”

Was he still asleep somehow? Was he sleepwalking? He’d never done that before.

“Gary, answer me.”

Her skin was buzzing with fear. She still had the cordless phone in her hand, gripping it tightly like it was a weapon. She had a gut instinct to run out of the room, to dial 911, to scream for help. But she couldn’t leave Gary.

Teresa walked to the foot of the bed, then around it, towards Gary. When she got closer to him, she saw his face. He looked ghostly pale. His eyes were wide and bulging from the sockets, his mouth hanging open, his body rigid, like he was paralyzed. He stared at the closet door with a horror-movie look of pure fright, almost an over-exaggerated expression.

A bumping sound came from inside the closet; something was moving around in there.

Her eyes darted to the black rectangle of the doorway in the darkness. She saw nothing beyond that wall of darkness.

“We have to go,” she told Gary, grabbing his arm. His muscles were tense, rock-hard, and she couldn’t make him move or turn her way.

Movement from the ceiling above them caught her eye. She couldn’t help looking up at the patterns of leaves and tree branches there. They were moving again like they had earlier, swirling, writhing in and out of each other like a mass of snakes. But some of those tendrils were dropping down from the ceiling like thick spider webs. The webbing fell down delicately on Gary, laying down on his head and shoulders like black lace.

She drew her hand back from Gary. She took a step back away from him. She still had the cordless phone in her hand. She dialed 911 with trembling fingers, ready to scream for help into the phone. It rang once in her ear and then someone picked up.

“Help us!” Teresa screamed into the phone.

All she heard was a heavy breathing on the phone and then someone whispering her name: “Teresa.”

The phone slipped from her hand, falling to the floor. She stared at Gary. He still hadn’t moved a muscle, but now he grunted through his open mouth, almost like he was choking. His mouth opened wider. At first she thought it was his tongue bulging out from his mouth, but then she realized that it was the black tendrils from the ceiling wriggling out from between his lips and teeth, pushing his mouth open even wider, the tendrils snaking down his face, one of them poking right into his eye.

“Teresa,” a man whispered from the closet.

She couldn’t help it, she turned towards the closet and saw a man standing in front of it—the killer. She tried to run, but she’d been a few seconds too late, something grabbed her hand, then it wrapped around her arm—the tendrils from Gary’s mouth. She tried to pull away from them, but they were too strong.


CHAPTER 15

Begay

Iron Springs, New Mexico

It was only an hour after sunup when Begay pulled into David’s driveway. He parked behind Awenita’s minivan and shut his truck off. His truck was a Ford F-250, only five years old now, a retirement present to himself.

He got out and walked to the front door. Awenita opened the door right after he knocked. She had a smile on her face. She was always up early.

“David told me you were coming by this morning to pick him up,” she said.

Begay nodded at her. “Is he ready to go?”

“Almost.” She opened the door wider. “You got time for a cup of coffee?”

“I never turn down coffee.”

Begay followed Awenita into the kitchen. She poured him a cup of coffee and set it down in front of him. “Cream or sugar?”

“No,” he said, putting a thick hand out to stop her. “I’m trying to cut back on the sugar.”

“I’ve got some Sweet-n-Low.”

Begay shrugged. “That would be great.”

She grabbed a box of the artificial sweetener from the cabinet and pulled a few packets out for Begay. She cleared a cereal bowl and juice glass off the table, bringing them to the kitchen sink.

David entered the kitchen.

“Morning, David,” Begay said.

He nodded at Begay. “Morning.” He looked at his aunt. “I’ll be back in a few hours.”

“I probably won’t be here when you get back. You got your house key?”

“Got it.”

Begay took another gulp of his coffee and then he and David went outside. It felt good to be outside again. He liked Awenita, but no matter how pleasant they were to each other, she reminded him of the past, of the horrors both of them had gone through.

They got into Begay’s pickup truck and Begay started it and drove away.

“I don’t know if Billy Nez is going to be able to help you,” Begay said when they were outside of Iron Springs.

“It won’t hurt to try, will it?”

Begay shook his head. “I don’t want you to get your hopes up. Billy is not like Joe Blackhorn. He’s not a true medicine man.”

“But he has some kind of knowledge,” David said, staring at him. “Or you wouldn’t be taking me to see him.”

David was correct about that. Begay gripped the steering wheel a little tighter, not sure how to explain the rest. “Billy knows a lot of the old ways. And there are some who say he knows about the darker side of things.”

“You mean like witchcraft?” David asked.

Begay just shrugged. “I’m not saying that. Others have said that.”

David didn’t say anything; he just stared out the passenger window for a while.

Begay was sure that David knew how Billy Nez might feel, he was sure David knew what it was like to have people whisper behind his back. He was sure David knew what it was like for people to assume he was a witch. Or a curse.

They drove for a while, but they didn’t talk much more. David seemed nervous. Maybe he was nervous about meeting Billy Nez, and Begay was sure that he hadn’t helped things by telling him about the rumors that surrounded Billy, but he felt that it needed to be said, that David needed to go into this with his eyes wide open.

Begay thought of the phone call he’d gotten from Agent Palmer last night. Former Agent. Palmer seemed sure it was happening again, as sure as David was. Begay could try to counter both of their arguments; he could try to come up with rational reasons why it wasn’t true, why it couldn’t be true. But why bother? He could feel it, too. He could feel something sinister in the clear desert air, something dark on the horizon, a wave of death coming. And he felt helpless to stop it.

Begay had called Billy Nez’s phone last night and he’d gotten Billy’s daughter—Doli. He told her that he really needed to see her father. She was nervous, tense even though he wasn’t part of the Tribal Police anymore. She told him that she would let Billy know he wanted to see him. Begay wasn’t sure if Doli would actually relay his message to Billy, but he made sure that she understood that he would be coming by this morning; he wasn’t going away.

• • •

An hour later Begay drove down the dirt drive to Billy’s mobile home. Even though it had been seven years since he’d been here, it seemed like yesterday. Not much had changed; the three rusted trailers were still there, the old cars and trucks were still parked off the side of the road, tucked away in the mass of weeds and brush. The vehicles were a little rustier, the weeds a little taller, the brush a little thicker. The trailer home still looked the same, the weedy front lawn—half sand and half scrub brush—was littered with trash, toys, and other junk. The doghouse was still at the back end of the first trailer, but there was no dog in there now, just a chain attached to the doghouse, the chain snaked across the yard. Doli’s battered gray Chevy Impala was parked near the front of the first trailer and it seemed to be the only operable vehicle there.

It felt like Begay had slipped back into time for a moment, like he was back in his old Ford Bronco and Agent Palmer was in the passenger seat. But only for a moment.

He pulled up within fifteen feet of the first trailer with its weathered and petrified wooden deck. The front door flew open and two kids rushed out, obviously excited to see visitors to their home.

Begay got out and the kids rushed up to him, a boy and a girl; the boy was probably about nine or ten years old and the girl was maybe six or seven.

Doli stood in the doorway. She was pregnant and she still looked just like she had seven years ago. She had the same long dark hair and the same blank expression. “Leave them alone,” she told her kids in Navajo.

“Who are you?” the little girl asked Begay in English.

“My name’s Begay. What’s your name?”

“Kai,” the girl answered. “That’s my brother Yas.”

“Who’s that?” Yas asked, pointing at David.

“His name is David Bear.”

Doli told the kids again to leave them alone, but they ignored her. Begay had the feeling that they ignored her a lot. He saw a wild streak in the children, the same wild streak Billy had in him, the same wild streak that had gotten him into trouble so many times through the years.

“I need to see your grandfather,” Begay told the kids. He felt he might have a better chance getting answers out of the kids rather than Doli.

“He’s down by the river,” Yas blurted out.

“But he wants to be alone,” Kai warned.

“Well, this is very important,” Begay said. He looked at Doli in the doorway of the trailer.

“I can show you where he is,” Yas offered.

“You’ll stay here,” his mom snapped. It was the first time she’d shown any real emotion in her voice or on her face.

And this time her children listened, knowing when they had crossed the line.

Begay stared at Doli, waiting.

She gave a slight nod at the woods, giving her permission, but she said nothing else.

David followed Begay along the trail through the woods. The farther they went, the closer they got to the lazy river flowing by. Ten minutes later they came to Billy’s sweat lodge. Billy sat on a big rock not too far away from the mud hut. It looked like he’d been waiting there for them to show up. His eyes were glassy and Begay wondered what he’d been smoking all morning.

“Billy Nez,” Begay said.

Billy looked older, but somehow still the same. His dark face was lined with wrinkles, his black hat pulled down low, his shirt unbuttoned down to his belly button. He nodded but offered no greeting in return to Begay. He looked at David and seemed intrigued by the sight of him.

“You remember David Bear,” Begay said to Billy. “He was training with Joe Blackhorn until he died.”

Billy nodded again. “Yes, I remember.”

“David needs your help,” Begay said. “Those murders at the dig site, the things that happened at the ghost town, I believe all of it may be happening again. I believe the Darkwind may be back.”


CHAPTER 16

David

New Mexico

David stared at Billy Nez. It was like seeing someone he knew, but also someone he couldn’t remember entirely. He felt like he’d seen this person before, and he saw the slight resemblance to the Billy Nez he remembered in Hope’s End, only this man in front of him was taller and a little younger. But there was something recognizable in his face.

And then David’s eyes were drawn to the necklace Billy wore, the silver charm hanging from it. He knew what was inside that silver sphere: a lock of hair from the other David, the one in Hope’s End, but also himself. He felt slightly nauseous as both memories competed for space in his mind: the memory of Hope’s End, of Billy Nez sawing off a hunk of his hair with the knife, and the ghost town seven years ago. And now David remembered that Begay had worn that same necklace when they were in the ghost town, and that necklace had helped keep the snakes and spiders away from him inside that church.

“I remember you, David,” Billy said. His eyeballs were as black as onyx stones and set deep in his face under a prominent brow.

David nodded at him.

“Is this true?” Billy asked. “Is it back?”

David found himself nodding before he even answered. “I can feel it. I know my friends, Cole and Stella, are in trouble.”

Billy seemed to remember them or the rumors about them. “Where are they now?”

David looked at Begay.

Begay nodded that it was okay.

David turned back to Billy. “In Costa Rica.” He pulled his cell phone out of his pants pocket, pulled up the news article, and then handed it to Billy.

Billy took his time reading the article, thumbing the screen slowly, studying it. After a few minutes he gave the phone back to David. “Did you warn them?”

“No. Not yet. I wasn’t sure at first.”

“Have you been having dreams?” Billy asked.

“How did you know?” David asked.

“What have you been dreaming?”

“They’re like memories. Of the ghost town. Back when it was Hope’s End. It feels like I was there back then, back when everyone in the town was killed. “He paused for a moment. “I was there in that town before. Back then. I fought the Ancient Enemy then, but it took me into the Void.”

“What do you remember about the Void?” Billy asked. “What do you remember about its world?”

David shrugged and shook his head a little. “Nothing. It was like I was there, then I was here. Like the blink of an eye.”

Billy exhaled a long, slow sigh. For some reason David felt that Billy suspected him of lying about his memories of the Void, but he didn’t say anything about it.

“What other dreams have you had?” Billy asked.

Again, David was shocked. It felt like Billy was reading his mind somehow, probing it a little, but it was like Billy couldn’t see everything he wanted. “I’ve been dreaming about a serial killer. He’s killed some people in Colorado.”

“You see the murders through the killer’s eyes?”

“Not really, but I’ve seen the things he’s done.”

“Have you seen the killer’s face?”

David shook his head no. “He’s like a shadow. Just a blurry image.”

“What did Joe Blackhorn say about the Ancient Enemy when you were training with him?”

“He told me that I might have only driven the Ancient Enemy back into its own world. He said I might have hurt it, or even damaged it, but I might not have actually killed it.” He glanced at Begay. “And now I think it’s back.”

“How am I supposed to help?” Billy asked.

“I never finished my training with Joe Blackhorn,” David admitted. He hoped Billy wasn’t going to ask him why—he didn’t want to go into the real reasons he had turned his back on Blackhorn.

“I am not a shaman,” Billy said. “I cannot show you what to do. Only you can know what to do.”

“But some say you know about witchcraft,” David blurted out.

Billy’s eyes cut to Begay.

David didn’t look at Begay; he kept his eyes on Billy. “Some say you have strong powers.”

Billy sighed. “I do not have the powers you do, David.” He pulled off his necklace and stood up from the rock. He walked the few steps over to David and gave the necklace to him. “I can give this to you. I can perform a few ceremonies. But I cannot do much more than that.”

David nodded. It wasn’t the answer he’d been hoping for, but he took the necklace.

“It’s kind of your necklace anyway. It was meant for you.”

David didn’t say anything.

“You are going to have to face this ancient evil again.”

David nodded—he already knew that.

“It will never stop looking for you,” Billy continued. “It will not stop looking for everyone around you. But this time you will have to go on a spirit walk, you will have to enter its world. You will have to enter the Void.”

“I don’t know how to enter its world,” David said. “I don’t know how to go on a spirit walk. Joe Blackhorn never showed me how.”

Billy frowned. “I am sorry. I cannot help you with that.”

David couldn’t help believing that Billy Nez was lying to him, but he didn’t say anything about it.

• • •

A few minutes later David walked beside Begay on the trail through the woods, heading back to Begay’s pickup truck. Moments later they passed the trailers where Billy’s daughter and grandchildren lived. David looked at the rotting deck of the last trailer. He thought he would see Billy’s daughter standing there, but the front door was closed. The children were inside. Everything was quiet.

They got to Begay’s truck and David got in the passenger side and closed the door. He slipped his seatbelt on.

Begay started the truck, but he didn’t shift into reverse yet. He looked at David.

David met his stare. “Sorry about calling Billy a witch. I . . . I just . . . I didn’t know what else to do. I just need some help.”

Begay shook his head like he was already forgiving David and accepting his apology. “That’s okay. I’m sure Billy’s heard that many times. The dream you’ve been having about the serial killer. Tell me more about that.”

“It’s like I told Billy, I can’t see the killer; he’s just a shadow. But I know he’s there and I know he can see me now. I don’t think he could see me before in my dreams, but now that the Ancient Enemy is inside of him he can see me.”

Begay sighed and finally shifted into reverse and backed up, turning around so he could drive down the bumpy trail that led back to the road.

David stared at Begay as he wrestled with the steering wheel down the path through the weeds. “You know something about the killer, don’t you?”

For a moment David didn’t think Begay was going to answer, but then he finally spoke. “The killer you’re dreaming about, he killed another couple in Colorado.”

“How do you know that?”

“Do you remember Agent Palmer? The man I was with when I came to the ghost town, the one from the FBI?”

David nodded. “He got bitten by the rattlesnakes at the church, and then the roof fell on him.”

“Yes. He called me yesterday. He told me that he believed the Ancient Enemy was back.”

“How would he know that?”

“Palmer told me that he’d been at the scene of the murder earlier in the day. He said things had been done to their bodies that only the Ancient Enemy could do. He also told me that his last name was written on the wall in blood.”

David realized that the agent’s phone call was one of the reasons Begay believed his story about the Ancient Enemy being back; Begay had already heard it from Palmer. David was happy to be right about his suspicions that the Ancient Enemy was back, but he was also terrified at the same time.

“What else did he say?” David asked.

Begay shrugged. “Not much. I told him that you believed the Ancient Enemy was back.”

“I think it’s coming after me,” David said. “I think it’s inside that killer I keep dreaming about, and I think he’s coming for me now.”

Begay nodded like this made sense to him.

“But I think the Ancient Enemy wants more than me; I think it also wants revenge.”

Begay seemed like he believed that, too.

“I need to go to Costa Rica. I need to find Cole and Stella. It’s after them too, and I need to be with them again. You should come with me.”

“I can’t go,” Begay said. “I’m too old and sick to go down to Central America. I don’t think I’d even be able to help much.” He looked at David as he pulled off of the dirt driveway and onto the paved road. “But maybe you should go.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. Have you talked to them lately?”

David shook his head no. “I’ve been sending texts and calling Stella, but she hasn’t called me back in a few days.”

Begay frowned, and David didn’t like that look from him. It seemed like Begay believed that Stella and Cole might be dead, but David was sure they were still alive. He couldn’t say exactly how he knew, but he just did.

“It’s going to be dark soon,” Begay said. “I think you and your aunt should come and stay with me and Angie at my house.”

“Okay,” David answered.

“I think we should talk to your aunt when we get back.”

David nodded in agreement, and then he pulled out his cell phone. It was time to send another text message to Stella. It was time to warn them.


CHAPTER 17

Palmer

Denver, Colorado

In the dream Palmer was standing at the edge of the road. He watched the killer walk down the other side of the road, dragging a head and parts of a body behind him. Beyond the road there was nothing but woods. It was night, but there was an unnatural lightness in the sky, like the moon was ten times brighter.

Like in so many of his dreams, Palmer couldn’t move. All he could do was watch helplessly as the scene in front of him unfolded. He was rooted to the spot at the side of the road. All he could do was yell and cry out, but he knew the killer wouldn’t look his way.

Even in the illumination from the dark blue sky, the killer was still a shadowy figure. Not blurry—the edges of him were clearly defined—but he had no features. He was dressed from head-to-toe in black: black sweater, black pants, black boots, black gloves, and a black hood of some kind, like a ski mask. He looked to be about six foot tall and lean, maybe a hundred and sixty or a hundred and seventy pounds. His movements were quick and fluid, suggesting youth. And he seemed confident.

The killer held the woman’s head in one hand by a fistful of her blond hair, the rest of her long hair hid her face. Below her head, where the rest of her body should have been, there was a string of meat, strips of skin, a tattered piece of clothing, bones, and a section of spine—the vertebrae still held together somehow. The pieces seemed to be tied together by bits of slimy string (but Palmer knew they were small strips from tendons and ligaments). The bones knocked into each other like a bamboo wind chime as the killer walked down the road.

And then the killer veered off the path, walking towards a huge tree. One massive, gnarled branch from the tree sloped down towards the road. He hung the woman’s head from the branch, attaching it somehow with more cords of stretched-out flesh, wrapping the string around the limb and then underneath the woman’s chin like a noose. The rest of the gore, bones, and strips of flesh hung down from the woman’s head like the tentacles of a jellyfish.

And then the killer moved on down the road, disappearing into the darkness.

Suddenly Palmer was moving across the street towards the remains of the woman hanging from the tree branch. It was like his body had been picked up by some invisible force and now he was floating across the road, faster and faster, helpless to fight the force, helpless to stop it. It was a strange and terrifying sensation.

He was getting closer and closer to the woman’s head and the parts of her body that hung down below. Her blond hair was still partially hiding her face, a face that was bruised and battered. But even with the eyes swollen shut and the bloodstains, Palmer knew who the woman was—it was Teresa.

Palmer was rushing towards Teresa’s face when her eyes popped open.

That’s when Palmer had woken up from the dream.

It was ten o’clock in the morning. He hadn’t slept much last night, and he’d finally fallen asleep around dawn. He felt like he’d only been asleep for a few minutes but he knew it had been longer, at least a few hours.

His first thoughts were of Eliza and the kids, then of Teresa and Gary. He was out of bed in a flash, rushing for his cell phone. He called Eliza first.

The phone rang five times and then she told him to leave a message in a chipper voice.

“Hey, Lizzy, it’s your dad. Just wanted to see how things are going and make sure everything’s okay.” He tried to keep the tremble out of his voice. He tried to sound like he wasn’t scared to death. “Just get back to me as soon as you can. You can text me if you want. You don’t have to call if you don’t want to. I just want to make sure you’re okay. That’s all. Love you, honey. And tell the kids I love them, too.”

He hung up and stared at his phone. Maybe he should call Teresa. His finger hovered over the contact button for a few seconds and then he touched it, the phone dialing her number. After several rings it went to voicemail, just like Eliza’s phone.

“Hey, Teresa. I don’t mean to bother you.” He was probably the last person she wanted to hear from right now. “I called Lizzy and didn’t get an answer. I just wanted to make sure everything’s okay. If you talk to her, can you have her call me as soon as possible?” It was better to make the phone call about Eliza rather than about himself.

He hung up the phone and went into the kitchen. He was thirsty. He popped a can of soda open and drank half of it down—the bubbly liquid felt good on his parched throat, the sugar and caffeine helping to bring him fully awake. He was still tired. He thought about trying to go back to sleep for a few more hours, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep now.

After turning on the TV to a twenty-four hour news channel, something babbling in the background, Palmer took a shower. He spent ten minutes standing under the hot water, the dream coming back to him as he stood there. He saw Teresa’s dead face hanging from the tree limb in the dark, her blood coating the bones, organs, and strings of flesh hanging down from her head, the blood black and glistening in the luminescent moonlight.

And then her eyes popped open.

Palmer remembered stifling a scream as he’d awakened. He tried not to think about Teresa and instead concentrated on the killer. For some reason he was sure he had seen the actual killer in the dream, or at least the man the Ancient Enemy was controlling now, but he hadn’t gotten a good enough look at the man, especially with the black clothes and ski mask he’d worn. Palmer could tell the man’s height and approximate weight, but that was about all. He felt pretty sure the man was young, maybe mid to late twenties. But those were all details that Cardenelli and the FBI had already guessed at.

Not being able to see the killer clearly in the dream was frustrating. It was like the killer was taunting him. Only it wasn’t the killer sending the dream to him, Palmer knew that—it was the Ancient Enemy, and the dream was either a warning or a portent of the future.

Or it had already happened.

That was what Palmer didn’t want to face. Deep down inside, he couldn’t help feeling that Teresa and Gary were already dead and the Ancient Enemy was just showing off to Palmer what it had done to them.

Palmer shut the shower’s water off and got out, drying off quickly with a faded towel. He dressed in a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, his movements panicky and jerky. He wanted to call Eliza again. He needed to hear her voice, make sure she was safe. She might get annoyed if he kept calling, but he didn’t care. He darted across the living room to grab his cell phone, but as soon as he reached it, the phone rang. The name on the screen was Cardenelli.

Palmer didn’t want to answer it. He didn’t want to make the dream real. The phone rang a third time and Palmer picked it up and swiped the screen.

“Palmer. It’s Cardenelli. There’s been another murder.”

Palmer felt his stomach convulsing. He hadn’t eaten any breakfast, but the can of soda he’d had earlier wanted to come up along with bile and stomach acids. He didn’t want to hear this, but he was powerless to stop it. He remembered the dream, how he had floated across the road towards Teresa’s remains hanging from the tree branch, rushing forward through the night air, trying to fight against the force that paralyzed him yet propelled him forward. He felt like that now, like he was being propelled forward towards something he didn’t want to face.

“I’ve got some bad news, Palmer.”

Here it comes.

“It’s your ex-wife Teresa. She and her husband were murdered last night. And there are two new names painted on the wall in blood.”


CHAPTER 18

Palmer

Denver, Colorado

Palmer stared at Teresa’s head and the wind chimes of her bones, the dreamcatcher weaving of her intestines, the lengths of flesh and entrails that hung down from her head like the tentacles of a jellyfish.

Just like the dream.

And just like Cardenelli had said on the phone, two more names had been written in blood on the wall in large, looping letters: Cole and Stella.

Palmer felt sick to his stomach, afraid he might vomit at any second. His head was light and he felt weak and unsteady on his feet. The coppery smell of blood and the rotting smell of roadkill filled his nostrils. It had taken years to get that smell out of his nose, out of his mind, and suddenly it was back.

He had the sensation of being watched by Cardenelli, every action of his being scrutinized and studied. Was he a suspect in this?

Forensics was already in the house, getting set up, taking photos and jotting down notes. They were dressed in their protective clothing, gloves, and masks. Palmer had a pair of papery booties over his shoes, latex gloves on his hands, and a dust mask over his mouth and nose. The dust mask felt like it was cutting off his breathing, the gloves too tight on his hands. He needed to get outside.

Palmer walked away from the thing that used to be his wife that hung from one of the ceiling fans in the living room. The rest of her parts were in the bedroom with what was left of Gary. Palmer walked to the front door and stepped outside, ripping off his mask so he could breathe in a lungful of fresh mountain air, the air he had come out west for. But now that air felt tainted. He could still smell the scent of blood and fresh meat and shit in his nose, the smell of torture and pain, of fear and misery.

Cardenelli caught up with him. “I’m sorry. I imagine you and Teresa weren’t that close anymore but—”

“We were still close,” Palmer snapped, not sure why he was defending their relationship, not sure why he was lying. “We were close in our own way.”

“Well, I’m sure this is hard on you.”

Palmer thought of the dream he’d had only hours ago. Teresa’s head and what was left of her body had looked exactly like that in the dream. And then he thought of Eliza. He’d left three voicemails and three text messages, but he hadn’t heard back yet. He needed to make sure she was safe. And now he also needed to let her know that her mother was dead.

“Palmer? Do you know why this guy would go after your ex-wife?”

Palmer gave a slight shrug. “I don’t know.”

Cardenelli scrunched up his face in a theatrical expression of confusion. “You see, that doesn’t make sense to me because the first two murders had nothing to do with the Dig Site Murders.”

“He was arranging their bodies like the ones we found in the caves,” Palmer shot back with.

“Yeah, I get that. He’s a copycat killer. But why suddenly start going after you and your family? Or ex-family, I should say. Why paint your last name on a wall? He didn’t do that the first two times.”

“Those might have been warmups for him,” Palmer said. “Practice runs.” Cardenelli knew as well as Palmer did that a lot of serial killers bumbled their way through their first few murders, developing their patterns and rituals along the way. Even famous serial killers like Jack the Ripper seemed to evolve as he killed more.

“So what’s this guy’s agenda?” Cardenelli asked. “Track you down? Your family? Revenge?”

“Maybe.”

“You didn’t even catch him,” Cardenelli said, letting those words sink in for a moment. “Revenge for what?”

Palmer did his best not to lose his cool. “Who knows what’s going through this guy’s mind.”

“Well, I’ve got a theory,” Cardenelli said.

Palmer didn’t say anything.

“At the last crime scene, I told you that there might be two killers, a copycat killer and the real killer. I believe the person who killed the first two couples wasn’t the original killer. I think it was some copycat that wanted to pay homage to those murders, especially with the cult following they’ve got now. And after he started, I believe the real killer came out of hiding and started killing again. First with Harold and Marcie Watson, and now Teresa and Gary.”

Palmer stared at Cardenelli. “That’s a pretty interesting theory. Except you said before that these killings all seem to have been done by the same man. Same size shoe, same type of hiking boots, same way he walks. The same lack of fingerprints and hair left behind.”

“Yeah, those are the similarities. But what about the differences? The first two old couples were cut up with saws and tools. But these last two, they seem like they were ripped apart. Like the killer pulled them apart with his bare hands. Just like the bodies at the dig site in New Mexico. Not a copycat—this is the same guy.”

Palmer didn’t say anything. He could see the hope in Cardenelli’s eyes, the hope that this might be the original killer, that he would be able to do what Palmer couldn’t do and catch the Dig Site Killer. It would be one gigantic feather in the cap of his career. He’d be able to silence all of those conspiracy theorists and internet bloggers with their wild theories of monsters, demons, cults, and aliens. Some compared the dead bodies at the New Mexico dig site to reports of cattle mutilations. Others drew comparisons to other mysterious murders and disappearances. Cardenelli would be able to catch this killer and show everyone what fools they were for believing in monsters, for believing in a bogeyman.

“Look, Palmer, I hate to ask this, but can you tell me what you were doing last night? Where you were?”

Palmer felt like he’d been punched in the stomach, which wasn’t helping his nausea.

“It’s just standard procedure,” Cardenelli continued quickly, his hands up in surrender for a moment. “You know that. You knew the victims.”

Teresa. Her name was Teresa, the mother of my daughter. “I was at home. At my condo.”

“All night? You didn’t go anywhere?”

“I was there all night. I ate dinner there. Watched TV. Fell asleep. I didn’t sleep well, and I fell back asleep at dawn. There are security cameras in the parking garage. I’m sure you could check them if you wanted to.”

Cardenelli looked away for just a moment, squinting his eyes just a little like he was deep in thought, or like he was trying to mimic a person deep in thought. He looked back at Palmer. “It’s just that the security alarm in the victim’s house never went off. It’s like the killer got in without triggering the alarm, or like he turned it off. Like he knew the code.”

“And what? You think I knew the code to my ex-wife’s home?”

“You said you and Teresa were still close.”

“Not that close. She wouldn’t have given me the code to her security alarm. And neither would Gary.”

“You know I have to ask those things,” Cardenelli said. “You know it’s just procedure.”

Yeah, wasting time on these questions when the real killer was still out there was just procedure. But they were never going to find the real killer, because the killer wasn’t a man, it was some kind of demon.

“What about the names on the living room wall?” Cardenelli asked. “Cole and Stella. Weren’t those the two suspects you chased down to New Mexico seven years ago?”

Palmer realized how all of this must look to Cardenelli, but he nodded in agreement. “Yeah, those were the two.”

“You think those two might be involved with this?”

Palmer sighed. “I don’t know. I need to call my daughter. She’s out of town right now. I hate to tell her on the phone that Teresa’s gone, but I want her to hear it from me.” He didn’t give Cardenelli a chance to reply. He walked away, going back to his car in the large parking area. He got inside and started the car. He put on his seatbelt and then dialed Eliza’s number.

Eliza answered on the third ring. “Dad. Hey. How is everything? I’ve been trying to call Mom all morning.”

“Lizzy, listen to me.”

Stone silence from Eliza.

“I’ve got some really bad news,” he told her.

Eliza was silent for another few seconds and then she moaned, already beginning to cry. “No.”

“Your mom and Gary were killed last night.”

“No,” she moaned again. “No, that can’t be true. She was supposed to leave. You were supposed to make her leave. You were supposed to keep her safe.”

“I tried,” Palmer croaked, his throat closing up. He could feel the tears coming now. He turned on the air conditioner in his car, suddenly hot, feeling like his whole body was about to break out into a sweat.

“No you didn’t,” Eliza hissed into the phone. “You didn’t try hard enough.” She wasn’t shouting yet, and Palmer could only guess that the kids were close enough for them to hear her on the phone.

“Listen to me, Lizzy. Wherever you are, I want you to go somewhere else. I want you to keep moving to a new motel room every night. You understand me? You can’t tell me where you are.”

“This is so . . . so fucking crazy.” Her voice was a whisper, and Palmer had never heard her use language like that in front of him before.

“I know, baby. I’m sorry. But right now you need to think about yourself and the kids. Okay?”

Silence on the phone for a moment. Palmer could hear her crying.

“You have to be strong for the kids, okay?”

“What about Ted?” she asked. “He didn’t come with us.”

“I think he’ll be okay. But warn him. Let him know how serious this could be. Try to get him to meet you somewhere. Tell him that you need him with you. I’m sure he’ll drop what he’s doing and go to you.”

“This is your fault,” Eliza said between sniffles, her voice suddenly low, her sadness turning into anger. “This killer was coming after you. Trying to hurt you. Trying to take everything away from you.”

Palmer was going to argue again that he had tried to get Teresa to leave town, but she had refused to do it. He was going to remind Eliza that she had tried to convince her own mother. But neither of them had been able to get her to leave. It was a moot point now, and it would only make his daughter angrier. He would take her anger now, accept it—she needed someone to blame.

“I’m going after the killer now,” Palmer told her.

A dry and humorless chuckle from Eliza. “You couldn’t catch him before. What makes you think you can catch him now?” She hung up on him.


CHAPTER 19

David

Iron Springs, New Mexico

David knew it wasn’t going to be easy to convince his Aunt Awenita that they were in grave danger and that they should let Captain Begay protect them. To help convince his aunt, David told her some of the things about the Ancient Enemy, details that he’d never told her before. But he told her today.

David, his aunt, and Captain Begay sat at the small table off of the kitchen. Awenita had made coffee and served it with some cookies. Begay said he shouldn’t be eating the cookies, but he ate two of them with his coffee.

Awenita sat silently in her chair as David told her about the night his parents were killed, the night her brother was killed. He told her some of what he’d seen, but only a little.

“You don’t have to talk about this,” Awenita said. She sat very still, and she stared right at David the whole time, her eyes welling up with tears.

“I need to,” he told her. They had never talked about what had happened that night. She never wanted to talk about it, and usually David didn’t either—he never wanted to remember anything about that night. But tonight he needed to convince his aunt that a monster was coming. “I need you to understand that a demon killed my parents. A demon killed your brother. I don’t remember everything about that night, but I remember the thing that killed them. I ran away, but I don’t remember where I ran. I ended up at a dig site where archaeologists were working.”

Awenita nodded like she knew all that.

“A woman named Stella helped me at the dig site when the Ancient Enemy attacked again,” David told her. “She drove me away from there, up to Colorado. She said she was taking me to her aunt’s house, but I think she was just trying to drive as far away as she could as fast as she could.”

David told his aunt about Colorado and how Cole had helped them. He left out everything about the bank robbers, just telling her that Cole and Stella had brought him back down here to the reservation to find Joe Blackhorn, a shaman that Stella felt could possibly help.

“We went to a ghost town,” David told his aunt. “We fought the Ancient Enemy there. I thought I killed it, but all I did was hurt it and make it go away for a while.” David stopped talking. He could tell that his Aunt Awenita was having trouble believing his story. He looked at Begay. “The captain was there at the ghost town with us.”

He nodded. “I saw it. I saw the Ancient Enemy.”

Awenita looked at Begay.

“It was like a living shadow,” Begay continued. “It could change its form whenever it wanted to, turning into anything it wanted to. It could break apart and parts of it could be in different places at different times.”

David hoped that Begay was giving credibility to his wild tale. But his aunt was still quiet, still sitting very still, her hands in her lap, the cup of coffee in front of her growing cold. She seemed to be trying to hold on to the safe and orderly world she believed in. Like many Navajo, Awenita didn’t believe in the myths and the monsters of their culture, the stories from the past. She called them parables and folklore; she always said the stories were entertaining, but not true. She said there were no such things as skinwalkers, thunderbirds, gods, or star people. There were no such things as magic, witchcraft, chindi, or shamans. Even though she didn’t believe in shamans, she had let David study with Joe Blackhorn, believing that David would learn the stories of his people.

“This is all true,” David told his aunt. “The Ancient Enemy is real and we’re in real danger. I’ve been having dreams about a serial killer, and that serial killer is on his way here now. That killer is looking for me.”

Maybe the stories and descriptions of demons and monsters weren’t scaring his aunt, but the idea of a serial killer had perked her up—that was something real and not a ghost story. She looked at Begay.

“There is a serial killer in Colorado,” he told her. “I got the call from Agent Palmer. He told me about the killer David has been seeing in his dreams.”

David realized that Begay hadn’t told his aunt that Palmer was a retired FBI agent, leaving that little detail out.

“Agent Palmer was with us at the ghost town,” Begay told Awenita. “He saw everything I saw.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Awenita finally said. “I don’t see how this can be true. How something like that can be real.”

“I know it is difficult,” Begay said. “I had trouble believing it at first, too. But you must see by now that there is something special about David. Something powerful. You two should come with me. Stay at my house. At least for tonight. It’s too dangerous for you and David to be here by yourselves. We’ll figure out what to do and where to go tomorrow.”

David was willing to go with Begay tonight, but he also wanted to find a way to get to Costa Rica. He checked his cell phone again to see if Stella had texted him back. He felt guilty for not warning Stella and Cole earlier, but he hadn’t been absolutely sure the Ancient Enemy was back yet. Begay hadn’t told David about Agent Palmer’s phone call until they were driving back here to his aunt’s house, and that had confirmed what he’d seen in his dreams, confirming to him that the serial killer was real and that the Ancient Enemy was inside of him. But he still felt guilty for not talking to Stella yesterday. He should have trusted his visions and his instincts and warned them. He wondered why Stella hadn’t written him back yet. He hoped they were okay. He wanted to protect Stella and Cole. They had protected him and he wanted to return the favor. They could have left him at any time when they were in Colorado or when they came back down here to the reservation. They could have given in to the Ancient Enemy and killed him, but they hadn’t, and he loved them for that.

“Awenita,” Begay said, leaning towards her. “Please. Come with me to my house.”

“If this is so dangerous, if you’re so sure a killer is coming, then why don’t you contact the tribal police and get them involved?”

Begay nodded like she had a good point. “I have reached out to them. I’ve told them to be on alert, that I had a tip that a serial killer might be in the area. But that’s about all I can tell them. If I talk to them about dreams and demons, about what I saw in the ghost town, they would never believe me.” He was sure the tip he’d given to the tribal police would spread like wildfire throughout the Iron Springs area. “And I don’t want to risk any more lives than I have to. And I don’t know if it will be tonight. The killer could come tomorrow night. Or the night after that. But we just need to get through tonight, and then we can worry about what to do tomorrow.”

Awenita sighed and nodded.

David knew she had been debating internally, but now she’d made up her mind, and now she was all in. She stood up. “I’ll pack an overnight bag.” She was off to her bedroom.

David and Begay looked at each other. Begay was about to say something but the phone rang. For just a second David thought it was his cell phone ringing, hoping it was Stella calling him back, but then he realized it was a different ringtone.

Begay looked at the screen on his cell phone and stood up as he answered it. He walked away into the next room, talking in a voice so low David couldn’t hear him.

David waited at the table for a few minutes. His aunt was back from her bedroom. She had two bags; one of them was her overnight bag and the other a bag for bathroom supplies. “You need to get a bag packed, too,” she told him.

Begay came back into the dining room just as David got to his feet. The captain looked scared, his skin paler. “That was Agent Palmer. He just told me that the killer struck again in Colorado. He murdered two more people last night—the agent’s ex-wife and her husband.” Begay looked right at David. “It was just like the murders at the dig site and the cabin. The bodies were mutilated.”


CHAPTER 20

The Killer

Colorado

Quinn had been living alone for three years now, but this was the first time he’d ever really been scared. It was a little after noon now and he’d just finished his second drink of the day. The alcohol helped a little with the fear that blanketed him, but the fear was still there. He was hurting today—his joints, his muscles, a headache—maybe that was contributing to this feeling of fright that had been with him since he’d gotten out of bed. He popped three Advils and poured another drink.

Quinn was truly alone now that his dog Bruno had died six months ago. Bruno’s food and water bowls were still on the floor in the kitchen, two empty metal bowls just sitting there; he didn’t have the heart to throw them away. In fact, Quinn didn’t throw much away—you never knew when you might need something. Every corner of his home was crammed with clutter.

His wife left him three years ago, tired of his drinking and snorting crushed-up pain pills when he could get them. Good riddance; he didn’t want her around anyway. He was free now and happy living alone. Nobody was yammering at him now, telling him what to do every day. He had his monthly disability check (for a hurt back that he claimed had happened at work) and he lived in the crappy house his mother left behind when she’d died. At least the house was paid off. He didn’t need anyone; he had his home at the edge of the woods and his ten-year-old Buick that still ran pretty well.

But he did miss Bruno. Maybe he would get another dog.

Normally Quinn was fine being alone, but today his skin felt like it was crawling. He was antsy. He felt like he needed to escape, to run away, but he didn’t know what he was supposed to be running from. Maybe he’d take a shower and put on a clean pair of clothes, go down to Lucky’s Pub and continue drinking through the night. He had enough money for a night out. Maybe he’d pick up a sandwich and some fries before he got too wasted to eat. Yeah, that’s what he’d do. Now that he had a plan, he was ready to get started on it.

He needed a shower first.

The shower . . . he didn’t really want to be alone in there right now.

“Come on, old man,” he told himself. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

Fifteen minutes later Quinn was in the shower. He had actually locked the bathroom door before getting in the shower, chastising himself for doing it, but feeling a little better with it locked. He was going to take a quick shower, five minutes, tops. He hadn’t taken a shower in three days and he wasn’t going down to Lucky’s reeking of body odor, so he had to get this done.

Once he was in the shower he felt a little better. He washed the hair he had left on his scalp and then lathered his flabby body with soap. He was rinsing off when he heard a sound out in the hallway.

He froze, the water streaming down his body. He stood there, listening, leaning forward so that his head was out of the water. It sounded like something had thumped against the wall out there, or maybe the floor. Maybe one of his stacks of junk had fallen over.

No one’s inside. I locked all the doors. Checked them again before I got in the shower.

Quinn finished rinsing and shut off the water. He tore the shower curtain open, standing there naked and dripping, staring at the closed bathroom door across the room, listening for any more sounds out there.

Nothing. No sounds.

“It’s nothing—” he started to whisper to himself, but another noise cut off his words; a scraping sound on the wood floor out in the hallway that he knew very well. Bruno used to push his dog bowl across the floor when it was empty, pushing it with his nose all the way into the living room and then looking up at him with his sad, puppy dog eyes that said: Feed me.

Someone was pushing one of the metal food bowls along the floor outside the bathroom door just like Bruno used to do. The bowl clunked up against the bathroom door. Quinn could even see a small shadow under the door where the bowl was right up against it.

“Who’s out there?” Quinn said as he grabbed the towel off of the toilet tank lid to cover himself. He felt vulnerable, suddenly scared to death. He wished he would have brought his gun into the bathroom with him. And that led to a terrible thought: his gun was in his bedroom on the nightstand, and someone was out there in the hallway. Whoever had pushed Bruno’s dog bowl up to the bathroom door was going to eventually find his gun.

Quinn heard panting from the other side of the bathroom door now. The sound was down low by the bottom of the door, like a dog was panting. Just like Bruno used to do; sometimes he would follow Quinn to the bathroom and wait outside in the hall, lying down by the bottom of the door, just waiting patiently and panting.

“It’s not Bruno,” Quinn whispered. His lips were trembling and he was breathing quick and shallow breaths. It was difficult for him to catch his breath now. His heart was thudding so hard in his chest that it hurt, sharp pains near his left armpit jolting him. He was afraid he was going to have a heart attack.

“Who’s out there?” Quinn said, trying to yell, but he still felt like he couldn’t draw or exhale a complete breath. “I’ve . . . I gotta gun in here. And a phone. You better go now or I’m gonna call the cops.”

The panting stopped. Someone scratched at the bottom of the door now, the sound of claws digging quickly at the door, moving up from the bottom of the door. The doorknob jiggled, then something struck the door hard.

Quinn jumped. There was no window in the small bathroom and the air was thick with steam from his shower, but he could see clearly enough, he saw the two black tentacles poking in underneath the bottom of the door. At first Quinn thought they were snakes, but there were no eyes or mouths, they were just slick, thin tentacles thrashing around. Two tentacles, then four, then seven, all of them whipping around in a frenzy. One of the tentacles slithered up the door to the doorknob, wrapping around it, unlocking it.

When the door was unlocked, all of the tentacles shot back under the door and into the hallway at the same time, all of them gone now.

Everything was quiet.

Quinn cried, squeezing his eyes shut for a moment, trying so hard to be quiet.

It was just a hallucination, that’s all it was. What he’d seen wasn’t real, couldn’t be real. Maybe he was finally getting the DTs.

I’ll quit drinking tonight. I swear to God I will.

The door burst open, slamming into the bathroom wall.

Quinn yelped, jumping, the towel falling down into the bathtub around his feet.

A man stood in the doorway. He was tall and thin, his skin so pale. His head was completely bald, he didn’t even have eyebrows. His eyes were cold; there was no mercy in those eyes, no feeling, no humanity.

Tentacles shot out from underneath the sleeves of the man’s hoodie sweatshirt, and Quinn screamed.

• • •

Two hours later the killer was driving Quinn’s Buick down the highway, traveling south towards New Mexico, to the Navajo Reservation. It wouldn’t be too much longer until he reached the border and the town of Iron Springs. That’s where he would find David.

The killer wasn’t sure why the Ancient Enemy had tasked him with killing a teenage Navajo boy, but it didn’t matter—he would do anything his god told him to. Yet it still intrigued him. As powerful as the Ancient Enemy was, it seemed like the being was scared of David, like the god couldn’t kill David on its own. He didn’t know why, all he knew was that he’d been chosen to carry out this very important mission.

The traffic was light as he drove through the mountains. He had left the pieces of Quinn in the bathtub, and then he had relieved himself in Quinn’s toilet. He had grabbed whatever water and sodas Quinn had, stowing them in a cooler with some ice. He stopped at a fast food place at the next exit off of the highway and bought three sandwiches, three fries, and two more drinks. He hadn’t even tasted the food as he shoveled it into his mouth while he drove; he was just loading his body up on calories, fuel for the tasks ahead tonight. It felt like his body was a machine that he had filled up with oil and gasoline, much like this car he was driving.

It was a strange feeling to have the Ancient Enemy inside of him. The killer still felt like himself but also not like himself anymore. It felt like a dark and powerful energy had been coursing through his veins earlier when he had killed Quinn, but now it was like that dark energy had collected in some far-off corner of his mind, dormant and waiting to be activated again. It wasn’t painful even though the idea of another living being taking up residence in his body was a strange concept to grapple with. But was this god really a living being, or was it something he would never be able to understand?

He let his mind wander as he drove, visualizing David. He could home in on the boy like he was a beacon. He couldn’t wait for tonight, couldn’t wait to kill David and complete this task for his master. He was so close now, only hours away. But he had to make a stop before he got to David; there was something important he needed to do, revenge for something done to his master long ago in an Old West town.

“Use me,” the killer whispered as he drove. “I’ll do anything you want.”


CHAPTER 21

Palmer

Southern Colorado

Like the killer, Palmer was also traveling south on the highway.

He’d still been parked in his ex-wife’s driveway a few hours ago when he’d hung up the phone with Eliza—or more accurately, she had hung up on him. He had checked airplane reservations on his phone after that. The flights were expensive on such short notice, but that wasn’t a problem; he had plenty of money on his credit cards and in the bank. He paid his bills from his FBI pension and then hardly ever spent any money on himself. The airplane might get him down to New Mexico faster, but he would still have to rent a car when he got there. And then he thought of trying to get his gun on the plane with him. He had a concealed carry permit, but he wasn’t an FBI agent anymore, and the hassle of trying to get past TSA might not be worth it.

He’d driven back to his condo and packed an overnight bag. He had his gun, a Glock 17 like he used to use in the FBI even though they had switched over to a different model now. He also had two boxes of ammo, a hunting knife, a pocket knife, and he wore a crucifix around his neck, a necklace his mother had given to him when he was a teenager, a necklace he hadn’t worn in decades. He packed three changes of clothes, a few bathroom supplies, and an envelope of extra cash. He also packed a cooler with drinks and loaded a plastic bag with snacks. He would stop and pick up some more food on the way, but he wanted to get down there as quickly as possible.

When he was done packing, Palmer stood at the door of his condo with his bags down by his feet. He looked back at his condo like it might be the last time he ever saw it.

And then he had left, going down to his car in the parking garage, loading his overnight bag in the trunk, and the cooler and bag of snacks on the passenger seat. He had his Glock in a shoulder holster under his windbreaker jacket.

And now he drove down the highway as the sun was beginning to set. He was still a few hundred miles away from the border of Colorado and New Mexico. He picked up his phone and dialed Begay’s number.

“Palmer.”

“Begay, there were two more murders last night. My ex-wife and her husband. The killer got inside their home without setting off the alarm. He left pieces of their bodies all over the house.” He saw Teresa’s severed head hanging from the ceiling fan with the trail of vertebrae and strings of flesh hanging down from her neck. He tried to push that image out of his mind.

“I’m sorry,” Begay whispered, and it sounded like he meant it.

“There were two more names written in blood on the wall: Cole and Stella. I think the Ancient Enemy is inside the killer now and the killer’s going after Cole and Stella.”

“They’re not in the United States.”

Palmer nodded and sighed. He remembered that now. “Maybe it’s a distraction then. Maybe the killer’s going down there for David, but it wants us to think it’s going after Cole and Stella.”

“I’ve got David with me now. We’re at his aunt’s house. I’m taking them back to my place tonight.”

“Are you going to get some more protection? Police?”

“I can’t justify it. They would never be allowed to camp outside my home because I told them a monster is coming to kill us. But I have told some trusted friends, and the word will spread. They’ll all be patrolling tonight. And we’ll be ready here. As ready as we can be.”

“Okay,” Palmer said.

“What about you?” Begay asked.

“My daughter is safe. She’s out of state with her kids. I don’t even know where she is, and I don’t want to know. I just talked to her a few hours ago.” He thought of the last thing Eliza had said to him, that he hadn’t caught the killer the first time and what made him think he could catch him now.

Palmer thought about telling Begay that he was coming down there to help, but he decided not to. Begay would only tell him to stay away. But Palmer wanted to help. He felt that maybe they would all be stronger together. Obviously they hadn’t finished that thing off in the ghost town, but maybe this time they could. Maybe David was stronger now; maybe instead of driving the Ancient Enemy away, he could actually kill it this time. But Palmer didn’t say any of that. Instead, he said: “You just stay alert down there.”

“We will. You be safe, too.” Begay hung up.

Palmer set his cell phone down in the console. Three seconds later it rang. Palmer thought it was Begay calling right back, but he saw Cardenelli’s name on the screen.

An anger flared up inside of him at just seeing the man’s name on the phone. He couldn’t believe his former SAC suspected him in the murder of his ex-wife and her husband, but it just showed how desperate Cardenelli had become—he had no leads, no physical evidence, no video, no witnesses, and the bodies were starting to pile up.

He thought about ignoring the call, letting it go to voicemail, but he picked it up on the third ring and answered it. “Palmer here.”

“We got a lead,” Cardenelli said.

“A lead?”

“Found one blood sample at the crime scene that doesn’t match either of the victims.”

Teresa and Gary, Palmer thought. Those are the victims.

“And we picked up a few clothing fibers.”

“That’s good,” Palmer said. His DNA was already in the FBI database so Cardenelli would be able to rule him out as a suspect pretty soon.

“There’s more,” Cardenelli said. “A call came in two hours ago. Neighbors called about some noises from a house near them, a man named Quinn Kurtzman. Police found the man’s body in his bathtub. The pieces of his body.”

“The same killer?”

“Has to be. Same shoeprints. And the killer took the man’s car, a ten-year-old Buick. We’ve put out a BOLO in Colorado, New Mexico, Utah, and Arizona.”

“Good,” Palmer said. He thought about saying something sarcastic about not being the prime suspect anymore, but decided not to.

“We’re gonna get this guy now.” Cardenelli hesitated for a moment. “Hey, about what happened back at the crime scene, I didn’t mean to imply that you had anything to do with that.”

Palmer didn’t say anything. It didn’t sound like Cardenelli was apologizing; it sounded more like he was telling him that he didn’t need him anymore.

“Well, I just wanted to say that and let you know what’s happening,” Cardenelli said.

“I appreciate it.”

They hung up and Palmer set his cell phone back in the center console. He knew Cardenelli wasn’t going to catch the killer. Even if a cop stopped the killer, that cop would be dead in seconds when the Ancient Enemy attacked.

We’re going to have to catch him, Palmer thought, but then his daughter’s last words to him earlier on the phone echoed in his mind: You couldn’t catch him before. What makes you think you can catch him now?


CHAPTER 22

Officer Sam

Iron Springs, New Mexico

As night fell on Iron Springs fear blanketed the town. Word had spread that a killer was coming tonight, the same killer who had murdered the scientists at the dig site near Randy Tahoma’s ranch, the same killer who had murdered and mutilated Jim Whitefeather, the same killer who had murdered John and Deena Bear, removing the skin from their heads and faces. The whispers of horrors done in the past were on the townspeople’s lips.

Many in Iron Springs locked their doors and windows as the night came, many doing this for the first time in years. Many got rifles and shotguns and pistols loaded and ready. Many planned to stay up late and keep watch over their families.

As night came businesses closed early, including the Mexican restaurant where Kiki worked. She’d been working there for nine years now and she remembered when the Dig Site Murders had happened seven years ago. She remembered waiting on Captain Begay and an FBI agent that night, both of them coming in for dinner. She remembered Old Woman Sloane screaming at the men in Navajo, telling Begay that she knew who the murderer was—the Ancient Enemy. Kiki remembered her skin crawling when Old Woman Sloan had screamed the name of that demon in the restaurant, the old woman’s eyes wild with fear. The woman’s niece had pulled her away from the captain and the FBI agent, and Kiki had apologized to them for the old woman’s outburst.

The murders stopped after that day. Many had performed ceremonies and sang prayers, and many said that the power of those rituals had stopped the killer, drove him (or it) away. Even though there were no more murders, the FBI and BIA had stayed in town for weeks afterwards. She had waited on agents, scientists, and reporters. The small motel and the bed and breakfast were filled to capacity every night, rooms rented out in advance. Empty houses and trailers had been rented out, and some stayed in distant towns. Reporters stood in front of cameras and reported on the mysterious tragedy that had befallen this once-quiet and quaint Navajo town. Kiki had been interviewed by the FBI, but she had nothing important to offer them. She knew nothing. And she had never mentioned Old Woman Sloane’s warning to the captain and the FBI agent that night about the Ancient Enemy—the FBI agents never would have believed her anyway.

It took a while but life in Iron Springs finally returned to normal. The FBI agents left, the scientists left, and the reporters left. Every once in a while some people would come into town, an author working on a book, filmmakers producing a documentary, a person doing research for a blog. The cave at the dig site had been deemed U.S. property now, and scientists and archaeologists still studied the ancient city built inside the cave and the ancient Anasazi writings they had found on the stone tablets. The whole canyon floor was off-limits to the Navajo now, their own land, and the land of their ancestors, had once again been taken from them.

Kiki went home when the restaurant closed down. She made sure the doors and windows were locked. She brought their dog inside for the night and her eighty-year-old father got his shotgun out and loaded it, keeping the weapon and a box of shells near his chair. She watched TV as her father fell asleep in the chair. She couldn’t sleep and she knew she would be awake until dawn.

• • •

Old Woman Sloane lay in her bed staring at the ceiling in the dark. She’d been singing songs and burning herbs all day, doing her part to keep the evil spirits from coming back to their town. Rumors had spread about a killer coming, the same killer coming back. But Sloane had felt the evil long before the rumors had started. She’d felt the evil spirits lurking in the shadows seven years ago, and those same evil spirits were returning. She had tried to warn people back then that the Ancient Enemy was coming, but of course no one listened to a foolish old woman. Many called her a witch, but she didn’t care. They hadn’t believed her then, but many believed the warnings now. And after what was going to happen tonight, they would all believe.

A killer was coming. She’d seen this in her dreams, and she knew some others had seen him too. She was sure David had seen the killer in his dreams. The killer was only a man, but the Ancient Enemy demon was inside the man, controlling him. When the Ancient Enemy was done with the killer after tonight, the demon would throw the killer away like a used tissue, leaving behind a husk of dry, dead skin; the killer’s insides and his soul would be gone, taken to the demon’s world. Maybe the killer already knew his fate, maybe he didn’t care, maybe he wanted it that way.

Old Woman Sloane wasn’t afraid for herself, not tonight anyway. She knew the evil spirits would pass her by tonight to get to David. But if the killer murdered David, if the shaman was killed, then the Ancient Enemy would be free and more powerful than ever. Nothing would be able to hold it back. The Darkwind would move across the landscape like a tidal wave, killing whoever it wanted, whenever it wanted: whole villages, towns, cities. It would be a plague like no other ever seen before, a true apocalypse. The Fifth World would be over and there would be no other worlds after this one. No new suns would rise again.

• • •

Officer Sam Yazzie of the Navajo Tribal Police patrolled the streets of Iron Springs in his Dodge Durango. It was his night off, but everyone had either been called in tonight or had volunteered to patrol the roads. The word was that Captain Begay had called in a tip about a possible serial killer, and everyone trusted Begay. Sam didn’t mind being out here tonight; he prayed for the opportunity to nab this murderer, the person (or persons) who had killed Jim Whitefeather and John and Deena. Sam had known all three of them, but he had been close to John and Deena Bear.

The day had been warm but the night had cooled the air quickly. All businesses were closed, owners and workers home now, all of them locked up inside their homes and trailers. Maybe nothing would happen tonight. Maybe the killer wouldn’t come tonight, or even tomorrow night, but Sam would still be ready. He and the other officers had agreed to take turns patrolling the roads, especially out by Randy Tahoma’s ranch, John and Deena’s empty home, Awenita’s house, and Captain Begay’s house. They had agreed to have two squad cars in Iron Springs at all times tonight, while everyone else patrolled the territory surrounding the town—a vast expanse of land to cover. But with everyone locked up inside their homes, Sam felt confident that one of them would be able to spot the killer driving into town tonight. If he came.

Sam believed the killer’s target might be David Bear or even Captain Begay. Perhaps the killer was coming back for some unfinished business, or for revenge against Captain Begay for halting his killing spree. Captain Begay had never taken credit for stopping the murderer, but many around here believed that the captain had something to do with running the killer off. Sam didn’t know if that was true or not, and he wasn’t going to ponder questions he didn’t know the answers to.

It was going to be a long night, but Sam had a thermos full of coffee and a bag of beef jerky. He would be ready if the killer came tonight.


CHAPTER 23

Begay

Iron Springs, New Mexico

David and Awenita were settled in Begay’s home. They had followed Begay back to his house in Awenita’s minivan. She had parked right beside Angie’s car in the driveway and Begay had parked his pickup in the gravel to the left of the driveway.

Angie had cooked a fine dinner and for a little while the evening felt like a normal gathering, like he and Angie had two guests over for supper. But this wasn’t a normal evening; everyone was tense. The small talk felt forced. Begay caught Angie’s eyes a few times as they ate dinner, and he saw the worry in her eyes.

After dinner Awenita insisted on helping Angie with cleaning up the kitchen and putting the dishes away. Begay checked all of the windows and doors once again. He had gotten his old police belt out and adjusted it to fit his waist, then shoved his pistol down in the holster on his hip. He checked the shotgun and the two rifles he had positioned around the house, making sure they were all loaded. He knew they were, but it was just a nervous habit. He made sure their cell phones were charged up and that they had candles, lighters, and flashlights ready if the electricity went out. If their dog was still alive, he could have been helpful, at least he would have heard, or even sensed, something outside before they would have. But he had died two years ago and they hadn’t gotten another one—Angie said she couldn’t bury another pet. They didn’t have an alarm system, but Begay was going to do his best to stay awake tonight.

Begay was in his man-cave now. Angie came in and walked up to him. That concern was in her eyes, but it was more than that; she was afraid.

“I had the worst dream last night,” she told him as she touched his arm.

Begay held his wife, hugging her, holding her close.

She pulled away and stared at him. “I saw the killer in my dream. But he was just a shadow. I could see his outline, but I couldn’t make out any of the details. Except one—his eyes. They glowed in the darkness, like two pinpoints of light. I ran and ran, but it seemed like the killer was always right behind me. He grabbed me and turned me around to face him. He held my arms and I couldn’t move. He stared at me with his yellow eyes. They were glowing in the dark. They were like a cat’s eyes. Like a cougar’s eyes. But I couldn’t see his face. He said he wanted to show me something, show me what was coming.”

“It was just a dream, Angie,” Begay told her, but he felt the chill dancing across his skin and the pit of fear in his stomach. After the things he’d seen in the ghost town seven years ago, anything was easy to believe, including any premonitions his wife had.

“No,” Angie said sharply. “The killer in the dream showed me what was coming. I saw a ghost town in the desert. And then there was this tidal wave coming, a black wave at least fifty feet high, blocking out the sky as it came. But it wasn’t water; it was just blackness, like a solid thing, like a wall. It was wiping everything away, eating up everything in its path.”

Begay wiped at the tears in his wife’s eyes with his big thumbs. And then he hugged her again, holding her tight for a few moments. For such a strong woman she felt so small and fragile in his arms right then. “It will be okay,” he whispered. “I’m not going to let anything happen to us.”

Angie trembled in his arms, and she seemed to be relaxing a little. But then she ripped herself away from him, staring at him. “He’s here,” she hissed.

Just then there was a loud knocking at the front door.

Angie turned and stared at the door that led into the kitchen, and then the dining room and living room beyond that.

David and Awenita were in the doorway a moment later, both of them staring at Begay and Angie. “Someone’s at the door,” Awenita whispered.

Begay drew his pistol from the holster on his hip. “Come in here,” he told David and Awenita. “Wait over there by the bar. You too, Angie.”

All three of them hurried over to the bar.

Begay went to the door that led into the kitchen. He looked back at his wife, Awenita, and David; he gestured at them to get down behind the bar.

The knocking continued at the front door. The knock seemed urgent, but not as forceful as before. Begay crept through the house, passing the dining room, and then he entered the living room. Most of the lights were off. The TV was still on, providing the only light in the room, but either David or Awenita had turned the sound all the way down when they’d heard the knocking at the door.

Begay moved closer to the front door. There was no window in the front door, but there was a peephole. He thought about peeking out the living room windows that looked out onto the front porch, but he didn’t want to be seen by whoever was out there. Instead, he would look through the peephole. The front porch light was on and he would be able to see who was out there.

But he still hesitated. He’s here, Angie had just whispered right before this person started knocking at the door, right after she had told him about her nightmare.

Was it the killer out there? Had Angie sensed him coming? But if it was the killer, why would he knock on the door at ten o’clock at night, standing under the glare of the porch light? Why would he give himself away like that? Or were there others with him? David said he dreamed of only one killer. Palmer insinuated that there was only one suspect in the killings in Colorado. But maybe they were both wrong, maybe there were two killers. Or even more.

The knock sounded again, so loud now that Begay was this close to the door.

“Captain Begay,” a voice yelled from behind the door. It was a man’s voice, a deep voice.

Begay recognized the voice but couldn’t think of who it was right at that moment.

“Captain Begay, open up,” the man said.

“Who is it?” Begay yelled. He was still a few steps away from the door, his gun aimed at it. “Identify yourself.” His years of police training were automatically taking over.

“It’s me,” the man said, “Billy Nez. Let me in. I have come to help.”

Billy Nez was here? It took a few seconds for Begay to wrap his mind around that. He took three steps to the door and peeked through the peephole. In the fisheye view through the lens Begay saw Billy Nez standing on his front porch. Billy was a few steps back from the door like he knew Begay would want to see him through the peephole. Billy wore old faded jeans and a bulky black hoodie with the hood down. He carried a small black duffel bag. His dark hair was pulled back into one long braid and under the porch light the strands of gray were showing. The wrinkles were etched in his tan face and his prominent brow hid his eyes in shadows.

“Captain Begay?” Billy said.

Begay unlocked the door and opened it. “What are you doing here?”

Billy Nez’s face remained solemn, almost devoid of all expression as he stared at Begay. He lifted the duffel bag in one hand just a few inches, just a shrug of his shoulder. “I came to help.”

Begay looked past Billy into the front yard, but all he could see was darkness out there beyond the light. He didn’t think Billy had driven to his house because it never seemed like Billy had a vehicle or even a driver’s license.

“A friend dropped me off,” Billy said like he was reading Begay’s mind.

“I thought you said you couldn’t do anything to help us,” Begay said. “When I brought David to you today, you said there wasn’t anything you could do.”

Billy shrugged again. He hadn’t moved a muscle; he was still standing in the same spot.

Begay heard Angie, David, and Awenita gathering behind him in the living room. He turned and glanced at them. There was something about the way they were staring at him, the fear in their eyes.

That’s when the thought popped into Begay’s mind. He remembered being in that ghost town seven years ago when David had battled the Ancient Enemy. He remembered how easily the Ancient Enemy had controlled animals and people, even dead people. He had seen the Ancient Enemy controlling the two dead people who wore David’s parents’ skinned faces over their own faces like masks. He remembered the spiders pouring out of the woman’s mouth, all of the snakes and birds trying to get inside the church.

Was that really Billy Nez out there, or was the Ancient Enemy already inside of him?

Begay looked back at Billy Nez and realized that he had left the front door wide open. Billy was only a few feet beyond the threshold, standing very still. The wind out there had picked up suddenly, a blast of howling wind roaring across his front yard, rattling the leaves of the cottonwood trees. It sounded like things were moving around out there in the darkness. Dangerous things. Poisonous things.

I don’t know if I can do this again.

Begay still couldn’t see Billy’s eyes under his brow, his eyes lost in shadow. Billy still waited on the front porch to be invited inside.

Like a vampire.

Begay aimed his gun at Billy Nez. “How do I know it’s really you?”


CHAPTER 24

David

Iron Springs, New Mexico

Billy didn’t even flinch as Captain Begay aimed his gun at him. He didn’t try to run or raise his hands in surrender. He didn’t take a step back or show any fear at all. It was like he’d been expecting this from Begay, like he’d been prepared for it.

“How do I know it’s really you?” Begay said again.

“I am me,” Billy said. “I am Billy Nez.”

David knew the Ancient Enemy was out there somewhere in the darkness, but he also knew it wasn’t inside of Billy Nez right now. He took a step towards Captain Begay. “It’s okay,” he told him. “It’s really him. The Ancient Enemy isn’t inside of him.”

“You’re sure?” Begay asked without turning around to look at David.

“Yes, I’m sure.”

The wind was blowing harder now, sand swirling at the edge of the front porch that disappeared into the darkness. The wind blew Billy’s clothes, rippling them, but he stood very still, washed in the front porch’s light.

Begay let out a breath and lowered his weapon. He stepped back and gestured at Billy to come inside.

Billy entered quickly and Begay closed the front door on the wind. He twisted the little knob on the door handle, locking it.

“An evil is coming,” Billy said, looking right at David. “I believe you that it’s happening again. I want to try to help.”

“I thought you said you couldn’t do anything to help,” Begay said.

Billy shrugged. “Maybe I cannot, but I can try.”

“You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” Begay told Billy. “I don’t know if you really understand exactly what is coming, what it is and what it can do.”

“I want to help,” Billy said. If he was offended by Begay’s words, he didn’t show it. “I have to try to help. I have to honor my ancestors. If I die tonight, then I die. Any day is a good day for a warrior to die.”

“Okay,” Begay said. He nodded down at the big black bag Billy was holding. “What’s that?”

“My medicine bag,” Billy said with a secretive smile.

Begay didn’t question Billy anymore; he went back to his chair and sat down, wincing like his feet were hurting. He picked up the remote control and turned the TV off. The living room was mostly lost in shadows now with only the light in the kitchen on.

Billy walked into the dining room and set his medicine bag on the floor. He unzipped his hoodie and took it off, folding it neatly over one of the dining room chairs.

Angie was in the kitchen now, and she seemed to relax a little now that Billy was inside and the front door was locked again. “Are you hungry?” she asked. “We have some leftovers in the refrigerator.”

“No, thank you,” Billy said to Angie, but then he looked at David. “We do not have much time. We must prepare.”

David entered the dining room as Billy opened the large black duffel bag. He pulled out a small jar of red liquid that looked like paint, but David knew that it had owl’s blood mixed in with it—the same thing Joe Blackhorn had used in the church. Billy pulled out a small paintbrush. “Sit here,” he gestured at the dining room chair at the head of the table.

Angie went back into the living room and sat down on one end of the couch. Awenita was at the other end.

It took almost an hour for Billy to paint all of the ancient symbols onto David’s hands and forearms. He never spoke as he painted, but he sang old and powerful songs under his breath in Navajo. He also burned some herbs in a small dish that gave off a pungent but somewhat pleasant odor.

When Billy was done painting the Anasazi symbols onto David’s skin, he put the “paint” and brush away. He pulled out a necklace of beads from his bag and handed it to David. “Do you know what these are?”

“Ghost beads,” David said.

Billy nodded.

Joe Blackhorn had told David about ghost beads before. The necklace was usually made from dried juniper berries with holes drilled into them so a thin piece of leather could be run through them to create a necklace. The ghost beads could give the wearer protection and peace from evil spirits. And the Ancient Enemy was the worst of the evil spirits.

David put the necklace on. It laid on top of the other necklace that Billy had given to him this morning, the one with the silver charm on it that held the lock of his own hair from over a hundred years ago inside. He looked down at the necklaces against his chest, then he stared at the symbols painted on his hands and forearms. He didn’t know what the symbols meant, but at the same time he did. He had written these same symbols before, drawing them in a spiral notebook in Tom Gordon’s cabin that Stella had given to him. Those symbols had helped him, Stella, and Cole before in that cabin when the Ancient Enemy had attacked, maybe they would help again.

“These things will help,” Billy said as if reading his mind, gesturing at the necklaces that David wore. “But the power lies within you. It always has.”

David just nodded. He wished he knew what to do. Everyone kept telling him that he already knew what to do, but he didn’t. He had no clue what to do.

The wind picked up again outside, sand pelting the windows of the house. Begay kept watch in his recliner lost in the shadows of the living room. He kept his gun in the holster on his hip, and he had the shotgun down on the floor beside him.

Angie and Awenita were still on the couch, both of them quiet, beginning to nod off.

David looked back at Billy. “I’m sorry I said something about you being a witch earlier today,” he told him in a low voice.

Billy smiled. “It is okay. Witchcraft is not something to be afraid of. There is not only light in this world and there is not only dark in this world. They exist together. Sometimes they overlap, and we must know both worlds well.”

David just nodded again.

Billy’s smile disappeared. He hesitated for just a moment like he had something difficult to say. “I have to make an apology to you.”

“To me?” David asked. “For what?”

“Earlier, when you and Captain Begay visited me, I should have told you something. It is the reason I am here now. There is something you need to know.”

David didn’t say anything; he just waited for Billy to continue.

“Before Joe Blackhorn died two years ago, he told me that he had something for you.”

David’s heart jumped with surprise. “What?”

“He did not tell me what it was. He said it was something that could help with your training. Something that could help with a spirit walk.”

“A spirit walk?” David asked.

Billy nodded.

“But he didn’t say what he left for me?” David asked.

“No.”

David was going to ask Billy why he had waited two years to tell him about this, but Billy spoke before he could ask. “Joe Blackhorn wanted you to have this when the time was right.”

When the Ancient Enemy came back, David thought.

“Where is it?” David asked. “Do you have it with you?”

Billy shook his head. “No. It is at Joe Blackhorn’s home. Hidden somewhere. But he told me that you would be able to find it.”

Billy Nez and Joe Blackhorn had obviously been friends. David wondered if that meant Billy knew that he had walked away from Joe Blackhorn and turned his back on the training? The heat of embarrassment flushed him for a moment.

Billy took David’s hands in his gently, glancing down at the symbols painted there. “The thing Joe Blackhorn left for you will help. And these symbols and our songs will help. But it is you who must fight the evil out there. Only you.”

David nodded, but he still wasn’t sure what to do, and it didn’t seem like Billy was going to be much help when the time came.


CHAPTER 25

Stella

Costa Rica

All day Stella had been telling herself that Cole was right, that she had been hallucinating and having night terrors, that the things she’d seen lately weren’t real. She had slipped back into that cycle of fear that had dominated their lives the first few years they were down here in Costa Rica. He had suggested that something had triggered her sudden fear, and he suspected that it was the story of the eighteen villagers that had been slaughtered. It was a big story around here. Costa Rica didn’t have as high of a crime rate as some of the other countries it bordered, but there was still crime. Murder could happen anywhere.

“It was just a drug deal gone bad,” Cole had told her earlier in the day when he had suggested again that the slaughter of those villagers had triggered her sudden panic. “Someone ripped someone off and they had to pay. They made the person pay by making him watch all seventeen people getting hacked to pieces before they finally killed him. It’s a common practice with drug cartels.”

If anyone would know, it would be Cole. And his explanation seemed to make sense. But the only thing that didn’t make sense in Cole’s explanation was the rumor that the pieces of the hacked-up bodies had been arranged and displayed, like the bodies in the cave at the dig site. It was too much of a coincidence for her to overlook.

Cole had just shrugged off her worry, automatically dismissing those details as exaggerations or rumors. People lied. Sometimes they passed rumors on that they knew weren’t true and the stories grew like a snowball rolling down a hill.

Cole had seemed to be getting a little defensive at that point, and she had let it go. She began to believe that the story of the murdered villagers had been in the back of her mind when she was at the dig site in the jungle, where she thought she’d seen Jim Whitefeather standing in the brush. In that split second everything had converged and all of her fears had come back. But either there had been a man in the jungle and she had projected Jim Whitefeather’s dead and eyeless face there, or no one had been there at all. Both were equally frightening.

It bothered her that something like a murder spree could trigger all of this fear again so easily, that she could nearly be back to the place where she had started when they had first gotten here. She was upset that all of her years of hard work of getting past her fear could be erased in a few days.

But it was just a temporary setback, she told herself. She would battle through her fear again. She would get better again.

Stella and Cole had gone back to bed last night after her sleepwalking episode. After she had crawled back into bed, Cole had stayed awake in the chair for a while, watching over her like he used to.

She’d fallen into a deep sleep and dreamed again of the ghost town where David had made his stand against the Ancient Enemy. And again in this dream the ghost town was the town of Hope’s End that it used to be in the 1890s. The same people were in the saloon. She didn’t know them, but at the same time she recognized them. It felt like something was outside the saloon, something out there in the darkness coming for them.

They had both slept in late this morning. Cole cut up some fruit for breakfast when they got up. He didn’t go into town to the bar as evening approached; he stayed with her. He knew she needed him around tonight, and it seemed like he was a little jumpy even though he would never admit it.

Little by little Stella had felt better throughout the day, but as the sun set over the Pacific, the horizon on fire with the last of the daylight, she felt the first twinge of nervousness returning. It felt like the day was ending and that it wouldn’t ever come back again, like the night and darkness would reign forever. Things hid in the dark. Things moved around in the dark and materialized out of the dark. Dangerous things. Poisonous things.

After a light dinner of fish and vegetables, Cole made them each a mixed drink. Stella sipped her drink, hoping it would help her relax. She drank it slowly; she didn’t want to get drunk. For some reason she wanted to be alert tonight.

She had tried calling Maria again to let her know that she wouldn’t be able to make it to the dig the rest of the week, but she still hadn’t gotten a hold of her. She left a voicemail this time even though she really wanted to talk to her. She hoped Maria wasn’t mad at her.

And now it was almost midnight. Cole had fallen asleep in bed, but she was still wide awake. She got out of bed and went out to the living room. She turned on the light next to the couch and grabbed one of her books. This was a book she had picked up on her last trip into San Jose, a book about Mayan and Aztec myths and prophecies. She saw similarities between their stories of monsters and what had happened with the Ancient Enemy in New Mexico and Colorado. She believed even more now that the same thing had happened down here a long time ago, that some of the mass disappearances could be attributed to the Ancient Enemy. She had to close the book because it was starting to creep her out a little. She thought the book might distract her, but it only made her think about the Ancient Enemy even more.

She got up and grabbed another book, a fiction book, one that would hopefully make her tired. She lay back down on the couch, reading, and soon the words were beginning to run together.

Stella woke up when the book slid off of her chest and almost fell to the floor—that would have definitely awakened Cole. She must have dozed off for a few minutes without remembering it.

It felt like something had pulled her from sleep, a noise maybe. She couldn’t remember dreaming anything, but maybe a nightmare had awakened her. Her heart was beating fast, her skin tingling with a creepy-crawly feeling. A heaviness was pressing down on her chest, trying to squeeze the breath from her.

The house was quiet except for the whirling ceiling fan above her and the occasional chirps and buzzing of the night insects outside. The wind was picking up outside and there was a flash of lightning from behind the curtains covering the windows, and then a few seconds later thunder rumbled. A storm was coming; maybe that was what had awakened her.

But no, it seemed to have been something else.

She glanced at the recliner across the living room and remembered Cole sitting there last night, hunched forward, his face blank and expressionless. A shudder ran through her and she was suddenly cold under the ceiling fan as she lay on her side on the couch, her back facing the cushions.

That hadn’t been real. Cole hadn’t been there last night. It had only been a dream. Cole had been in their bedroom the whole time last night, exactly where he was now.

She had a sudden and almost overwhelming urge to go to their bedroom and make sure Cole was still in bed. But she forced herself to remain on the couch, curling up on her side, nestling deeper into the couch.

Lightning flashed again and thunder boomed a few seconds later. She couldn’t hear any rain outside, but the wind was even stronger. The storm was close.

Stella felt something touching the small of her back from deep down inside the couch, something poking at her, something moving around down in the crack between the cushions. She shot up and got to her feet, staring at the couch. A large yellowish-white snake crawled out from deep in the cushions of the couch, pushing its way out over the couch and onto the floor, staring at her and hissing.

She backed up a few steps as the snake darted across the living room to the bureau against the far wall, the snake lost in shadows for a moment as it crawled behind the bureau.

Was the snake poisonous? She wasn’t sure. There were definitely poisonous varieties of snakes in Costa Rica.

How did a snake get into their house? How long had it been inside the couch? It must have been there when she’d fallen asleep a little earlier. Her body shook with the shivers for just a moment as she thought about the snake being so close to her.

She watched the bureau across the room against the wall. The snake darted out from the other end of the piece of furniture and into the kitchen; at least it hadn’t gone towards their bedroom.

Hisss.

She couldn’t see the snake now. It was somewhere in the kitchen, hissing and slithering around. She needed to get to the bedroom and wake Cole up. She wasn’t deathly afraid of snakes—she’d seen many of them on dig sites in the southwest—but something felt different about this snake.

You know what it is.

A soft tapping noise sounded from the window beside the couch. Stella jumped. She stared at the curtains in front of the windows. Something was tapping on the glass out there.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

She had forgotten about the snake in the kitchen for a moment as she stared at the curtain covering the living room window. The tapping stopped, but it was going to start again; she was sure of that. Her mind was turning to white-hot panic, every nerve in her body buzzing. She knew she should run and wake Cole up, but she walked towards the window almost like she wasn’t in control of her own body. She watched her own hand rise to the curtains—she had to see what was out there, she had to know. She grabbed the edge of the curtain and pulled it back just as the lightning flashed.

Maria floated right outside the living room window, her golden skin so pale in the lightning flash. Her expression was blank, her mouth wide open, her eyes wide like she had died of shock, like she was still seeing the horrible thing that had stopped her heart. She still wore the clothes she’d had on at the dig site two days ago, the sleeves of her shirt rolled up to her elbows. She raised a hand to the glass, her fingernails caked with dirt, her index finger poking out stiffly. She tapped at the glass again. Three taps.

In that moment Stella knew it was all true. She knew she had really seen Jim Whitefeather in the jungle. She knew the Ancient Enemy was back. She had left the dig site and it had gotten Maria and everyone else. And now it had sent Maria back to tap at her window.

Stella jumped off the couch and bolted for the bedroom.


CHAPTER 26

Cole

Costa Rica

“Get up!” Stella yelled at Cole, pulling the bedsheet off of him.

Cole sat bolt-upright in bed. Stella had turned the overhead light on, the one attached to the ceiling fan. He knew it was still dark outside, but he had no idea what time it was. It felt like he’d been asleep for only a few minutes, but when he looked at the alarm clock he saw it was only a few hours until dawn.

Stella’s eyes were wide with fear, her tanned skin paler than he’d seen it in years. He hadn’t seen her this frightened since . . .

Cole jumped out of bed. He wore only a pair of underwear. He grabbed his clothes he’d laid over the chair. Even though it was hot in the bedroom, the ceiling fan barely pushing the heat away, Cole felt a cold chill dancing across his skin, raising goosebumps. He suddenly felt like he was back in Colorado, back in that freezing cold with something dangerous and unimaginable waiting outside, something approaching their front door, something about to knock on the door and ask for things.

He’d been dreaming when Stella had shaken him awake. He’d been in the ghost town again in his dream, but the town was different; it was the town of Hope’s End. He was himself in that town, but he was also someone else. He waited in the saloon with a few others, all of them frightened of the Ancient Enemy that lurked out in the darkness, the monster that had slaughtered everyone else in the town. He saw a woman named Esmerelda in the dream, a woman he had feelings for, but it seemed like the woman’s visage shimmered from Esmerelda to Stella and then back to Esmerelda again. There were other people in the saloon that he didn’t really recognize, but he knew them. And then there was David, and David looked exactly as he had seven years ago.

Cole was dressed in a few seconds, slipping his feet into a pair of boots and buckling the belt on his jeans at the same time. He pulled a T-shirt on and then grabbed his gun from the table beside the bed.

Stella was at the bedroom door, staring down the hallway; she was tense, ready to either run or fight.

“What is it?” he asked.

“It’s happening again,” she told him without taking her eyes off of the hallway, like she was watching and waiting for something to come down the hall. “The Ancient Enemy . . . it’s here.”

Cole wondered if Stella had been sleepwalking again, if she had seen a nightmare that she had projected onto the real world. “Stella?”

“There was someone at the living room window,” she said as she backed up a step into the bedroom. She still stared down the hallway, still waiting for the monster to come.

Cole could see down the hallway because Stella had turned on the lights in the living room before rushing into the bedroom to wake him up, but he didn’t see or hear anyone moving around in the rest of the house. The wind was blowing outside and thunder was rumbling every minute or two, but it wasn’t raining yet. He stood right behind Stella, trying to ignore the noise of the wind, the thunder, the ceiling fan, and Stella’s heavy breathing, trying to listen for any other sounds in the house. He kept his gun down by his side. “Who was at the window?” he asked.

“Maria.”

It took Cole’s groggy mind a few seconds to realize who Stella was talking about. “Maria? From the dig?”

“Yes. She was outside the living room window. Floating out there. She was tapping at the window. She had this . . . this blank look on her face. She was dead, or nearly dead. It’s inside of her.”

“Stella, you’re sure—”

“There’s a snake in the house,” she said.

“A snake?”

“At least one. There might be more now. It came out of the couch.”

Cole remembered the ghost town and the way the Ancient Enemy had controlled the animals there: tarantulas, scorpions, snakes, birds, coyotes. And it had controlled the wind, kicking up a sandstorm.

Just then a gust of wind slammed into the house, rattling the windows. The tree branches and palm fronds were shaking outside. And then when the wind died down, there was a tapping at their bedroom window.

Cole turned and stared at the curtains covering the window. He knew then that Stella was right, the Ancient Enemy was here. Cole had been trying to convince Stella that she hadn’t seen Jim Whitefeather standing in the jungle. He had tried to convince her that she’d been sleepwalking last night. But now he knew that he’d been wrong and she had been right. Maybe he had just been trying to convince himself that it wasn’t really happening again.

There were three more loud taps at the window, a fingernail tapping at the glass.

“Don’t open the curtains,” Stella warned.

Somehow the Ancient Enemy was out there even though Joe Blackhorn said that David had driven the being back to its own world. Cole suddenly felt vulnerable—they didn’t have David here to protect them now. They were defenseless.

“Get the phones,” Cole said. He was still watching the window, the tapping still coming from outside, three taps at a time. He shoved his gun down into the waistband of his pants and darted over to the closet. He opened the doors and pulled out an old cardboard box, tearing it open, pulling out some papers until he found a plastic pouch that was zipped up. He threw the pouch on the bed and then turned back to the closet. Underneath the cardboard box was a wooden box full of bottles of pure grain alcohol. He pulled a bottle out and untwisted the cap, splashing the alcohol around the perimeter of the room.

Stella had the cell phones in her hand, standing very still at the end of the bed. She wasn’t even watching Cole—she was staring in horror at the phone in her hand.

Cole emptied the bottle of alcohol and tossed the bottle down on the floor. He went back to the bed and picked up the plastic pouch, about to hand it to Stella. But then he saw the look on her face as she stared down at her phone. “What is it?”

“David texted me a few hours ago.”

“He did? What did he say?”

“He said the Ancient Enemy is back.”

There was no dismissing it now or trying to pretend that something else was going on. If David said it was back, then it was back.

Stella shook her head a little, staring at Cole. “This text message wasn’t here before. I checked earlier. I would have seen it.”

“We can’t worry about that right now,” Cole said, pulling a disposable lighter out of the wooden tray on top of the dresser. He ripped a strip off of a T-shirt he pulled out of the top drawer and lit the end of it with the lighter. “We need to go.”

Stella’s eyes said: Go where?

And she was right. There was the chance that their truck wouldn’t start. The Ancient Enemy could have already destroyed the engine or drained the battery. But they had to try. They needed to leave now. One thing Cole had learned when they were at Joe Blackhorn’s trailer was that the Ancient Enemy used up a lot of its energy to control the wind, animals, and people. It was powerful, but only for short periods of time. Right now it had been controlling Maria, making her body float outside the windows, tapping at the glass. It was also controlling at least one snake inside the house. And the Ancient Enemy might even be controlling the wind. This was their only chance. The important thing was to get as far away from here as they could. After that Cole could call one of his friends and arrange a flight out of here, even if it was only to the other end of the country, somewhere away from here where they could catch their breath and make more plans.

The tapping sounded at the bedroom window again, a series of quick taps, three at a time. It was a maddening sound. Then the fingernail scraped down the glass, sounding like a fingernail on a chalkboard. Cole wondered why the Ancient Enemy wasn’t shattering the window and rushing inside to get them. David wasn’t here to protect them now. Why hadn’t it gotten Stella when she’d been in the living room earlier? Or why hadn’t it gotten him while he’d been sleeping in bed? Why was it holding back? If it wanted to get inside, it could. It had to be waiting for some reason. But he couldn’t worry about that right now.

Cole looked at Stella again. He held the burning piece of cloth by a corner. “We get to the kitchen and out the back door. To the truck.”

She nodded and slipped her cell phone into the back pocket of her jeans, but she didn’t look confident. She had the plastic pouch in her hand.

Lightning flashed outside. Thunder rumbled a few seconds later.

Cole threw the flaming cloth down at the base of the wall where he had soaked it with the alcohol. The wall erupted in flames. And then he grabbed another bottle of alcohol, opening it up and tossing the cap away.

As they ran down the hall, Cole dribbled the alcohol out of the bottle. Cole kept glancing at the floor as he entered the kitchen, splashing the last of the alcohol around. He pulled his gun out of the waistband of his pants, trying to spot the snake that Stella said was inside the house. He imagined that the snake was coiled up in a shadowy corner somewhere, waiting to strike at them. But he never saw the snake.

Cole kicked the back door open. He expected to see the reanimated corpse of Maria waiting for them, floating out there in the night, but she wasn’t there. He ran across the weedy yard to their Toyota 4x4. He got in the driver’s side and Stella got in the passenger side, throwing the plastic pouch down on the floorboard. Cole slid the key into the ignition after pushing the button down to lock the doors.

The wind was blowing even harder and flashes of lightning were lighting up the darkness for a split second, the wind blowing sand around, bits of plants and twigs pelting their vehicle.

Cole turned the key and the motor tried to turn over, but it sounded like the battery was already low. He tried again, keeping the key turned all the way. The motor turned sluggishly.

It was only playing with us. It didn’t attack us because it wanted us to run out here to the truck; it wanted us to have a glimmer of hope. But now it would come for us.

Another flash of lightning revealed Maria at the other end of the yard, coming out of the brush, floating three feet above the ground, her arms out to her sides, her head cocked to one side, her face blank and her mouth open. She looked so pale in the lightning flash, like a ghost. And there were other things scurrying out of the brush underneath her floating feet—rats, hundreds of them.

Darkness again. Thunder rumbled. The ground shook.

Cole turned the key again, stomping his foot down on the gas pedal. The headlights came on even though Cole hadn’t turned the knob. The dials and gauge lights on the dashboard flickered. The headlights brightened and then dimmed to almost dark, and then brightened again.

Maria was floating closer to them. The sea of rats was getting closer.

“Cole,” Stella said.

Cole kept the key turned all the way and he stomped down on the gas pedal. “Come on!” he yelled at the truck through clenched teeth.

The 4x4 roared to life, the headlights brightening all the way, illuminating Maria who floated ten feet away from the front of the truck, the rats racing towards them under her feet, some of the rodents were already underneath the truck.

Cole shifted into reverse and stomped down on the gas pedal, squishing dozens of rats as he backed down the driveway and out onto the street, the tires sliding as the rain began to fall. He shifted into drive and sped away.


CHAPTER 27

Officer Sam

Iron Springs, New Mexico

It was late now as Officer Sam Yazzie patrolled the streets ten miles outside of Iron Springs, but he was still alert. It was his turn to patrol the main road leading in and out of town. The empty desert was in front of him with a million stars and a nearly-full moon shining down from the night sky, washing the desert in a milky blue light, creating dark shadows. The night had also brought cold air.

It had been hours now and there had been no sign of this killer that everybody had been whispering about. But Officer Sam wasn’t going to let his guard down. He kept himself awake with the coffee, but also with his anger. He thought of John and Deena Bear, people he’d known well. And he thought of their poor son David. At least David and Awenita were with Captain Begay tonight at his house.

When they had organized their patrol earlier in the day, they had all agreed to drive by Captain Begay’s house every hour or so, even though he didn’t want them doing that. Officer Sam had also decided to swing past Awenita’s house on his way out of town. The house was dark and empty. He stopped there for a moment, his Dodge Durango rumbling in the driveway. He used the spotlight on the side of the driver’s door, shining the beam of light along the front of the home, but he saw nothing suspicious.

And now that he was farther away from town, he would run by John and Deena’s house. It was just an empty place now. No one would ever buy the house now. No one would even rent it. No one would buy the land even if the house was torn down. It was a haunted place now and it would always be a haunted place.

On his way out to John and Deena’s house, Officer Sam saw something in the distance down the road, a dark shape speeding towards him. He slowed down a little and flipped his headlights to brights. He saw now that the dark shape was a vehicle racing towards him, but the vehicle had all of its lights turned off.

Sam hit the switch for the police lights on top of his Dodge Durango. His first thought was that it could be the killer driving towards him, the killer they’d all been waiting for. But then he thought it was more likely a drunk driver who hadn’t realized that his headlights weren’t on.

The car wasn’t slowing down as it approached. It was driving fast, at least sixty miles an hour, and it was coming right for him.

Maybe the police lights weren’t working to alert the driver. Sam pressed the button for the siren, just a quick whoop whoop.

The car still hadn’t slowed down. It was almost up to Sam’s vehicle, staying in its own lane, driving as straight as an arrow. It was an older car, a gray Chevy Impala with a different colored front fender and a big dent in the rear quarter panel. The Chevy sped right past Sam’s Durango. His heart skipped a beat, his breath freezing in his lungs for a few seconds. There wasn’t anyone inside the vehicle. The Durango’s headlights had washed over the windshield of the Chevy Impala and there was no one in the driver’s seat.

That can’t be possible.

Maybe the flickering red and blue lights and his headlights had worked together to create some kind of distorting lights and shadows, some kind of optical illusion that made it seem like no one had been driving.

Officer Sam skidded to a stop and turned around. He gunned the gas and sped down the road. He was up to fifty miles an hour. Sixty. Then seventy. He was gaining on the car quickly, the red and blue lights from his police cruiser crisscrossing the road in front of him.

He was about to call this in, but he didn’t grab the mike because he saw the New Mexico plate on the back of the Impala; he already knew whose car this was. This was Billy Nez’s daughter’s car. But he doubted Doli was driving tonight, more likely it was her husband who was often drunk and always getting into trouble.

The driver was already slowing down, already knowing that he couldn’t outrun Officer Sam’s Durango. The Impala veered to the right as it slowed down more, the brake lights flashing a few times. It slowed to a crawl as it ran over the sand and then the brush and small shrubs before coming to a stop in a cloud of dust.

Officer Sam pulled up behind the car and kept his police lights on. He sat there for a moment, not sure what to do. He didn’t want to take this guy in because he didn’t want to leave his patrol, so he decided not to call it in. Maybe Doli’s husband wasn’t drunk; maybe he had just fallen asleep. If he was really drunk, Sam decided that he would just put him in the back of his Durango until his shift was over. There was always the danger of the guy puking or pissing himself, but it was a chance he would take to stay out here and help nab this killer.

If this killer was really coming.

He stared at the Impala in front of him. The Durango’s headlights were shining right into the rear window because his vehicle sat higher up off of the ground. The strange thing was that he still couldn’t see a driver behind the wheel. Maybe the driver was lying down across the seat, passed out. Or maybe he had jumped out earlier, running into the desert, taking his chances out there rather than being caught.

A strange sensation of fear tapped at Sam, but he pushed it away. He always had to be careful on traffic stops, but he was pretty sure this guy would be no real threat.

He got out and unsnapped the strap over his service pistol, getting ready to draw just in case. He pulled his flashlight out and turned it on even though his headlights and police lights were providing plenty of light. He shined his flashlight at the back of the Chevy Impala as he walked towards it, his boots crunching on the sand. It was quiet out here. The only sounds were both of the vehicles running. He was expecting the driver’s window to roll down or the driver’s door to open at any moment, spilling the driver out. But the door remained closed and the window stayed rolled up. All the windows were rolled up.

Sam got to the back door of the car and shined his flashlight in at the back seat. Everything—his heart, his breath, his muscles—seemed to stop for a second. There were four severed heads in the back seat: a man’s head, a woman’s head, and the heads of two children. Blood was smeared all over the seats. The children’s heads were face-down, but the man’s head was on its side and the woman’s face was turned up, her blank eyes staring at the ceiling of the car. Her mouth was wide open, her neck ending in a ragged stump that was crusted with dark blood. Her hair was splayed out underneath the head. It was Doli’s head. And her husband’s head was right beside hers. The two smaller heads must be her children.

Officer Sam drew his gun and stepped in front of the driver’s window, aiming his gun at the window, shining his flashlight beam inside. “Turn the car off! Keep your hands where I can see them!”

There was no one in the driver’s seat—it was empty.

“Aw, you saw the gifts I was bringing to the party,” a deep voice said from right behind Officer Sam.

Sam turned and aimed his pistol and flashlight at the man who stood only a few feet away from him. The man was tall and thin, the skin on his face and hands ghostly white. His head was shaved clean; even his eyebrows and eyelashes were gone.

“Don’t move!” Sam yelled at the man. This was the killer that Begay had warned everyone about earlier—had to be. Sam was going to nab this guy by himself, or shoot him if he had to.

The man raised his hands up slowly, surrendering. There were bloodstains on his dark clothing, and smaller splashes of blood on his hands. The man didn’t look scared. He smiled and his eyes were as cold as the desert air.

“Down on the ground!” Sam yelled. He needed to get this guy down and cuffed, and then he needed to call this in. He wished now that he would have already called this stop in.

“I guess one more gift couldn’t hurt,” the man said as dozens of tentacles shot out of his wrists and from his torso, knocking Sam’s gun and flashlight out of his hands, wrapping around his wrists in a flash.

Sam was slammed into the side of the Impala, his breath knocked from his lungs with a grunt. He slid down the car door, sitting down hard on the sand with his back against the Impala. He didn’t even know how he’d gotten down to the ground so quickly. There were more tentacles wrapped around his wrists and arms, holding him there. The tentacles were moving like snakes, alive but not alive, squeezing him tighter. He tried to kick his legs, but he couldn’t move.

Another tentacle shot out from a dark mass in front of him and wrapped around his neck. The killer was out there somewhere beyond those tentacles, somehow connected to the black, shimmering mass of tendrils. But that wasn’t a man, that was a demon, the Ancient Enemy that some whispered about, the monster that Sam had never believed in.

The tentacle around Sam’s neck tightened, sinking into his flesh, cutting through his windpipe. He could feel the blood gushing down into his lungs, cutting off his breathing, drowning him. He kept his eyes open as long as he could, but everything was going black. His world was turning dark.


CHAPTER 28

David

Iron Springs, New Mexico

David woke up. He was curled up on the floor. He couldn’t remember falling asleep, but he must have dozed off at some point. He looked around at the living room. Angie and his Aunt Awenita were on the couch, one at each end, both asleep. Begay was probably supposed to be on watch, but he was asleep in his recliner, snoring softly, his shotgun on the floor beside him. Billy Nez was in the dining room, chanting softly, moving around in the other room like a shadow. All of the lights were off, but there was a little bit of light shining in through the windows from the front porch light.

David remembered dreaming so he had to have been asleep for a little while. In his dream he’d been in the town of Hope’s End again. But this time the dream was different, this hadn’t been a memory. This time he’d been alone in the town—Jed, Esmerelda, and the others were all gone; it was just him and the dead people in Hope’s End. And the killer. The killer was there in the town, a shadow materializing out of the darkness of the saloon.

But that was all David remembered before snapping awake.

The wind had died down outside of Begay’s house and everything was quiet. It felt like the calm before the storm. David sat up and stared into the dining room and kitchen, catching flashes of movement from Billy Nez, listening to his whispered chants. Begay had said Billy dabbled with the dark side of magic and that some believed he was a witch. Maybe the symbols Billy had painted on David’s hands, the ancient Anasazi writing, would help. But maybe Billy’s dark spells and songs would help, too. Anything might help.

David didn’t know anything about the dark arts, and as far as he knew Joe Blackhorn didn’t either. But Billy said earlier that Joe Blackhorn had left something for him at his place, something that could help with a spirit walk. David wondered if Joe Blackhorn had been keeping secrets from him. But that wasn’t really fair because he hadn’t studied long enough with Joe Blackhorn to find out any secrets the old man might have been keeping; he had turned his back on the medicine man and walked away from his studies. And now the guilt was back. He felt selfish because he had walked away from Joe Blackhorn, because he had wanted to feel normal. But now he knew that feeling normal was never going to be possible for him.

He looked down at the symbols painted on his hands and wrists. He wasn’t as prepared as he could be. He could die tonight because he wasn’t strong enough to defeat that monster out there in the dark, that spirit or demon or alien, or whatever it was. Not only could he die, but his aunt could die. And Captain Begay and his wife. Billy Nez could die. Cole and Stella could die. They could all die because he wasn’t ready, because he wasn’t strong enough to fight the Ancient Enemy, because he hadn’t studied and trained long enough, because he had turned his back on Joe Blackhorn.

The Ancient Enemy wasn’t going to stop after it killed all of them tonight. There would be a black wave of death to follow, every living thing wiped out in its path.

Begay seemed to stop breathing for a moment in his chair, for almost a full minute. David watched him, wondering if he should get up and try to wake the captain up. But then Begay snorted and inhaled a breath, coughing and waking up. He hunched forward in the darkness. “You hear that?”

David wasn’t sure if Begay was talking to him, or if maybe he was freeing himself from the last fragments of a dream.

“You hear that?” Begay asked again.

David listened for a moment, and then he heard a sound coming from outside. It was a rumbling sound, like a car or truck with a powerful engine running.

Begay grabbed his shotgun from the floor and stood up. He walked over to the living room window to peek out through the curtains.

Angie and Awenita woke up on the couch.

“What is it?” Angie asked as she popped up to her feet. “Who’s out there?”

Begay peered out the window. “It’s a squad car,” he said. “A Durango. One of the older ones. I told those guys not to park in front of my house. They need everyone they’ve got out on patrol.”

“What’s he doing out there?”

Begay shook his head just a little, still staring out through the slit in the curtains he had parted with the barrel of his shotgun. “I don’t see anyone. The lights are on, even the lights inside the cruiser, but no one’s there. I think it might be Sam Yazzie’s truck.”

“Why isn’t he in his truck?” Angie asked.

“I don’t know,” Begay muttered. He looked around at the front yard through the window. “Maybe he saw something and got out to check it out.”

David watched Begay at the window. He could tell that Begay felt helpless. He knew Begay wanted to go outside and check on Sam, but he was torn between staying in the house to protect them and going out there to help his former officer.

The wind picked up a little, David could hear it and he felt the goosebumps on his skin. It felt like the fine hairs on his skin were standing up, like a slight electric current was suddenly in the air. It was a sensation he’d felt before when the Ancient Enemy was close.

Begay let the curtain fall back in place and walked back to his chair, pacing the floor. Angie sat back down on the couch.

Something slammed against the front door from outside, a wet thump.

David had heard that sound before, the sound of wet thumps striking a door. He’d heard those same sounds in Tom Gordon’s cabin in Colorado.

Another thump against the door, loud and heavy, but also soft, like a rock covered in a cloth.

“What the hell?” Begay said, frozen for a moment with his shotgun in his hand.

Billy entered the living room from the kitchen, staring at the front door.

Three more thumps sounded against the door—five of them so far.

Begay marched to the front door.

“Wait,” David yelled at him.

Begay stopped and stared at David. “You know what that is?”

David didn’t answer because it wasn’t a simple thing to explain. He knew vaguely what the thumps were: body parts thrown against the front door, just like what had happened at Tom Gordon’s cabin in Colorado. But he didn’t know whose body parts they were. David looked at Billy Nez. The man looked frightened, like he’d just gotten a horrible premonition.

“It could be Sam knocking at the door,” Begay said, going for the door again.

“It isn’t Sam,” David told him.

Again, Begay stopped in his tracks. He looked at the door; the thumps against the door had stopped now. He looked at the window, the porch light shining in through the curtains.

Then the porch light went out. All of the lights went out and the house was plunged into darkness.

Angie screamed and put a hand up to her mouth.

Begay hurried over to the front window and peeked out through the curtains. He was tense, like a cat inspecting something on the floor, ready to jump back at any moment.

The Ancient Enemy was out there, David was sure of that. But it was more than that, the Ancient Enemy had brought a killer this time, a man who would know how to get inside the house, a man who would know how to terrorize his victims and keep them off-balance and second guessing.

Angie watched Begay as he stared out the front window. She still had one hand up to her mouth, breathing so heavily she was practically hyperventilating. “What is it?” she whispered at her husband. “What’s out there?”

Begay looked more confused than frightened as he stared out the window.

David had seen that expression on a man’s face before, at the cabin when Cole’s brother Trevor had stared out the cabin’s front window, staring at Frank standing in the snow, Frank who had been taken in the night and sent back to ask for things.

But David didn’t think the Ancient Enemy was going to ask for things now. No, the Ancient Enemy had the serial killer with him this time, a man who wouldn’t hesitate to kill just for the pleasure of it.

“I don’t see anything out there,” Begay finally answered his wife.


CHAPTER 29

Begay

Iron Springs, New Mexico

Begay moved farther to his left along the window so he could see more of the front porch, but everything was hidden in darkness. From this angle he could only see part of the front porch. It looked like there might be some stains on the concrete floor of the porch, maybe mud or footsteps, but he couldn’t be sure. The night sky was clear of clouds and full of stars, and the moonlight helped a little, but the only other light out there was from Officer Sam’s Durango. Begay was still tense as he looked out the window, ready to jump back if he needed to, his shotgun still gripped tightly in one hand.

“I still don’t see anything out there,” Begay said. “Sam’s Durango is still running, the interior lights still on.”

“You’re sure it’s Sam’s truck?” Angie asked.

“Yeah. The doors are all closed, the windows rolled up. But no one’s inside.”

“You think he’s out there chasing someone?” Awenita asked.

Begay didn’t answer.

“Maybe it was Sam at the front door,” Angie said. “Like you said.”

But Begay wasn’t so sure about that now. “No. He would have called out to us.”

Not if he can’t talk, a voice whispered in Begay’s mind.

Begay studied their large front yard. It was mostly hidden in darkness, but there was something halfway between the porch and Sam’s Durango. “I think I see something out there.”

“What?” Angie asked.

“I can’t make it out.” He stared out the window at the thing in the dark. It was only about three or four feet tall and skinny. It looked almost like a tree trunk that had been snapped off about four feet up. But there was no tree there in his front yard. It wasn’t a person—too thin. A child? No, still too thin. This looked more like a short ragged post in the ground.

Begay moved away from the window. He knew he needed to go out there. Sam was out there. If Sam was in trouble he wouldn’t be able to forgive himself if he stayed in the house under the guise of protecting everyone else. He walked over to Angie and handed her the shotgun.

“No,” Angie whispered. “Don’t go out there.”

Begay knew Angie could use the shotgun, he had taught her to use it in the backyard years ago. He had also taught her how to use a handgun and a rifle.

“You watch the front door,” Begay told Angie. “When I come back I’ll call out to you. I’ll identify myself. If anyone comes to the door you tell them to identify themselves or warn them that you will shoot.”

Angie nodded, but she looked scared to death. She knew there was no use in arguing with him about it now.

Begay still had his pistol in his hand. He went into the kitchen and opened the drawer where they kept the flashlights. He grabbed two of them. He handed one to Angie and kept one for himself. He kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll be fine,” he whispered.

She didn’t look like she believed it.

Billy Nez met Begay at the front door; he had an old revolver in his hand.

“Where’d you get that?” Begay asked, nodding down at the gun in his hand.

“My medicine bag. I did not only bring feathers and beads.”

Begay was going to tell Billy to wait, order him to stay in the house, but he knew he couldn’t do that; he wasn’t a captain in the Navajo Tribal Police anymore, and Billy Nez could go where he wanted. Begay was about to warn Billy that it could be dangerous out there, but he saw that Billy already knew that. Begay wished they had gone somewhere else today, but it had been late and he figured they could stay the night here in the house. Besides, where could they have gone that the Ancient Enemy wouldn’t know about? Where were they truly safe?

Maybe the killer wasn’t out there yet. Maybe Officer Sam had just stopped by and was taking a look around, checking things out. But Begay didn’t believe that. Sam would have called first, or at least knocked on the door. And the electricity going out couldn’t just be a coincidence.

David will be in the house, Begay told himself. At least Angie and Awenita will be safe with David here.

A voice cried from outside, a female voice, the voice of a little girl. “Help meee. Please, help me!”


CHAPTER 30

Begay

Iron Springs, New Mexico

Billy Nez’s eyes widened with fear, his body suddenly tense and ramrod straight as he listened to the little girl call for help outside. He knew that voice. “Kai,” he whispered.

“Acheii,” the girl screamed from outside—the Navajo word for grandfather. It was then that Begay realized it was Billy’s granddaughter out there calling him.

Begay saw Kai in his mind, just a flash of memory from this morning when he’d seen her and her brother Yas. He’d been at their home with David, asking if they knew where their grandfather was.

Billy brushed past Begay and unlocked the front door, tearing it open.

Begay was about to order Billy to wait for him, but both men froze as they stared at the open front door. There were blood splatters all over the outside of the door, the blood so dark against the white paint in the moonlight. Whatever had hit the front door five times had left smears of blood behind. There were more splotches of blood on the floor of the front porch, just barely visible in the darkness, the spots that Begay had seen through the window, the spots he thought were mud or dirt tracks.

“Help meeee!” Kai’s voice mewled out in the darkness.

Begay realized that Kai’s voice was coming from the object he had seen in the front yard, the short shadowy thing he couldn’t make out in the darkness.

Billy bolted out the door with his revolver in his hand. “Kai, hold on! I’m coming!”

“Billy, wait!” Begay yelled, but Billy wasn’t waiting.

Begay turned to Angie. “Come lock this deadbolt when I leave. You don’t unlock this door for anyone except us!”

Angie took a step forward and nodded, the shotgun still clenched in her hands. Her eyes were so big and round with fear.

Begay twisted the lock on the doorknob and rushed outside, pulling the door closed behind him. He looked down at the concrete floor of the front porch as he ran to the edge of it, shining his flashlight beam down at the splatters of blood all over the surface. It looked like someone had dunked a basketball in blood and bounced it all over the front porch and front door.

A moment later Begay was running through his front yard. Billy was already ten yards ahead of him, running towards Sam’s Durango, kicking up sand as he sprinted. Begay had his flashlight trained on Billy, but the light beam was swaying back and forth as he ran. A cold wind blew, rattling the leaves of the cottonwoods at the other end of the yard, the line of trees marking the end of his property on that side.

Billy had stopped running. He had stopped cold. His body was suddenly very still, his shoulders slumping like all the strength and energy had suddenly drained out of him. He lowered his gun down to his side. He was standing in front of the object in the middle of the yard.

Begay’s chest was burning from the short run, his heart jackhammering in his chest. His knees and back already hurt, and he couldn’t catch his breath. But he caught up to Billy and stood right beside him, staring at the object he’d seen from the window, the object he thought had looked like a thin tree trunk broken off around four feet high. He couldn’t understand now how he could have possibly thought this was a tree trunk. Maybe his mind hadn’t been able to process what he was seeing from the living room window, or maybe a part of his mind didn’t want to really see what it was. But now that he was standing right in front of it, there was no pretending that it was something else. It was a stack of heads, like some kind of morbid totem pole, all of the faces pointed towards them. Officer Sam’s head was on the bottom. His eyes were purplish and swollen shut, his mouth a grim line, his face squished just a bit perhaps from the weight of the four heads stacked on top of his. The head on top of Sam’s head was Doli’s husband. Begay couldn’t recall the man’s name, but he remembered that he was always in trouble. His eyes were halfway open, the eyeballs glazed and white. His nose looked broken, crushed in. Dried blood was caked under his nose and all over the lips of his open mouth. His tongue was swollen inside, forcing his mouth open a little. The head of Billy’s daughter, Doli, was on top of her husband’s head. Her long hair was parted in the middle and flowing down onto the sides of her husband’s face. Her eyes were almost closed. There were cuts and spots of blood on her face. The head on top of Doli’s head was Yas, her son. And the head on the top of the stack was Kai’s head.

Begay wasn’t sure how the heads were stacked up straight like they were; he thought maybe there was a wooden pole or piece of rebar shoved into the ground and the heads had been stuck down onto the stick like a shish kabob.

Billy still hadn’t moved. His face was a mask of shock and sorrow. He stared at his granddaughter’s face.

“We have to get back inside,” Begay told Billy. He was shocked by the obscene totem pole, but he’d been prepared for something like this; after what he’d seen in the ghost town seven years ago, he knew what the Ancient Enemy was capable of.

Billy didn’t answer Begay, he just whispered Kai’s name.

“Help me,” Kai whispered, her words just barely heard.

Begay’s eyes shot back to Kai’s head on top of all of the others. Her eyes had been closed but now they were wide open, her pupils looking like two round black polished stones set in her face, the large eyes of a child. Begay shined his flashlight beam at the girl’s face. There was no expression on her face, but her eyes remained open as her lips trembled. “Help me, acheii.”

She can’t be talking. She doesn’t have a neck anymore. No vocal chords. The Ancient Enemy is in there somewhere, a sliver of itself inside this totem pole, controlling this abomination, making the girl talk.

“You were supposed to be there with us, acheii,” the girl whispered. “You were supposed to protect us.”

Tears slipped out of Billy’s eyes, but he was so still, his body deflated, shoulders sagging, the revolver loose in his hand, ready to slip out of numb fingers and fall to the ground.

Begay grabbed Billy, turning him away from the stack of heads, shaking him, trying to snap him out of the stupor that had taken him over. “Billy Nez! It’s not Kai anymore! She’s dead now. The Ancient Enemy is controlling this. We need to get back inside the house.” He wasn’t going to wait much longer for Billy. He hoped Angie and Awenita were safe inside with David, but he couldn’t be absolutely sure of it. If Billy wasn’t going to come back with him, then Begay was going to have to leave him out here alone.

Billy seemed to suddenly come to life and Begay wondered if his words had finally gotten through to the man. Billy’s eyes narrowed, his eyebrows knitting together, his mouth turning down into a severe frown—a growing thunderstorm of rage on his face. He tore himself from Begay’s grasp and ran away from the stack of severed heads, running deeper into the yard, waving his gun as he ran. “Come show yourself!” he screamed at the darkness.

“Billy, no!” Begay yelled. He couldn’t run after Billy now, he didn’t have the strength for it. He needed to get back to the house. The Ancient Enemy would be going for the house now—he was sure of it.

Billy seemed to blend into the darkness, but Begay could still see him like a shadow moving along the moonlit ground. From the darker shadows of the cottonwood trees, something large and quick darted across the sand, slamming into Billy, lifting him up and spinning him around in the air. Billy was caught in a web of living darkness.

It was too late for Billy now. He screamed as he was pulled apart.

Begay turned to run back to the house. A man stood in his way. The man was tall, his clean-shaven head and face so pale and luminous in the moonlight.

It was the killer and he had something in his hand.

Begay raised his gun up, tried to get off a shot, but the killer had already swung the weapon in his hand. Begay felt a blast of pain in the side of his head and his body went numb, and then his world turned to blackness.


CHAPTER 31

David

Iron Springs, New Mexico

Angie kept the shotgun aimed at the front door like Begay had told her to. The weapon was getting heavy and her hands and arms were trembling, but she wasn’t going to set it down. She had backed up towards the kitchen with Awenita and David right behind her.

“I heard yelling out there,” David’s aunt said.

Angie nodded.

David had heard it too. Captain Begay had been yelling, but now it was quiet and it had remained quiet for a few minutes now. That might be bad, but it might be good. Maybe Captain Begay was still alive. But there had been other screams, too. Billy’s screams. Those screams had been cut short. The wind rushed up and then died down quickly. Now there were no sounds coming from outside except the faint rumbling of the police cruiser parked out on the road.

“We need to call the police,” Awenita said. “Get some help.” She ran for the phone on the wall in the kitchen. She grabbed the receiver and punched at the buttons frantically. She hung the phone up, slamming it into the cradle, then picked it up and tried the buttons again. The phone was dead.

“Let me have your cell phone,” Awenita told David when she came back.

“Cell phone service isn’t the greatest out here,” Angie warned.

David pulled his phone out of his pocket and gave it to his aunt. He’d been waiting to get a text from Stella but maybe the service here wasn’t letting her messages get through. Or maybe Cole and Stella were having a hard time with cell reception in Costa Rica—they were in a pretty remote area of the country.

Awenita dialed a number into David’s phone, waited a second, and then sighed in frustration. “No service.” She moved around in the kitchen and the dining room, trying the phone again and again.

It’s not going to work, David thought. The Ancient Enemy isn’t going to let it work.

“The captain will be back soon,” Angie said as she stared at the front door with her shotgun still aimed at it. “He’ll know what to do.”

“Officer Sam’s car is out there,” Awenita said when she came back and handed the cell phone back to David. “They’ll know his car is here. He probably called it in when he got here. They’ll come looking for him soon.”

David walked across the living room to the front windows.

“What are you doing?” his aunt asked.

“Going to look out the window,” he told her.

Awenita didn’t try to stop him.

David got to the window and pulled the curtain back just a little, allowing the faintest of moonlight to shine inside the house. He stared out the window for a moment, trying to make things out in the darkness. He could see the night sky and the dark silhouette of mountains and trees against it on the horizon. He could make out the dark mass of cottonwoods to the left of the front yard. The police cruiser wasn’t running now. All the lights were off, too. Someone had just shut the engine and the lights off.

The wind kicked up in a sudden gust, sand blowing around, obscuring the little that David could see in the yard. But he thought he could make out some of the objects in the front yard, but he couldn’t see anything clearly enough, especially not now with the sand blowing all over the place.

“You see him?” Angie asked. She sounded like she was on the verge of crying.

David let the curtain fall back in place. He walked back to Angie and his aunt. “No,” he whispered to Angie. “I can’t see anything out there. The police car isn’t running anymore. Someone shut it off. All the lights too.” The Ancient Enemy shut the police cruiser off, he thought but didn’t say it. The Ancient Enemy shut the police cruiser off just like it had shut off the electricity and the phones, and disrupted the cell service here.

“He’ll be back soon,” Angie told herself.

The wind died down as suddenly as it had picked up. The three of them stood in the dark and the silence. But then David heard the sound of shuffling feet across the concrete porch. Someone was walking towards the front door out there.

“It’s him,” Angie practically squealed with delight. She started to go for the door, but David put a hand on her upper arm, stopping her.

“It’s not him,” David told Angie.

She stared at him like she was shocked he would try to stop her from opening the door for her husband. “How do you know?” Her voice was louder and sharper, like she was accusing him of something.

“It’s not him,” David said again.


CHAPTER 32

David

Iron Springs, New Mexico

There were three heavy knocks at the front door.

Angie pulled her arm out of David’s grasp, swinging the shotgun down to her side, about to rush for the door.

“Please don’t open the door,” David told her. He wasn’t so worried for himself, more for her.

“Maybe David’s right,” Awenita said.

Angie ignored both of them as she walked towards the door.

Three more knocks at the door. The pounding was so hard it sounded like the door was vibrating in the doorframe from the force of the knocks.

Angie hesitated.

“Tell him to identify himself,” Awenita yelled at Angie. “That’s what Begay said to do. Remember?”

Angie didn’t look back; she still stared at the front door.

David was ready to grab his aunt and herd her to another room, through the kitchen to Captain Begay’s man-cave. If his aunt stayed with him, maybe he could protect her like he had protected Stella and Cole in the cabin in Colorado. The only problem was that David didn’t know how he had protected them, and he didn’t know how to protect his aunt now.

“Baby,” Angie said to the door, her fingers on the deadbolt knob, ready to unlock it. “Is that you?”

Silence from the other side of the door. Not even the wind was blowing now; it was like the Ancient Enemy wanted them to hear everything.

There was no knocking now, but a voice answered Angie: “Let me in.” But it wasn’t Begay’s voice—it was Billy Nez’s voice.

“That’s not Billy anymore,” David told Angie.

Angie’s fingers still rested on the deadbolt knob.

David took a few steps towards Angie and the door. His aunt was right behind him. He turned his cell phone on and shined the light at the front door, illuminating Angie in front of the door. Her face was wet, shiny with tears in the light.

“Please,” Billy said from behind the door. “Let me in. The killer was out here. You have to let me in.”

David watched Angie’s face in the cell phone’s light. He saw that she was crying harder and it seemed like she knew the truth now; she knew it wasn’t Billy out there anymore.

“I’ve seen this before,” David told Angie in a calm and even tone of voice, trying to get through to her, to stop her from opening the door. He took a few steps closer to her. “The Ancient Enemy sends people back. It controls them like puppets.”

“The captain is out here,” Billy said through the door, but his voice was gruff and guttural, more of a growl now. “He’s still alive. He needs help. Don’t you want to help him?”

Angie’s eyes widened with hope, her fingers twitching on the deadbolt knob.

“It’s not true,” David told her. “He’s telling you anything to get you to open the door. Ask Billy why he didn’t bring the captain back with him.”

Angie turned to the door. “Where’s my husband? How come he isn’t with you?”

“He’s in the front yard. He got hit with something. I can’t carry him. You need to help him.”

“Don’t do it,” David told her.

For a second David was sure he’d gotten through to Angie, but then she twisted the deadbolt knob and unlocked the lock on the doorknob.

The front door flew open and Billy Nez rushed inside, crashing into Angie, knocking the shotgun from her hands. The weapon dropped to the floor and slid into the corner by the door, hitting the wall.

David rushed towards the door without thinking about it, a white fury in his mind. He just wanted all of this to stop; he just wanted the Ancient Enemy to go away, to leave him and everyone he knew alone.

“Stop!” David yelled. He thrust his hands out in front of him like he was going to push Billy Nez back. The symbols Billy had painted on David’s skin a few hours ago began to glow, like little heating elements were warming up, first yellow, then orange, then a deep red.

Billy Nez was rocked back in the doorway from the invisible force that came out of David. Billy stood ramrod straight for just a second, then he fell forward onto the floor inside the house, his body smashing apart like a porcelain doll as it hit the floor, his head and hands coming loose from the rest of his body. Other sections of his body came apart inside his clothing, like large pieces of rocks were inside his shirt and pants.

David lowered his hands.

Angie was still on the floor in front of Billy as large black beetles crawled out of his body, crawling out of the ends of his wrists and the stump of his neck. She scrambled back away from Billy’s body, crab walking back along the floor, kicking and screaming as she tried to get away from the broken corpse.

The backs of the fat black beetles shined in the moonlight that came in through the open front door. The beetles crawled all over Billy’s body, but they weren’t coming forward, they crawled along Billy’s back and legs, collecting on the floor beyond his legs, forming into another creature, swirling like a black smoke out onto the front porch, building and collecting mass, its shape constantly shifting and changing in the shadows under the porch. The writhing black shape tore away into the night like smoke carried along the wind.

David looked down at his hands and wrists. The Anasazi symbols were no longer glowing. Had the Anasazi writing on his skin helped, or had the power come from somewhere inside of him?

Angie was back on her feet, right in front of David now, staring at Billy Nez, making sure he wasn’t moving. The pieces of his body were motionless now, the black beetles swept away in the night wind. The Ancient Enemy was gone for now.

David wondered why the Ancient Enemy had gone away. It had Angie right there in the foyer. It could have grabbed her and taken her out into the yard. Had David pushed it back or had the Ancient Enemy gone willingly? Why would it just leave like that?

“Where’s Awenita?” Angie asked when she turned to look at David.


CHAPTER 33

David

Iron Springs, New Mexico

David spun around. He hadn’t even heard his aunt leave, never even knew she wasn’t behind him anymore.

She ran, David told himself. She saw that monster that used to be Billy Nez in the doorway and she ran. She was probably hiding somewhere right now.

Or the reason the Ancient Enemy hadn’t attacked was because it had only been a distraction.

David didn’t want to listen to that voice in his mind, but he had a nauseous feeling in his stomach as he hurried into the kitchen and the dining room. He looked around. He had his cell phone in his hand again, the screen lit up to give him some light. He shined the light around the rooms so quickly that it seemed like the shadows were racing along the walls.

“Aunt Awenita!” David called.

Angie stared at the door that led to her husband’s man-cave—the door was ajar.

David saw what Angie was staring at. She’s in there, he told himself. She’s in there hiding, scared to death.

David bolted to the door and pushed it open, letting the meager light from his cell phone guide his way. The light from the phone lit up most of the room but kept the corners and the bar in shadows. He stopped in his tracks when he came to Captain Begay’s two leather recliners. There on the floor between the backs of the chairs and the bar was his aunt sprawled out, her face staring up at the ceiling, her eyes wide open, her throat a gory mess, the blood so dark and glistening in the light from his cell phone.

“No,” David whispered. “Please, no.”

The light on his phone winked out and he had to push the button to light it up again. For a second as he stood in the darkness David thought his aunt’s body would be gone when he lit the phone back up again. For a second he thought that he hadn’t really seen her on the floor, that it had been a hallucination. But when he lit the phone up again she was still there, still in exactly the same position on the floor.

“He wants to take everything from you first,” a deep voice said from behind David.

David turned around, shining his cell phone at the voice like he was aiming a weapon. A tall man was right behind Angie, holding a hunting knife up to her throat. The knife blade still had a little bit of blood on it like his aunt’s blood hadn’t been wiped off well enough. Angie stood motionless, afraid to move an inch with the blade up to her throat. The man’s skin was so pale in the light, like a living corpse. But this man wasn’t dead, he was very much alive—he was the killer. David had never actually seen the killer in his dreams, but he had sensed the evil and he felt that same evil right now. The man was thin but all muscle that could erupt in explosive power. His head was shaved clean and he had no eyebrows left, just hard ridges of bone and flesh that protruded over his eyes, the darkest eyes that David had ever seen, eyes that showed no mercy or compassion. The killer’s mouth spread into a smile of triumph, his lips shiny in the cell phone’s light.

David knew the Ancient Enemy wasn’t inside the killer anymore; it was out there waiting in the night for its puppet to complete the task.

“It will kill you after you kill me,” David told the killer. “It’s only using you to get to me.”

“I know,” the killer said. “I want it to use me. I want to help it, to serve it, to give it what it wants. And what it wants more than anything is for you to be dead. And I’m going to give that to it. First I’m going to cut this woman’s throat while you watch, and then I’m coming for you.”

David had nowhere to run; Begay’s man-cave had no doors that led outside and he wouldn’t have time to get out through the windows. He already knew he didn’t stand a chance in a fight against the killer, and he couldn’t use his power on the killer because he was just a man now that the Ancient Enemy wasn’t inside of him anymore. But David swore he would fight as hard as he could when the killer came for him, he would fight as hard as he ever had.

Angie looked resigned to her fate, closing her eyes now. She looked close to passing out.

“Say goodbye,” the killer whispered to David. The killer was about to rip the blade across Angie’s throat, but then his forehead exploded open. Blood, bits of brain, and tiny pieces of skull came flying out. His eyes had bulged in surprise in that millisecond, his mouth falling open. His body went limp. The knife slipped out of his already dead fingers.

Angie pushed herself away from the killer, a scream escaping her throat. Blood from the killer’s forehead was splattered all over the top of her head, making her hair shiny in the darkness.

David stood in the middle of the floor, unable to move for a moment as he watched the killer fall forward onto his face, bones crunching when he hit the floor.

Emerging from the darkness of the kitchen was a man, a gun still in his hand. He lowered the gun now, aiming it down at the pale body of the killer as he inched his way forward to the doorway, revealed in the light of David’s cell phone. It was Agent Palmer.

Palmer entered the room, still aiming his gun down at the dead killer.

David realized that he hadn’t even heard the gunshot, he had somehow blocked out the noise as the top half of the killer’s face exploded outward.

The wind gusted outside, another sound David hadn’t noticed until now. But the wind was dying down already, and David could hear the sirens of police cruisers getting closer.

“David,” Agent Palmer said. “Are you okay?”

David nodded.

Palmer looked at Angie. She was crying. “Captain Begay’s outside,” he told her. “He got hit in the head pretty hard. He’s hurt, but I think he’s going to be okay.”

Angie erupted into tears, falling to her knees and sobbing.

Palmer looked back at David.

“It’s gone for now,” David told the FBI agent like he had asked the question. “It will be back, but for now it’s gone.”


CHAPTER 34

Palmer

Iron Springs, New Mexico

As dawn began to break Palmer was outside with David, Captain Begay, and Angie. The ambulance was there, ready to take Captain Begay to the hospital. Palmer guessed that Begay had been hit in the head with some kind of blunt object, a rock or maybe a stick. There was a pretty good gash on his head and dried blood caked the side of his face. There was more blood all over the front of his shirt. He had twisted his knee in the fall and he could hardly walk.

The paramedics had inspected the other bodies: Awenita and the killer in Begay’s house, Billy Nez—the pieces of him—in Begay’s doorway, and the five severed heads in the front yard, the heads rammed down onto a long thin metal rod that had been driven into the ground.

Another officer of the Navajo Tribal Police found Officer Sam’s headless body beside Doli’s Chevy Impala. He had called it in and one of the other officers eventually came to Begay’s house, calling all of the other officers when he got there. Two officers were now on their way out to Billy Nez’s home where Palmer was sure they would find the car that the killer had driven down here.

Palmer had gotten to Begay’s house before any of the police officers had. He had driven past the house and saw the front door wide open. He suspected something was wrong, but more than that, he felt it. He’d parked thirty feet down the road, sneaking in through the driveway between Begay’s new pickup truck and a minivan. Now that he was closer, he saw that there appeared to be a body in the doorway of Begay’s house. But what caught his eye was the large body lying in the middle of the yard. He hurried over to the fallen man, crouching down as he ran, his gun out.

It was Captain Begay on the ground. The side of his head and face were covered with blood. He saw the stack of severed heads near Begay, like some kind of grisly totem pole erected in the middle of the yard. He checked Begay’s pulse in his neck and was surprised to find one.

The wind had kicked up at that moment and it made it even harder for Palmer to see in the darkness, but he knew he had to leave Begay behind for the moment and get into the house. He sprinted across the front yard to the front door and stared down at the man’s body there, the head and hands detached from the corpse.

From behind him, Palmer heard the wind gusting, he heard the leaves rattling in the trees. It felt like something was rushing up behind him, but Palmer made himself wait there in the doorway, hiding in the shadows of it, watching the interior of the home. He saw a shadowy figure moving through the kitchen, sneaking up behind a woman and putting a knife to her throat. He was the killer, Palmer was sure of it. Maybe he couldn’t save all of these people, but he could get in there and put a bullet in the killer’s brain. At least he could do that much.

Palmer crept forward with his gun in his hand. He was trying to be quiet but he was also trying to move quickly. He knew he didn’t have much time. He heard the killer talking in a deep voice. He heard David from the next room telling the killer that the Ancient Enemy wasn’t going to let him live after this.

The killer didn’t care; all he wanted to do was give the Ancient Enemy what it wanted, to serve his new master.

Palmer was only three feet away when he shot the killer in the back of the head. He hadn’t been sure if the killer had already slit Angie’s throat, but if he didn’t take the shot then her death was going to be certain in the next few seconds.

After it was all over Palmer brought David and Angie out to the front yard, out to Begay. Angie didn’t seem to notice the stack of heads (or didn’t want to), she only concentrated on her husband who was beginning to wake up, trying to sit up, grunting with effort as he got to his feet, hobbling on one leg.

They moved slowly across the dirt yard to the driveway, Begay limping the whole way. Begay sat down on the back of his truck after Palmer lowered the tailgate.

“Thank you,” Begay told Palmer when they told him what had happened, how Palmer had shot the killer.

Two officers from the tribal police were there within minutes. They said more officers were on their way. They had searched the yard and house. One officer brought a white bedsheet from the back of his car and draped it over the stack of severed heads in the middle of the front yard.

And now Palmer waited as the paramedics got Begay onto a gurney.

“I need to make a quick phone call,” Palmer told them. He walked away and called Cardenelli. “I got the killer,” he told Cardenelli when he was out of earshot of the others.

For a moment Cardenelli was in shock, still trying to come fully awake.

“He’s dead,” Palmer said into the phone. “No ID on the killer yet, but I’m certain the shoe tread, clothing fibers, and DNA will be a match to what you’ve got up there.”

“Where . . . where the hell are you?”

“In New Mexico. Iron Springs. On the Navajo Reservation.”

“The same place—”

“Yes, where the Dig Site Murders happened.”

“How did you know he’d be there?”

Palmer could hear the suspicion in Cardenelli’s voice. “The killer was trying to re-create the Dig Site Murders, but he also wanted revenge on anyone involved with the murders seven years ago. He got Teresa to get to me. I figured he might go after Captain Begay of the Navajo Tribal Police and his family. And I figured he might go after David Bear, the boy Stella took from the dig site.”

“You got him before he killed anyone?”

“No,” Palmer answered. “He got seven of them down here before I could stop him. A whole family, an Officer named Sam Yazzie, and David’s aunt. All of the victims have already been positively ID’d.”

“Survivors?”

“Yes. David survived. Captain Begay and his wife. Captain Begay was injured. An ambulance is here now. It’s a head injury but he seems to be okay.”

“This is . . . How am I going to explain this?” Cardenelli asked. “You’re retired. You’re not even supposed to be down there.”

“I came down here on my own to visit my friend Captain Begay and his wife. I came to warn them that he and his loved ones might be in danger. I guess I was just in the right place at the right time.”

“Hmm,” Cardenelli said, but he didn’t sound happy.

“But I didn’t get here soon enough,” Palmer said more to himself than to Cardenelli. “Not nearly soon enough.”

“I’ll text you the number of the FBI office in Farmington,” Cardenelli said like he hadn’t even heard Palmer’s words. “You tell them to get out there now.”

“Klein still in charge there?”

“No,” Cardenelli answered. “New guy. He’ll get forensics there and take care of everything. I don’t want those bodies touched or disturbed in any way. Is that clear?”

“Clear.”

“And you let the tribal police know that this is the FBI’s case now. I don’t want them involved.”

“I think they already know that.”

Cardenelli hung up without giving Palmer an “attaboy” or a “good job.” Palmer figured that Cardenelli was pissed because he and his boys hadn’t brought the killer down themselves; it had taken and ex-FBI agent, an ex-drunk, to do it. But Palmer was sure Cardenelli would find a way to spin all of this in his favor, find some way that he could take credit for this.

The morning was brightening up quickly. Some of the officers of the tribal police were holding a few of the onlookers in the street back. One of the officers had already sectioned off the front yard with yellow police tape.

Palmer went back to the captain, David, and Angie. The paramedics were already tending to Begay on the gurney even though he insisted that he was okay.

“He’s probably got a concussion and a sprained knee,” the paramedic told Angie, and then looked at Palmer, anyone but Begay. “He should get some tests done.”

“I don’t need any tests,” Begay grumbled.

“Yes, you do,” Angie said. “And you’re going with them.”

David watched in silence, still stunned by the death of his aunt. Begay looked at David then at Palmer. He looked at the paramedics. “Can I get a moment alone with these guys?”

The paramedics didn’t look willing to leave, like Begay might try to escape.

Begay pointed at Palmer. “He’s from the FBI and I need to tell him something real quick. Can you give us a little breathing room? I’ll go with you after that.”

The two paramedics walked away.

Begay looked at David. “This isn’t over, is it?”

“No,” David whispered. “It’s going to come back.”

“Cole and Stella might be in trouble,” Begay said to Palmer. “They’re down in Costa Rica. David wants to go down there. Is there any way you could help him with that?”

“I . . . I don’t know—”

“I don’t need to go there anymore,” David said.

Palmer stared at David.

“They’re coming here,” David said. “Stella and Cole will be here soon.”

“How do you know?” Begay asked. “Did you hear from them?”

David shook his head no. “I just know. But I need help with something else. Billy Nez said Joe Blackhorn left something for me at his place before he died, something that will help with a spirit walk. I need to go there. I need to find what Joe Blackhorn left for me.”

Begay looked at Palmer. “Could you take him there? I don’t think they’re going to let me out of the hospital for a little while. And I think we need to hurry on this.”

“I have to wait for the FBI agent to get here,” Palmer said. “They need to take my statement. They’ll want a statement from you, too. They’ll probably get in touch with you at the hospital.”

Begay waved his hand like he was okay with that.

“But after that,” Palmer said as he looked at David, “I can take you.”

“I’ll text you the directions to Joe Blackhorn’s place,” Begay told Palmer. “You need to use my truck. Your car won’t make it all the way out there.”

Palmer remembered how remote Joe Blackhorn’s place was.


CHAPTER 35

Cole

Costa Rica

It was almost dawn as Cole drove their Toyota 4x4 through the pouring rain. Right after they had left their burning house, the clouds split open and released a monsoon of rain. A lot of times these thunderstorms only lasted a little while, but this one had been going on now for almost two hours.

Cole didn’t really know where he was going right now; he was just driving as far away from their burning house as he could. He still felt like he was in shock after what had happened there. He had allowed himself to believe after seven years that all of it was finally over, that David had killed the Ancient Enemy in that ghost town, or at least sent it back to its world and closed the door on it.

But a part of Cole had never truly believed it was over, a small part of Cole wanted to be prepared if it ever came back again—as prepared as he could be for something like the Ancient Enemy. He’d had two more fake IDs made when they had first come down to Costa Rica, new passports and new names for each of them, along with fake birth certificates and credit cards. He had also squirreled away five thousand dollars in cash (the rest of their money was in several bank accounts in Panama under their fake names). He had kept all of that in the plastic zippered pack that was on the floorboard right now. The plastic pouch was small, lightweight, and waterproof. The other thing he’d gotten ready were the bottles of grain alcohol he had used to set the house on fire. Fire seemed to have hurt the Ancient Enemy back in the cabin in Colorado, so maybe fire would work again, or at least buy them some time. And it had worked tonight.

Or had it?

Cole still couldn’t help feeling that the Ancient Enemy hadn’t attacked them for a particular reason. There was no way it could be scared of them like it was scared of David.

So why hadn’t it come inside the house and taken them?

“You okay?” Cole asked Stella as he drove, trying to think about something else. She’d been quiet for a while now.

Stella nodded and showed him a weak and fake smile. “You had this stuff ready,” she said, glancing down at the plastic pack by her feet on the floorboard. “And the bottles of alcohol, fuel for a fire. Storing gasoline in the house would have smelled and the gas would have turned bad after a while. You’ve had the house ready for this since we moved in.”

“I never thought it would come back,” Cole told her. “But I couldn’t be sure. I wanted to believe David had killed it, or at least sent it away, but I couldn’t bet my life on it. I couldn’t bet our lives on it.”

Stella didn’t say anything.

“I didn’t want to say anything to you about it. I didn’t want you to worry. I did this stuff when we were first down here, back when we were still paranoid. Still scared.”

Stella pulled her cell phone out of her pocket, checking it again.

“Still not working?” he asked her.

She shook her head no. He knew she wanted to text or call David back, but neither of their phones was working anymore, like parts of them had been fried.

“The Ancient Enemy did something to our phones, didn’t it?” he asked her.

Stella just nodded. “When we get to a phone I want to call David and make sure he’s okay.”

“Don’t you think it’s kind of strange that the Ancient Enemy didn’t rush right in and take us in the house?” Cole asked her. “It had plenty of opportunities.”

Stella didn’t respond, but Cole could see that the thought had already crossed her mind.

“And it screwed up our phones, but not the battery in this truck,” Cole said. “It’s almost like it wanted us to get away.”

Stella looked out the passenger window. “I’ve been thinking about the Mayan calendar lately.”

Cole wondered if she was trying to change the subject, trying not to think about what had happened tonight and why the Ancient Enemy had let them go.

“The Mayan calendar spans for thousands of years,” Stella continued. “And it ends at a specific date.”

“Yeah,” Cole said. “December 12, 2012.” He remembered the anxiety in town leading up to that date. Many people had secretly wondered if the Mayan calendar was true, especially the more superstitious people out in the rural areas. But the day had come and gone. No great travesty had befallen the Earth.

“Well, that’s the date given by many scholars,” Stella said. “It’s the date that the media focused on, mainly because of the popularity of a book and a few articles written by a handful of people. But what wasn’t widely reported was that there were others who interpreted the calendar a little differently, speculating that the interpretation of the dates on the calendar could be off by a few years, or even a few decades. Maybe as much as a hundred years.”

“What are you trying to say?” Cole asked her. He wanted to keep her talking, keep her focusing on her area of expertise. It would help her relax a little after the horrors they’d just gone through. Their house was probably still burning right now and everything they had in the world was literally in this Toyota right now. She needed this; she needed a distraction.

“What if the calendar is a prediction of the end, but it’s off a few years like so many believe? As I’ve said before, I believe the Maya, and many other groups in Central and South America, dealt with their own Ancient Enemy—either a different Ancient Enemy or part of the same being. The Ancient Enemy would win a battle and wipe out a civilization or run them from their villages and into the wilderness. But the Ancient Enemy never completely won because all of us are still here.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Maybe if the Ancient Enemy finally kills the shaman, then it’s all over for us. And that’s when the calendar ends for humanity.”

“Kills the shaman,” Cole said. “You mean David.”

Stella nodded. “There have been a lot of Davids throughout the years, a lot of shamans. And there are many prophecies in Native American and Central American cultures about the End Times, but a lot them are very similar. For instance, the Aztecs and the Navajo have similar stories about this world we live in being the Fifth World.”

“The Fifth World?”

“The final world. There were four worlds before this one, all of them destroyed and a new one taking its place until we finally came to this one—the Fifth World. Maybe these stories are similar because the Central American peoples moved north and brought their stories with them. They became the Anasazi, and they eventually mixed in with other tribes.”

“If this is true, then how come the Ancient Enemy hasn’t killed a shaman yet? You’ve seen how powerful that thing is.”

“I would debate you on how powerful it is.”

“What?” Cole asked. “You just saw what it could do tonight. What it did seven years ago.”

“I’m not arguing that the Ancient Enemy isn’t powerful, just not all-powerful. At least not yet.”

“Because it needs to kill the shaman first to become all-powerful.”

“Yes. I believe that’s why, even though it seems very powerful, there are still some severe limits to its power.”

“So you think it hasn’t been able to kill a shaman yet because its powers are somehow limited.”

“That and because I believe that throughout history as shamans were born, they were revered and trained to protect their people. They knew eventually that the Ancient Enemy would come and they would have to protect the shaman so he could fight back against the evil power. But in these modern times so many of the Old Ways have been lost and forgotten, or ignored. Now when the Ancient Enemy comes, there are no villagers or tribes to protect the shaman anymore. Not in 1891, and definitely not now.”

Cole drove down the road. The rain was finally beginning to let up a little. “So what do we do? Protect David?”

“Yes. We protect him like he protected us. I’m not saying we’ll survive, but if the Ancient Enemy kills David none of us are going to survive anyway. We have to try. That’s all we can do.”

“And you think David knows what to do now? You think he knows how to fight it now?”

“He was training with Joe Blackhorn, so he had to have learned a lot.”

Cole nodded.

“Until Joe Blackhorn died,” Stella added.

“What’s that supposed to mean? You don’t think David completed his training because Joe Blackhorn died?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know how long that kind of training takes.”

Cole just sighed, gripping the steering wheel harder as he drove. The world was beginning to lighten up now as the rising sun broke through the clouds above the trees. “So you think we need to go to David now.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Okay,” Cole said, turning the truck around.

“Where are you going?”

“A small airport I know. I might know someone who can help us get out of here.”


CHAPTER 36

Stella

Costa Rica

Two hours later Cole drove their Toyota 4x4 down a trail through the jungle as the palm fronds slapped at the sides of their vehicle.

“We’re going to get stuck in the mud out here,” Stella said. She didn’t want to get stuck. They needed to stay on the move or they would be sitting ducks for the Ancient Enemy.

Cole didn’t respond; he wrestled with the steering wheel as he navigated the twists and turns of the trail. He drove down into what looked like a ditch of brown water, the mud splashing across the windshield as he waded through the standing water and then climbed up the other side.

“We’re in the middle of a jungle,” Stella said. “How can there be an airport in the middle of a jungle?”

“You’ll see,” Cole told her.

He drove around a few more bends in the trail through the brush and then the jungle opened up to a vast clearing. There were a few metal and wood-framed buildings in the distance, a line of small airplanes, and a strip of pavement beyond them.

Cole sped up as he drove across the grass towards the nearest building where other SUVs and 4x4 pickup trucks were parked in a line. Cole pulled up next to an orange Jeep sitting up on large knobby tires that were crusted with mud. He shut off their Toyota and turned to Stella. “Let me see the pack.”

Stella picked up the plastic pouch on the floorboard and handed it to him. He unzipped it and rifled through it, handing Stella her IDs and keeping his own. He opened up the envelope of cash and gave her some of it. He stuffed the rest of the cash in the envelope down into his pants pocket. He shoved his gun down into the waistband of his pants and pulled his shirt down over it.

“Don’t show that cash or your ID to anyone here,” he told her.

“Are these drug smugglers or something?”

Cole didn’t answer.

“They are, aren’t they?” she said more to herself.

“It might be a little difficult getting a plane on such short notice,” Cole said.

“I thought we had fake passports and IDs. Why can’t we just go to a real airport?”

“Those IDs were made seven years ago. A lot can change with technology in seven years. We could get busted at the airport. We’ll only use those in an emergency.”

“I think this qualifies as an emergency.”

He sighed.

“We should just try the airport,” she said.

Cole looked out the windshield at the aluminum-sided building in front of them, twenty feet away. She watched him. She could tell he was nervous, not just because they were on the run from some cosmic monster, but also because they were here at this little airstrip in the middle of the jungle. “Let’s just try this first,” he said. “My friend told me there should be a pilot here who could help us out, a guy named Paco. Let’s see if he’s here.”

Cole got out and Stella got out of the Toyota on her side. The ground was still soggy even though it had stopped raining for half an hour now. The sky had brightened a little and there were even some patches of blue sky among the swiftly-moving gray clouds, but there was a thunderstorm to the north, a line of dark and menacing clouds. The wind gusted across the grassy field as they walked towards the building.

The building was old and rusty. Junk was piled up at the corners of the building: old metal barrels, wood crates, garbage, engine parts and tires. Another larger building to the right, a hangar, had a big garage door open and a man worked on the engine of an airplane there. The other small planes were lined up a hundred feet away from the tarmac. There were no airplanes on the tarmac, none getting ready to take off and none coming in for a landing—the weather was probably too bad for any of them to fly today.

Cole opened the metal door of the building and entered. The inside of the place was just one large room and it was as cluttered with debris as the outside of the building was. The room was larger than Stella had expected and bright because a large garage door was opened at the other side with a view of the line of airplanes and the airstrip and then the jungle beyond those, the trees of the jungle in constant movement from the stormy weather.

Four men sat at a table in the middle of the room playing cards. To the left was an arrangement of mismatched living room furniture situated around an old television. A man slept on one of the sofas and an older woman turned to look at them as they entered; she looked stoned out of her mind and didn’t seem interested in them.

All four men at the card table had stopped what they were doing to look at Cole and Stella as they entered the building, then they went back to their card game, talking in Spanish to each other.

At the other end of the large room were stacks of boxes and crates, plastic and metal barrels, old metal and wood shelves crammed with smaller boxes and packing materials. There was a bar near the collection of boxes in the corner, a homemade job with a few neon signs on the wall and bottles of liquor lined up along with racks of potato chips and candy bars. An older overweight man stood behind the bar, his attention on a small TV that blared a soccer game.

A breeze blew in through the open door, blowing the odor of motor oil, marijuana, and body odor towards Stella.

Cole walked up to the men at the table and asked how they were doing.

“Pura Vida,” the men answered, a common phrase in Costa Rica.

Cole spoke in his broken Spanish, asking if any of them knew a pilot named Paco.

The men shrugged, none of them identifying themselves as Paco. None of them seemed very interested in what Cole had to say.

The man at the bar pretended not to be concerned, but Stella caught him looking their way every few seconds, waiting for trouble to start.

Cole asked about Paco again.

One of the men, a thin man with a huge mustache and gray stubble on his chin seemed to be the only one willing to talk to Cole. His hair hung down to the shoulders of his long-sleeved cowboy shirt. He had on jeans and well-worn cowboy boots. He was smiling at Cole, showing a bright gold tooth right in front, but he still had a wary look in his eyes.

“I need to hire a pilot,” Cole told the men in Spanish.

Again, only the thin man with the big mustache and gold tooth seemed interested in taking Cole up on his offer.

Stella stood pretty far away, but she could hear some of their conversation. One of the men had said: “Not in this weather.” But after a few minutes of conversation, the thin man folded his cards and collected the money on the table in front of him. He stood up and finished the bottle of beer he’d been drinking. He walked away from the table and talked with Cole for a few minutes, negotiating in whispers.

Cole finally nodded and smiled. He and the pilot walked past her towards the door that led out front to the vehicles. “I’ll be right back,” Cole told Stella.

She just nodded and watched them walk out the door.

“Do you want to play cards?” one of the men at the table asked her with a malevolent smile.

She turned and looked at the three men; all of them were staring at her. “We’ve got an empty seat now,” one of the men said. The others laughed.

“No thanks,” Stella told them and tried her warmest smile on them. She walked away from the table so they wouldn’t keep talking to her, but she heard them whispering to each and then laughing again.

She didn’t want to go over to the living room furniture and the stoned woman and the snoring man on the couch, so she walked to the open garage door and looked out at the field of grass and the small airplanes in the distance. She pretended to be interested in the line of small planes. A few of them looked ready to fall apart and she hoped they wouldn’t be flying in one of those.

The sky was churning above them, the small patches of blue eaten up again by the gray clouds. The grass, weeds, and trees swayed in the wind, and even a few of the small planes shook a little from the gusts. At least it had stopped raining for a little while.

The man on the couch stopped snoring and sat up. Stella turned and watched him get up and stumble to a door she assumed led to a bathroom. He entered the room and closed the door. The woman sitting in the chair didn’t even seem to notice or care that the man had gotten up from the couch—she stared at the TV but didn’t really seem to be watching it.

Cole and the skinny pilot came back inside the building. The pilot was happier now, his smile even wider under his bushy mustache; he spoke rapidly, gesturing wildly as they walked across the room right towards Stella.

She waited there as Cole and the pilot approached. “Well?”

“We’re working on it,” Cole told her in Spanish, grinning at the pilot.

The pilot was still insisting that it was too dangerous to fly right now, even though he was very interested in the Toyota 4x4 parked outside and the money that Cole was offering.

They had stopped at the edge of the large doorway that led out to the planes, the pilot feigning the act of really thinking this over, looking up at the sky, considering the churning clouds.

Cole’s eyes shifted back to the card table where the men kept looking over at them even though they were playing another hand now. “I could ask one of them,” Cole said in a low voice.

“Just wait a minute,” the pilot said with a big smile back on his face. He draped an arm around Cole’s shoulders. “Let’s talk about it a little more. Come, let me show you which airplane is mine.”

They walked outside, talking in whispers. Stella couldn’t make out what they were saying anymore. She noticed that the men at the table had grown quiet during their card game, listening, sensing Cole’s desperation.

And she and Cole were desperate. The Ancient Enemy wasn’t going to wait much longer before it built up its strength again and attacked. She swore she could feel it near them now. Her skin was prickling and she suddenly felt cold, fighting a shiver.

She was about to go outside and catch up to Cole and the pilot. They were halfway to the line of airplanes now. The pilot had lit either a thin cigarette or a joint; he was waving it around with his wild gestures, still negotiating the price of the plane ride.

A slamming noise turned Stella back around. The bathroom door had just crashed open and the man who had gone in there stood in the doorway. But he wasn’t the same anymore.


CHAPTER 37

Stella

Costa Rica

Stella knew there was something wrong with the man as soon as he came out of the bathroom; he looked mostly the same but his expression was different, the look in his eyes, the purposeful way he walked away from the bathroom, past the couch and chair, towards the men at the table playing cards.

Even the stoned woman seemed to sense something different about the man, tearing her eyes away from the TV and watching him as he walked past her.

The Ancient Enemy, it’s here. It’s inside of him.

One of the card players called out to the man as he approached their table, but the man didn’t respond. He wasn’t just walking towards their table now, he was marching; he was a man on a mission.

The three men at the table seemed to instinctively understand the threat coming their way, only they couldn’t imagine how dangerous and powerful this man was now. The card player who had called out to the man threw his hand of cards down and stood up, drawing his gun, ordering the charging man to stop or he would shoot.

The man kept coming, not exactly running, but walking quickly. He growled something in Spanish that Stella couldn’t entirely make out, and then a black tentacle shot out from the man’s stomach, ripping right through his clothing and the flesh underneath as if it were paper. The tentacle was long and thin, a feeler; it shot through the air fifteen feet towards the man like a bullet. Smaller hair-like tentacles grew from the feeler on the way. The tentacle was wrapped around the man’s hand and gun before he could even shoot, the tentacle eating through the man’s flesh in seconds, severing the man’s hand.

Other tentacles shot out of the man who had come from the bathroom, launching across the room, branching out like webs along the way. The other two men tried to draw their guns. One of them tried to run. But they weren’t quick enough. The tentacles were all over them now, growing all over them in seconds, digging their way inside of them.

The two men screamed, still trying to move, but it was like the tentacles had invaded their bodies and stiffened like rods of metal, forming a frozen skeletal system inside of them that their muscles weren’t strong enough to fight against.

Stella was as frozen as the three men for a few seconds. She watched as the man from the bathroom turned towards the bar. The tentacles were out of him now, leaving a hole in his stomach big enough to slip a fist into. Blood and pieces of guts poured out of the hole, spilling down the front of his clothes, saturating them and dripping down to the floor. He walked past the three men, all three of them frozen yet still trying to scream, still trying to struggle against the alien things inside of them. The man from the bathroom marched towards the bar, stepping in his own blood on the floor, leaving bloody footprints behind on the dusty concrete floor.

The bartender had a shotgun in his hands that he had grabbed from behind the bar. He aimed the weapon at the approaching man, trying to hold it still in his shaking hands. Another tentacle shot out of the hole in the man’s stomach, the thick tentacle branching out into thinner wires that wrapped around the shotgun and the man’s hands, pulling him over the bar and down onto the floor, invading his body just like it had the other three men.

The tentacles had completely left the man from the bathroom now, leaving behind the massive hole in his stomach. His face was a mask of shock as he fell forward and landed face-down on the floor.

The piece of tentacle that was still wrapped around the shotgun grew more branches in the blink of an eye, shooting its sharp ends into the fallen bartender’s arm, his belly, and his chest; the thickest tentacle stabbed into his neck. The bartender seized up, his body frozen, his eyes bulging, his mouth open and trembling like he was trying to scream, but he couldn’t make a noise with the tentacle moving around inside of his throat.

Stella’s paralysis broke and she ran out through the open garage door, slapping at a big red button on the wall next to the doorway on her way out. The large garage door began rumbling down. She ran as fast as she could across the grassy field.

Cole and the pilot were closer to the line of airplanes now, but they were looking her way as she ran towards them.

“It’s here!” Stella screamed as she ran towards Cole. She expected to feel the sharp end of one of the Ancient Enemy’s tentacles piercing the back of her body at any second now. She chanced a look back as she ran. The garage door was almost all the way down now and nothing was chasing her.

Why?

She thought of what Cole had asked her earlier: Why wasn’t the Ancient Enemy attacking them? There must be a reason.


CHAPTER 38

Palmer

Iron Springs, New Mexico

Palmer had stayed at Captain Begay’s house until the FBI agent from the Farmington office showed up. The agent was a man named Alex Hollings; he was a young clean-cut guy with an athletic build and the gleam of ambition in his eyes. He took a detailed statement from Palmer, and then he took statements from Angie and David. After that he talked to the captain of the tribal police for a few minutes, the man who had replaced Captain Begay.

Angie was ready to leave as soon as Agent Hollings showed up; she wanted to get to the hospital so she could be with her husband. “Is it okay if I go now?” she asked Palmer.

“Yeah. Agent Hollings got your statement. Are you coming back here tonight?”

“Depends if they keep him overnight,” she answered.

Palmer nodded.

“Come inside with me and I’ll give you the keys to the pickup,” she told him in a low voice.

Palmer followed Angie to her bedroom. She shut the door after they were inside and then she hurried over to their closet. She flipped on the light and pulled down a shoebox and put it on the bed. There was a gun inside. She handed the gun to him and an extra magazine to go with it. “I know they took your gun for evidence so take this with you.”

Palmer nodded; he’d had to give his Glock up after shooting the killer. The FBI would need it to match ballistics.

Angie pulled the keys to Begay’s pickup truck out of her pants pocket and gave them to Palmer. “Be careful.”

“I’ll be as careful as I can,” he told her as he shoved Begay’s spare handgun into the shoulder holster under his jacket. He slid the extra magazine and set of keys into an inside pocket of the jacket.

Palmer left the bedroom while Angie packed an overnight bag for her and Begay. She also said she was going to wash the blood out of her hair and change her clothes before going to see her husband.

After leaving the bedroom, Palmer didn’t go back outside just yet. He went to Begay’s man-cave where Agent Hollings was taking photos of the two bodies on the floor.

“I can’t believe this is really the guy,” Agent Hollings said as he snapped another photo of the dead man on the floor. “I can’t believe one guy did all of this.”

Palmer didn’t say anything.

“One guy did all of this,” Agent Hollings said again, almost like he was talking to himself. “And all of the other murders seven years ago.”

Palmer still didn’t say anything; he wasn’t going to reveal anything to this agent who seemed to be fishing for something.

“Oh,” Agent Hollings said like he’d just remembered something. “The car he drove down here was registered to a man named Quinn Kurtzman in Colorado. They found Kurtzman’s pieces in his bathtub.”

Palmer remembered Cardenelli telling him about the murder of Quinn Kurtzman earlier.

“How could one man rip people apart like that?” Agent Hollings asked, staring right at Palmer.

“Listen, Agent Hollings, if there isn’t anything else you need from me, then I’m going to drive David back to his house so he can grab a few things.”

Agent Hollings just stared at Palmer—he saw the suspicion in the agent’s eyes.

“David’s been through a lot tonight,” Palmer explained. “I’m going to take him to one of his family members so he can stay with them. He needs to be with his family now.”

Agent Hollings nodded, a barely perceptible nod. The agent knew things weren’t adding up here at this crime scene any more than things had added up at the dig site seven years ago. “Forensics is on its way here,” he said like it was some kind of threat. “They’ll be here for a while.”

“Yeah,” Palmer said. “I’m sure they will.”

“I think they’re taking the bodies, and the pieces, to a local hospital so they can get them on ice until they can transport them to the lab in Albuquerque.”

Palmer didn’t say anything; he didn’t really care what they were doing with the bodies. His mind was on getting David out to Joe Blackhorn’s home before it got too late in the day; he didn’t want to be there after the sun went down.

“Hey,” Agent Hollings said, pointing at Palmer. “When are you going to be back here? I’d love to get your take on things. Pick your brain a bit.”

“Sure,” Palmer said. “It might take a few hours for me to get back. I want to make sure David gets settled in with some of his other relatives.” Palmer glanced down at the body of David’s aunt, her throat sticky with dried blood, her glassy eyes staring up at the ceiling. “He’s in a state of shock right now as you can probably imagine.”

“I could see if the BIA will send a shrink to talk to him.”

“No,” Palmer snapped. “I think he just needs to be with loved ones right now. I’ll talk to him about it though, see if he would like to talk with someone like that.”

Agent Hollings nodded.

This guy’s smart, Palmer thought, not at all like Klein was, the agent who had been in charge down here seven years ago.

Palmer’s cell phone rang. He was glad to be rescued from any further conversation with Agent Hollings, but then he saw that it was Cardenelli calling and that prospect didn’t seem any more alluring. “I need to take this.”

A few minutes later Palmer was outside. He called Cardenelli back.

“Palmer,” Cardenelli snapped. “Did the agent from the Farmington office get there yet?”

“Yes. Agent Alex Hollings is here now.”

“Yeah,” Cardenelli said as if he knew the man personally.

“We all gave our statements,” Palmer said. “Hollings is waiting on forensics to get here.”

“Any ID on the killer?”

“No wallet or ID found on him, just a wad of cash in his pants pockets. Nothing else.”

“Forensics will get his prints and we’ll ID him soon enough,” Cardenelli said. “Hell of a thing. This guy goes on a historic killing spree and then nothing for seven years. And now he just starts again?”

“Yeah,” Palmer agreed. “It’s a strange one.” He glanced over at Begay’s pickup truck parked in the gravel next to the driveway. David was standing there like he was waiting to leave. “Listen, I’m done here for now. I’m going to take David Bear to his relatives’ house, somewhere he can stay the night. Angie Begay is at the hospital with her husband, the captain. I imagine they’ll keep him overnight. He had a pretty nasty blow to his head and he sprained his knee in the fall.”

Cardenelli was silent on the phone, but he was breathing heavy like he was doing something with the phone up to his ear.

“It’s going to take me a few hours to get David settled in and cell phone service can be spotty out here.”

“You informed Agent Hawthorne that you’re leaving?”

“Agent Hollings,” Palmer corrected and then he almost added: I’m not asking you for your permission. “Yes. I told him I’d try to be back in a few hours. David’s had a rough time; he saw his aunt die right in front of him.”

“Yeah. Of course.” Cardenelli sounded distracted. “I’m coming down there. Hopping on a plane as quickly as I can.”

Palmer figured Cardenelli would come down here. This wasn’t his jurisdiction by far, but some of the murders this killer had committed had happened in the Denver area, and Cardenelli wasn’t going to miss this spotlight for the world. Palmer was sure all of this would be leaked to the media soon enough and an army of reporters and photographers would descend upon this small town like a cloud of locusts, just like they had seven years ago.

Palmer hung up and walked towards David and the pickup truck.

It’s going to come back, David had said—this wasn’t over.

Palmer’s stomach was in knots at the thought of driving out to Joe Blackhorn’s property again, but if there was something at Joe Blackhorn’s house that could help David fight the Ancient Enemy, then he was going to do it. At least they weren’t going back to that ghost town, and that church.


CHAPTER 39

Cole

Costa Rica

Cole was pretty sure he had the pilot convinced to fly them out of here. The pilot had told them he could get them as far as Mexico, but he knew someone else there who could take them the rest of the way into New Mexico. Cole had offered the pilot a thousand dollars plus the Toyota 4x4 they owned—they wouldn’t need it anymore now because Cole had a feeling that one way or another he and Stella weren’t ever coming back to Costa Rica. The paperwork for the vehicle was in the glove box, but he was sure the pilot, Juan Carlos, had ways of making money off of the vehicle. The Toyota would be associated with their old fake names, along with the house he had burned down hours earlier. And now they were going back to New Mexico, back to the horrors they had run from seven years ago. It was crazy going back there, but Stella was right—they had to do their best to protect David. And the Ancient Enemy wouldn’t ever stop hunting them no matter where they went; Cole could see that now.

And maybe Stella was right, maybe if that thing, whatever the Ancient Enemy really was, if it killed David, the last shaman, maybe it would really be free then to do whatever it wanted. Maybe it would bring a tidal wave of death across the land, an unstoppable force that could kill all life if it wanted to. Cole wasn’t sure how it would work, maybe the thing could multiply itself after it killed the shaman, or the thing would turn into a biblical plague or grow into an unimaginable beast. If this thing was an alien living in another dimension, then what did that make David? An alien? Part alien?

Cole couldn’t ponder those things right now, it was too big for his mind and it only frustrated him; he only liked problems that he could solve, problems that were possible to solve, his mind didn’t work well with the abstract. And right now he was focused on getting him and Stella the hell out of here.

The pilot Juan Carlos was a talker. He was definitely interested in the Toyota even though he pretended not to be, he was just trying to drive a harder bargain now for as much cash as he could get. Cole was doing his best not to seem desperate, but it was hard not to seem desperate at a tiny smuggler’s airport in the middle of a jungle.

“Two thousand,” Cole told Juan Carlos. “That’s as much as I can do. We don’t have much more than that for ourselves.”

Juan Carlos pretended to be thinking it over. He looked up at the stormy sky again, he was about to continue his shtick about the storm to the north being too dangerous to fly into.

Cole had no doubt that flying into a storm like that was dangerous, but he knew these pilots had flown in some of the worst conditions on short notice when the money was right.

“If that’s not enough money, then I’m sure one of your buddies back there will do it for fifteen hundred,” Cole said, turning away to head back to the building; this was his last bluff.

Juan Carlos laid a gentle hand on Cole’s arm, that wide smile back under his bushy mustache. “Amigo, please. We can talk about this.”

“I’ve been trying to talk about it.”

“What’s your hurry?” Juan Carlos asked. “Some kind of trouble you are running from, yes?” He had turned suddenly serious, his smile disappearing.

“You could say that,” Cole said.

“Who is chasing you, my friend?”

“You’d never believe me if I told you.”

Juan Carlos feigned shock, he even looked hurt. “Just tell me. Maybe I could help.”

“Doubt it.”

“Maybe I know others that could help. We do more than just fly passengers here, you know.”

Yeah, that’s why I’m here, Cole thought, but he didn’t say it. “I don’t have much time. You gonna do this or not?” He glanced back at the building. He could just make out Stella’s figure in the darkness of the large doorway. He was glad he could still see her; he didn’t like leaving her alone in that building with those criminals any longer than he had to.

Cole looked back at Juan Carlos. “Well? Do we have a deal?”

Juan Carlos nodded, blowing out smoke from the joint he’d been puffing on. He thrust out his hand. “Si, we have a deal.”

As Cole shook the pilot’s hand, they both looked back at the building. Stella was running towards them now, shouting at them as the garage door started closing. Cole’s heart leapt in his chest, his heartbeat stopping for a moment.

“It’s here!” Stella yelled as she ran towards them.

Juan Carlos pulled his hand out of Cole’s hand, suddenly suspicious. “What’s going on here?”

“We need to go right now,” Cole said.

Juan Carlos pulled out a pistol from under his shirt, aiming it at Cole. “Who are you? Why do you really want me to fly you away from here?”

Cole raised his hands in surrender and Stella stopped running a few feet away.

“What happened in there?” Juan Carlos asked Stella, backing up a few steps, aiming his gun at her now. “Tell me the truth.”

“They’re all dead.”

Juan Carlos backed away from Cole and Stella, still aiming his gun at them. “I’m not flying you two anywhere.”


CHAPTER 40

Palmer

Northern Arizona

Palmer drove Begay’s pickup truck down the road, deeper into the desert, leaving towns and buildings far behind now.

Thirty minutes later they stopped at the same gas station Begay had stopped at before when Palmer had come with him to Joe Blackhorn’s property—the last chance for gas and supplies, Begay had told him then, and it still appeared to be true.

Palmer went into the store and bought some water and food. He also bought two five-gallon plastic containers for gasoline, a pack of disposable lighters, and two flashlights with extra batteries.

David went to the bathroom while Palmer was at the counter to pay for the stuff he’d bought. David got a few looks from the people in the store because of the ancient writing painted on his hands and wrists, but no one said anything to him.

After Palmer paid for his supplies and gas, he carried the bags to the pickup truck. He filled up the two five-gallon plastic cans with gas and then used the rest of the fifty dollars he had paid on the pickup truck. He loaded the water, food, and flashlights into the back seats and he put the cans of gasoline in the back of the truck, using a bungee cord he found behind the driver’s seat to hold them in place.

David was still inside the store when Palmer was done so he decided to use the time to call his daughter. He was still getting a faint signal on his cell phone here, but he knew the signal would fade fast only a few miles down the road.

“Hello?” Eliza answered.

“Lizzy,” Palmer said. He was surprised she had answered the phone. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” At least she didn’t sound as angry as she had yesterday.

“The kids okay?”

“Yeah, they’re fine. Ted came up here last night. He’s with them now. Where are you?”

“I’m in New Mexico.” Actually, he was well into Arizona right now, but he didn’t think he needed to go into all of that.

“What are you doing down there?”

“I had a hunch the killer was coming down here for Captain Begay and David Bear.” He paused for just a moment. “I got him, Lizzy. Early this morning, I shot the killer in the head. I killed him.”

Eliza was quiet for a long moment. Palmer wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting when he told her the news: relief, tears, anger. Maybe it was taking her a moment to process what he had just said.

“I got him,” Palmer said again. “I got the one who killed your mom. You and Ted and the kids can go back home now. It’s over.”

It wasn’t really over, not at all, but it was over for Eliza. Palmer realized that he had wandered quite a ways from the pickup truck at the pumps. He had walked into the sand beyond the concrete parking area. He looked back at the truck and saw that David was sitting in the passenger seat now.

“When are you coming back?” Eliza asked. Her voice was a little husky, like she’d just been crying and was trying to hide it.

I might not be coming back at all. “Not for a little while. I’ve still got some things to do down here. Cardenelli’s coming.”

“You’re not in the FBI anymore.”

“I know, but I still have statements to make. I shot and killed a man. They had to take my gun. An investigation needs to be done.”

“Dad, I’m sorry about what I said before, about you not catching the killer. I was . . . I was just mad.”

“I know. It’s okay. I understand.”

“And I know you tried to get Mom and Gary to leave, just like you tried to get me to leave. Mom told me about it. Actually, she was a little pissed off—” Eliza stopped, choking up.

Palmer let her take her time.

“She was mad about it,” Eliza continued when she’d gotten herself together. “She was mad that I was leaving. Mad that I was listening to you.”

“Lizzy, you don’t have to tell me all of this.”

“I just wanted to apologize for saying that stuff to you. I was mad about Mom. Taking it out on you.”

“I know. I just wanted to call you and let you know that it’s over.” He paused for just a moment. “Lizzy, I love you.”

“I love you too, Dad.” She was starting to cry again.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

They hung up and Palmer walked back to Begay’s pickup truck. He got in and closed the door, started it. The truck’s engine idled smoothly, the gas gauge showing that the tank was nearly full. He looked at David who was staring out the passenger window.

“I’m sorry about your aunt,” Palmer said.

David looked at him. “Thank you,” he whispered. He looked so tired; he looked hollow.

“You sure you still want to do this?” Palmer asked him.

David nodded, his lips tight, eyebrows knitting together in anger. “Yes. I have to try.”

“What’s out there at Joe Blackhorn’s house?” Palmer asked as he pulled the truck out of the gas station and onto the road, the desert stretching out before them with the mountains in the distance.

“I don’t know,” David said. He touched the necklace he wore, the large silver charm hanging from it. “Billy Nez said Joe Blackhorn left something there for me before he died. I need to find it.”

Palmer sped the truck up to seventy miles per hour, but it only felt like he was going forty; the truck was new and smooth and quietly powerful. “What are we supposed to do when you find . . . find this thing you’re looking for?”

“I’ll know when I find it,” David said and looked back out the passenger window at the desert whipping by in a blur.

Palmer decided not to ask David anymore questions. It would take at least another two hours to get to Joe Blackhorn’s property, and it seemed like they were going to drive in silence.


CHAPTER 41

Stella

Costa Rica

Stella had stopped cold as the pilot aimed his gun at her, then at Cole. “Throw your gun on the ground.”

Stella knew Cole was reluctant to give up his weapon, but the pilot looked more than willing to shoot both of them right now. Cole pulled his gun out and tossed it on the ground.

The pilot gestured with his gun at the building. “Start walking.”

“Juan Carlos,” Cole said. “You don’t understand what’s going on here. We need to leave right now.”

Juan Carlos sneered at Cole. “The both of you have about three seconds before I shoot.”

Cole met her eyes and then he turned and began walking. She fell in step beside him, with Juan Carlos behind them. The garage-style door was still closed and the other door she had run from was ajar. She could sense Cole’s tension as they walked; they had almost gotten on the plane, almost gotten out of here, and now they were marching right back to the Ancient Enemy.

When they were fifteen feet away from the door, Juan Carlos began shouting from behind them. “Fernando!”

No answer from inside the metal building—nothing but silence.

“Paco!” Juan Carlos called out from a few feet behind them when they were right in front of the door.

So there really was a pilot named Paco among the card players, Stella thought. But Paco wasn’t going to answer Juan Carlos, none of them were.

“You two go inside first,” Juan Carlos growled at them.

Cole took a deep breath and stepped inside. Stella was right behind him. They ventured a few steps inside the building. It took a couple of seconds for Stella’s eyes to adjust to the darkness even though the day was gray outside. But the dead bodies all over the floor materialized in the middle of the large room, puddles of blood under them, holes in their chests, abdomens, and smaller holes in their arms and throats where the tentacles had pierced their flesh. There were streaks of blood across the floor and spatters of it on the overturned card table and chairs. The playing cards and money were scattered all over the floor like dead leaves, some of them stuck in the drying blood.

“What happened?” Juan Carlos whispered from a few feet behind them. Stella guessed that he was trying to bark an order at her, but he sounded more shocked than angry.

Stella glanced over at the stoned woman in the recliner; she was sitting back, her throat slashed, her eyes wide open, her mouth frozen in a long frown. Then Stella looked across the room at the bar. The bartender was slung over the bar, face-down, his arms hanging down, his fingers touching the puddles of blood, his shotgun on the floor just out of his reach.

“Who did this?” Juan Carlos demanded, still staying a few feet behind them. “Where are they?”

“Listen to me,” Cole said, speaking slowly and carefully, his hands still raised a little. He hadn’t turned around to look at Juan Carlos. “We need to leave right now. All three of us. What’s after us is very dangerous. It’s going to kill you if you don’t come with us.”

“It?” Juan Carlos said, spitting the word out.

“I don’t know what it is,” Cole said, still not turning around to face Juan Carlos. “Some kind of demon.”

“Demon?” Juan Carlos shouted. “You expect me to believe that?”

One of the men on the floor started to move, shifting slightly, pulling a hand up out of the puddle of blood. Stella watched as the man sat up, his dead eyes focused on nothing. Another sound pulled her attention to the bar where the bartender was moving his arms. The woman with the slashed throat shot forward, getting up to her feet and swaying just a bit.

“What is this?” Juan Carlos whispered from behind them.

Stella was sure she would feel the impact of a bullet in her back at any moment, but then she could hear Juan Carlos backing up towards the door.

She and Cole turned around at the same time.

Juan Carlos stared at the dead people as they all got to their feet. He made the sign of the cross on his chest with his left hand but still had his gun in his right hand. He stumbled just a bit back to the half-open door that led outside, almost falling.

“There’s a demon inside of them,” Cole told Juan Carlos. “We have to go now!”

Juan Carlos stared in disbelief, his arm shaking so badly Stella thought he was going to drop his gun. But he believed—at that moment the pilot believed everything Cole was telling him. He turned and ran.

Stella and Cole followed Juan Carlos out through the doorway and across the field of grass and weeds, running towards the line of airplanes.

When they were close to the airplanes, Cole ducked down and picked up his gun from the grass, aiming it at the pilot. “Juan Carlos, turn around!”

For a second Stella didn’t think the pilot was going to listen, but then he stopped and turned around.

“Throw your gun away,” Cole told him.

Juan Carlos hesitated, but his eyes went to the building beyond them.

Stella turned around and saw that the dead were pouring out through the open door. She could see the black tentacles poking out of them, whipping around in the air.

“Juan Carlos,” Cole said. “We don’t have much time!”

The pilot tossed his gun away and then ducked under one of the better-looking airplanes and pulled a pair of wooden chocks away from the wheels, throwing them out in the grass. Then he opened the door on the side of the plane. Stella darted into the airplane before the pilot could get inside, crawling to the back of it. The plane rocked a little with her movements, the whole aircraft leaning back just a bit. Juan Carlos got in and then Cole; he pulled the door shut, locking it. Juan Carlos twisted a key, flipped switches, and then the engine started, the propeller on the nose of the plane spinning to life.

“I don’t understand this,” Juan Carlos said, muttering to himself as he put a pair of headphones on. “This can’t be real.” He looked at Cole and the gun in his hand. “Put that away. You don’t need that anymore.”

Cole laid the gun on the seat between his legs and looked out the window as Juan Carlos drove his airplane onto the tarmac. The small narrow airstrip looked cracked and dilapidated now that Stella saw it up close.

“I want three thousand for this!” Juan Carlos announced as his plane picked up speed on the airstrip.

Cole waved a hand like he was agreeing, but he didn’t say anything.

The plane was moving faster now, beginning to lift just a little, the engine whining. It was so loud inside the airplane. Juan Carlos pulled up slightly on the control wheel and the plane lifted up into the air, the gray sky in front of them. The plane rocked from side to side on the wind.

Juan Carlos looked back down as he banked sharply into the turn north; he looked down at the tarmac, the grass, and the buildings, staring in horror at the dead people below. Even from a few hundred feet in the air Stella could see the tentacles and feelers shooting out of the people below, the Ancient Enemy constantly changing shape once it was out of the bodies, like a black amoeba, like an oil slick that had come to life.

The pilot muttered another prayer as the plane sailed higher into the low clouds, flying right towards the dark clouds to the north. At least there wasn’t any lightning. Soon Juan Carlos would get the plane above much of the thunderstorm, but not high enough to be completely above it.

The plane shuttered, rocking from side to side again. For a moment Stella thought the Ancient Enemy had launched itself at the plane and was holding it, one long tentacle wrapped around a wheel.

“Hold on,” Juan Carlos said. “This is going to be a bit bumpy for a while.”

Stella held on to the armrest of her seat. She had buckled her lap belt. The plane shuttered again and it sounded like the metal was trying to rip apart. The engine was roaring. The plane dipped and it felt like they had dropped at least twenty feet. Stella’s stomach fluttered.

“Once we get past this storm it will be better,” Juan Carlos promised.

The clouds were swirling in front of them, darker and darker, moving faster. Cole leaned forward, staring through the windshield at something in the clouds.

Stella saw what he was looking at.

“What’s that?” Cole asked, pointing at the dark mass in the gray clouds.

Juan Carlos stared. He was speechless for a moment. “I don’t know, but we’re going around it.”

The plane shuttered again, metal screeched and made popping sounds. Juan Carlos struggled with the control wheel, trying to maneuver the plane.

“What are you doing?” Cole yelled. “Turn away from that thing.”

“I’m trying,” Juan Carlos yelled back.

Stella watched the black mass among the clouds. It looked like a spinning black sphere in the clouds, but it also looked like a black hole that was pulling the clouds down into its darkness. She had seen it before—she had seen a black swirling mass like this inside the church at the ghost town, the black spinning ball that David had summoned, the doorway to the Ancient Enemy’s world, the doorway David had sent the monster back through. Now it was here in the sky, among the gray storm clouds.

Juan Carlos still fought with the control wheel. The plane was shaking even harder now, but they kept flying right towards the black hole, the gray clouds swirling around it. To Stella, it looked like they were flying right down into the top of a tornado, right down into the funnel.

“I can’t turn!” Juan Carlos yelled, still pulling on the control wheel as hard as he could.

Stella remembered when David had summoned the spinning black sphere in the church, the electricity crackling from it, the Ancient Enemy being sucked into it, stretched and pulled back into its world. Now it was happening to them. She realized now why the Ancient Enemy hadn’t attacked and killed them—it had been saving them for this, for the chance to suck them into its own world, into the Void.


CHAPTER 42

David

Joe Blackhorn’s trailer

It was early afternoon when they got to Joe Blackhorn’s trailer. David had expected the place to be the same, and it was, but it was also different. The trailer was still there, the small greenhouse not too far away, the stables and corral off to the left, the small windmill generator in back, the hogan in the distance beyond the trailer at the foot of the steep hill. But none of Joe Blackhorn’s stuff seemed to be there. All of his vehicles were gone, both of his pickup trucks and even the two junk vehicles. The construction and fencing supplies piled up at the rear of the trailer were gone. His potted plants beside his trailer and next to the greenhouse were gone. All of the horses were gone. And of course Joe Blackhorn’s German shepherd had been given away to a good home two years ago.

Palmer parked in front of the trailer and shut the engine off. It was deathly quiet now. He sat there like he was reluctant to get out, looking around.

“It’s not here,” David told Palmer. He would be able to tell if the Ancient Enemy was here, he would feel that prickling on his skin, the goosebumps raising, that electric feeling in the air around him like the air was suddenly ionized, that sense that someone—or something—was right behind him, sneaking up on him, about to touch him.

“Nobody lives here now?” Palmer asked.

David shook his head no. “An old lady owns all of this property around here. She let Joe Blackhorn live here. When he died, she just left his trailer and buildings here. She gave a lot of his stuff to his distant relatives and friends, and donated the rest of it.”

“She doesn’t want to rent this place to somebody?”

“Nobody wants to live here. A lot of people were scared of Joe Blackhorn. Some believe his ghost is here now.”

Palmer didn’t look like he believed that, but he looked worried that a demon might be here. He got out of the truck with Begay’s gun in his hand.

David got out and walked to the front door of the trailer, climbing the three steps up to the door.

“Is the door locked?” Palmer asked from the sandy and weedy area that served as the front yard.

David didn’t answer. He knew the door would probably be unlocked—many older Navajo didn’t believe in locking their doors. He twisted the doorknob and opened the door.

It was a little stuffy inside the trailer. The air was musty but not too bad. The trailer was mostly empty; all of the furniture and Joe Blackhorn’s possessions were gone. The handmade wooden bookshelves were still there, still attached to the living room walls. David swore he could still smell the old books in this room.

Memories came flooding back as David walked deeper into the living room. He had prayed in here and learned in here, studied in here. And outside by the fire pit he had listened to Joe Blackhorn tell stories of his ancestors, stories that had never been written down, some stories never uttered between two people who weren’t Navajo; they were secret stories and powerful songs.

“The power is already in you,” Joe Blackhorn had said while sitting across from him at the fire pit, the firelight dancing and reflected in his dark eyes, the creases and wrinkles in his face seemingly deeper and darker. “Energy is all around you, every atom vibrating at its own frequency. Use that frequency. Use that energy. Nothing in this world is still, that is an illusion. Reality is only an illusion.”

Joe Blackhorn used a mixture of science and ancient teachings in his lessons, and when he explained things scientifically it had all seemed plausible to David. But his teachings had also been frustrating because so much of it relied on David’s own instinct, and David didn’t even know how to control any of it yet.

“You will learn,” Joe Blackhorn had said so many times. “It will come to you. You have years to learn this. Let it come to you naturally.”

But right now David didn’t have years to learn how to summon his powers. Maybe it was too late for him, and maybe it was too late for everyone else.

Palmer entered the living room from outside. He still had Begay’s gun in his hand. He looked around at the empty living room and kitchen, then at David. “This place is empty. You sure there’s something here for you?”

“Billy Nez said there was. I believe him.”

“Do you know what you’re looking for?”

“No.”

“If this thing he left for you was so important, why didn’t he just give it to you when he was still alive?”

David shrugged. Trying to explain how Joe Blackhorn’s mind worked would be a waste of time; David didn’t understand it and he definitely wouldn’t be able to make Agent Palmer understand it. “I think he left something to me like someone leaves something in a will.”

Palmer just sighed, but he seemed to accept and understand that answer. He walked into the empty kitchen, looking around like he might spot an object sitting on a counter or inside a cupboard.

I stopped coming to see him. That was the real reason Joe Blackhorn hadn’t given him the item before now. But David didn’t want to explain that to Agent Palmer either; he didn’t want to tell him how he had turned his back on Joe Blackhorn.

David walked over to the empty bookshelves. He could almost still see all of the old books, the titles and author names on the spines, hardback books shoved in with paperback books, no real order to the collection. He remembered the small objects on the shelves in front of the books: a small animal skull, the sextant, a small figure carved from wood. He had never been contacted by the old woman about Joe Blackhorn’s things. Maybe Joe Blackhorn had been angry at him the last few years for not continuing with the training, or maybe the old woman was angry. David had a few things Joe Blackhorn had given him over the years, a stack of books, carvings from pieces of wood and stone. That was enough for him.

He walked down the hallway into the bedroom. The furnishings and décor in here had been simple: a bed, a table next to it with a lamp, a dresser, and a wooden chair. But the room was empty now. There was a bathroom off of the bedroom with a small shower in it. The bathroom was bare and clean, nothing left behind.

Billy Nez had said that Joe Blackhorn had hidden something here, something that could help with a spirit walk. David tried to guess what it might be. In all the years of teaching that Joe Blackhorn had done with David, he had never taught him about spirit walks, and he had never used objects or talismans. David had never even been on a spirit walk before.

But then again maybe he had been on a spirit walk already; maybe his dreams were unconscious spirit walks. He’d seen the killer in his dreams; maybe he had been journeying through other dimensions to get to the killer in those dreams.

“Physicists know there are other dimensions than ours,” Joe Blackhorn had said. “They can’t prove it yet, but they know those other dimensions are real. Are they alternate realities or just different planes of existence? They can’t say for sure. But they know they exist—it isn’t science fiction.”

David thought about the spirit walk again, a different dimension. He had summoned a doorway to the Ancient Enemy’s world before inside the church in the ghost town. Could he summon that doorway again? And if he could, then could he enter that world?

But he had already been in the Ancient Enemy’s world. In Hope’s End he had entered that doorway and taken the Ancient Enemy with him. He couldn’t remember anything now about that world, but he had survived it before because he was standing here now.

David felt a little better as he walked back out to the living room. Palmer was back by the front door, waiting impatiently. David went into the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator; it was empty and clean.

“Still didn’t find anything?” Palmer asked.

“No.” David closed the door, thinking again about all the training he had done with Joe Blackhorn here. Some of it inside this trailer, some of it out by the fire pit, much of it in . . .

“. . . the hogan,” David whispered.

He shot past Palmer and went outside, almost running to the hogan in the distance at the foot of the hill. He opened the wood door that faced east and entered the hogan. It was empty inside, all of Joe Blackhorn’s possessions gone. The only thing left was the old fire pit in the middle of the hogan, the pit surrounded by rocks, a hole in the center of the ceiling for the smoke to escape.

David sighed. There was nothing in here. He walked over to the fire pit, but it was empty. He even sifted through old ashes, but he didn’t find anything. He stood back up and walked over to the wall, walking around the large circular room, running his fingers along the wood posts that made up the walls. More wood posts crisscrossed each other to make up the ceiling. As he walked he swore he could still smell the faint odor of wood smoke inside. He swore he could still hear Joe Blackhorn’s chanting.

Whatever Joe Blackhorn had left for him, it was in this hogan—David was sure of that. But where? He had to slow down and concentrate, feel where Joe Blackhorn would have hidden it.

He kept walking next to the walls of the circular hogan. He kept running his hand along the wooden beams that stood up next to each other, lashed together and packed with mud years ago. And then he stopped. A part of one of the thick wooden posts felt loose. He dug his fingers in around the edge of the loose area and pulled off a piece of wood revealing a rectangular hole cut into the wood. A small wooden box was stuffed into the hole with a white envelope on top of it. He pulled the box out and opened it, sifting through the few contents inside: a small jar of what looked like red paint (but David knew it was owl’s blood), a small paintbrush, a few smooth round black rocks, a small stick with beads and feathers attached to it, and one lone eagle feather.

After setting the box on the floor for a moment, David opened the envelope.

“Is that it?” Palmer asked from the doorway.

David didn’t respond. He unfolded the two pieces of paper he had pulled out of the envelope. One was a letter from Joe Blackhorn, both a goodbye letter and a set of instructions. The other paper was a hand drawn map.

“It’s a map,” David told Palmer as he folded up the papers and stuffed them back into the envelope. He folded the envelope in half and shoved it down into his pants pocket.

“To the ghost town?”

“No. I already know how to get there.”

“A map to where?”

“A map to Bone Canyon.”

“Bone Canyon? What’s that?”

“It’s a place where mass burial sites of the Anasazi were found a few years ago along with some kivas.” He thought of Stella just then and how she would love to see those ancient burial sites. But these sites had been kept secret from outsiders. Many of the Navajo were tired of scientists coming in and unearthing the dead, taking the bones away to be studied and kept in some drawer at a university, or worse, displayed in a museum. This burial ground had been left just the way it had been found, and no one ever went out there. But Joe Blackhorn had gone there over two years ago, and now he wanted David to go to a certain spot in Bone Canyon for some reason. And at the spot he wanted David to go to, he had drawn a medicine wheel there on the map.

Palmer stepped outside the hogan.

David took one last long look around inside the hogan. He picked up the wooden box and followed Palmer outside.

Palmer looked up at the early afternoon sky. He seemed to be calculating the hours until sundown. And then he looked at David. “What now?”

“We go to the Bone Canyon. We go to the place on the map that Joe Blackhorn drew.”

Palmer didn’t say anything for a long moment; he just stared out at the never-ending hills.

David thought Palmer was going to refuse to take him to Bone Canyon, but Palmer took a deep breath and then exhaled just as slowly, like he had finally made up his mind about something. “You ready to go now?”

David nodded.

“Then let’s get going.”

David’s cell phone dinged, it was the sound of a text message. He pulled his phone out of his back pocket, his heart leaping with hope.

“You’ve got cell service way out here?” Palmer asked, looking at his own phone and frowning. “I can’t get anything out here.”

“No service,” David said, reading the text message. “It’s from Stella.”

“What did she say?”

David handed his phone to Palmer.

“Help me,” he said, reading the text. “Where is she?”

“That’s not her,” David told Palmer. “The Ancient Enemy’s got them now.”


CHAPTER 43

Begay

Hospital – New Mexico

Begay woke up in bed. For just a few seconds he didn’t know where he was. He knew he wasn’t in his own bed or at his own house. No, he wasn’t at his house because there were dead people at his house. The Ancient Enemy had been there.

“You’re awake.”

Begay turned to his left and saw Angie sitting in a chair near the window. The blinds were drawn but the late afternoon light was still shining through them. She smiled at him as she got up and walked over to his bedside.

“I guess I dozed off a little,” Begay said. Now he remembered coming here to the hospital this morning. From the look of the golden light coming through the blinds he guessed it was close to sundown. “What time is it?”

“You can go back to sleep if you want to,” Angie told him. “The doctors told me you don’t have a concussion. They were amazed about that.”

“I’ve got a hard head.”

“I told them that. You’ve got some bruising and they stitched up the cut on your head. And your right knee is sprained.”

Begay moved his leg and felt a sharp pain shooting through his knee. He winced, closing his eyes for a moment. “Have you been back to the house?”

“No. I called Sarah next door a few hours ago. She said the police and FBI were still there then.”

Begay nodded. He figured an investigation like that would take a while. “The bodies,” he said.

“I talked to a nurse. They took the bodies here for the night until they can arrange to transport them to a lab in Albuquerque.”

“Awenita,” Begay whispered. He hadn’t seen her dead body, but Angie had told him about her earlier, before the ambulance had taken him away. “You hear from David?”

Angie shook her head no.

Palmer’s with David. He’ll protect David. And David will protect him.

It’s going to come back. That’s what David had said.

Begay struggled to sit up.

“Hold on,” Angie said like she was suddenly annoyed, but he knew she loved to help him. She pushed a button on a remote control attached to a wire, inclining the bed, the electric motor humming from underneath the bed. When he was sitting up, she laid the remote control down on the bed beside him.

“I need to get out of here,” Begay said.

“They want to keep you overnight.”

“For what? You just said I don’t have a concussion.”

“They just want to keep you for observation.”

“To pad the bill.”

Angie frowned, her eyes smoldering; it was the look she got right before they argued and she erupted in anger. “I know what you want to do. Where you want to go.”

“He needs my help.”

“What can you do for him?” she asked. “Only David can fight that thing.” She touched his hand, laying her hand over his. “You got lucky. We both did. Why can’t we have that?”

“We got lucky because Agent Palmer showed up when he did. He saved your life. If he hadn’t been there . . .” Begay didn’t want to think about that. Angie had told him that the killer had been about to cut her throat. She still had a faint red line across her neck, and there would be bruising there later. A few more seconds and she would have been dead.

“Yes, and I’m thankful he was there.”

“And now I need to help him.”

Angie was quiet for a few seconds. “You don’t have to,” she whispered. “When that man had the knife up to my throat I thought you were dead. I didn’t even fight it anymore; I just wanted the man to get it over with. I didn’t want to go on without you.” She still had her hand over his, squeezing.

“Don’t say that,” he said.

She didn’t reply; she just squeezed his hand a little harder.

“You know this isn’t over, don’t you?” he told her. “That thing isn’t going to stop coming after us. It will find another serial killer or try to scare someone else so badly that they will try to kill us. Try to kill David.”

Angie sighed. “All those years you were a policeman I worried something would happen to you. I know you never worried about it, but I did. Every night, night after night, year after year, I worried that you would get shot or get in an accident trying to chase down a drunk driver. And now here we are. You’re finally retired. I finally have you home and out of danger, and now you want to go find danger again.”

“The Ancient Enemy wants David, but I think it also wants us. I think it wants revenge.”

“Maybe David can send it away. He did before. That’s what you said.”

Begay had told Angie about what had happened in the ghost town. On the way home that day he had stopped and bought a six-pack of Coca-Cola. He brought the cans of soda right into the house, not even trying to hide them from her. He sat down and opened up a can and chugged half of it down like it was a beer. Begay would never drink alcohol, he’d told Palmer the truth about that, but he needed something that day, even if it was bad for him; he needed something to celebrate the fact that he had survived the demon he had seen in the church, survived an evil unimaginable to him only a day before. And Angie never scolded him about the cans of soda that day.

He had told her everything that day, from the bodies in the cave at the dig site, to meeting Agent Palmer, to tracking down Billy Nez, and eventually going out to Joe Blackhorn’s place to track down Cole, Stella, and David. He told her about the ghost town and everything that had happened there.

Angie had sat there in her chair, quiet the whole time, letting him get everything out. When he was done there were four empty cans of soda in front of him, and he could tell by the look in his wife’s eyes that she had believed every word he had told her.

Now she had that same look in her eyes. He knew she wanted to keep him safe, but she knew she couldn’t really do that. But she also didn’t want to break his spirit—that would be worse than keeping him safe. He was the man she had married, a man who helped people, a man who put other people’s safety and lives before his, a man who ran towards danger and not away from it.

Angie got up and went over to the closet near the door that led out to the hall. She got his coat and shoes out and brought them back to the bed.

Begay swung his legs over the bed, wincing and grabbing his knee. Angie bent down and put his shoes on for him. “The doctors aren’t going to be happy about this,” she said as she laced up his shoes.

“I know,” Begay said as he got to his feet and hobbled over to the chair she had been sitting in moments ago. He sat down and rested, breathing hard.

“I’ll go talk to the nurse,” Angie said. “I’ll be right back. You just wait here until I’m back.”

He nodded. He could feel a headache at the back of his head, the pain creeping up from his neck. The pain was also wandering down his back. He thought about asking Angie for some aspirins, but he didn’t want to give her a reason to keep him here. “Thank you,” he told her.

Angie just nodded and she left the room.

Begay sat in the chair for a moment, getting his breath back. He was hurt and sore, and so tired, but he needed to do this. He needed to summon all the energy he had left, and all the courage he had.

Angie was back in ten minutes. She had a metal cane with four plastic-tipped feet at the bottom. “I signed everything and the nurse gave me this for you. There are some wheelchairs down by the elevators.”

Begay took the cane and got to his feet. “I don’t need a wheelchair,” he grumbled.

“Yeah, I thought you would say that. That’s why I got the cane.”

The cane did help, but he didn’t want to admit it.

They walked out to the hallway and turned left towards the elevators. It was a little darker out here in the hall than Begay thought it would be, and there didn’t seem to be too many nurses walking around.

As they got closer to the elevators, Begay noticed that the hall beyond the elevators was dark and gloomy, like the lights had all burnt out down there.

Angie pushed the button for elevator. They were on the third and highest floor so there was only a down button here.

Begay looked at the hall again as they waited for the elevator doors to open. He couldn’t believe how dark it was down there. Something seemed to be moving in the darkness, coming their way. He heard the sound of bare feet shuffling on the floor and the crinkling of thick plastic.

“Begay,” a voice whispered from the darkness.

“You hear that?” Begay asked Angie.

She nodded, staring down the hall.

“Begaaaay,” the voice said again, stretching out his name. It was a female voice.

The person who had called his name came closer, materializing out of the darkness. It was a woman shrouded in thick clear plastic. Her throat was a black sticky mess. It was Awenita.


CHAPTER 44

Stella

The Void

Stella was in the Ancient Enemy’s world—the Void. The last thing she remembered was being in the small airplane as the pilot flew them right into the thunderstorm, trying to climb above the clouds. But then they saw the black hole in the clouds, the spinning vortex that was sucking them in.

And now she was here. She still felt like she was in the sky, among those churning gray clouds because everything around her was a gray mist. Objects only ten or twenty yards away became blurry dark shapes in the mist. It was like being underwater, but instead of an endless blue, this was an endless sea of gray. It felt like everything went on forever here, and maybe it did.

A wave of panic washed over Stella.

Am I dead? Is this the afterworld?

No, she knew what this was—this was the Ancient Enemy’s world, the Darkwind’s world, the dimension where it lived, where it popped out of into her world.

She wasn’t dead. She was still alive. But why? The answer came to her as quickly as the question had; the Ancient Enemy hadn’t killed her and Cole in their home or at the airport because it wanted to bring them here alive, it wanted them as bait to lure David here.

Cole. Where was he? She looked around, turning around in a slow circle, but all she could see were shadowy shapes in the fog. Some of the shapes looked like they were moving around, maybe coming closer to her.

She could feel the Ancient Enemy here. It was close to her, or at least a part of it was. An electric current tingled on her skin, a cloud of energy buzzed all around her, a light pressure pressed on her mind like fingers gently pushing into her brain. She wondered if this was how David felt when the Ancient Enemy was near him.

Something moved in the mist, a shadowy form running right towards her, a human form. Cole materialized out of the fog.

Was that Cole? Was that really him, or was the Ancient Enemy inside of him? She remembered seeing him in the chair in their living room, staring at her with that blank expression.

“Stella,” Cole breathed out.

It was really him.

He hugged her, holding on to her for a moment. “I didn’t know if I was going to find you in here,” he whispered to her.

“I think it wanted us to find each other,” she said when he pulled away from her. “It still wants David. It’s using us as bait to get David here.”

“That’s why it didn’t kill us earlier.” He saw it now.

But it will destroy us once it has David, Stella thought but didn’t say it. Then again, maybe it wouldn’t kill them. Maybe you didn’t die here. Maybe it would keep all of them alive in this dimension, where time stretched out into infinity, their torture going on and on.

She didn’t want to think about that.

A low growl rumbled from somewhere in the distance, the beast that had made the noise hidden by the mist. Footsteps crashed down onto the rocky ground, the sound echoing through the fog. The large thing seemed to be close yet far away—it was hard to judge distance in the unending fog.

Cole took Stella’s arm gently and they hurried away in what they thought was the opposite direction from whatever had made that growling noise and those thundering footsteps.

It felt strange here, like sound didn’t travel like it was supposed to. This place was a world of contrasts; it felt claustrophobic here yet everything seemed to stretch out forever. It felt like they were outside yet inside. The ground felt rough and made of stone, but mostly flat. There were bits of gravel and pebbles scattered around. Maybe there were bigger rocks in the mist. Maybe those large blurry shapes in the distance were large rocks or small hills.

“We should keep moving,” Cole said as they walked.

“To where?”

“Away from whatever that thing was.”

It will find us no matter where we move to.

They held hands as they walked through the mist, but then they stopped. There was something in the distance, something taking shape in the mist. She felt the tension in Cole’s hand as he squeezed hers harder, ready to pull her away from whatever lurked in the grayness.

A moan came from the object in the mist, then another one, then a few words in Spanish, incoherent mumbling.

“It’s Juan Carlos,” Cole said. He took a step forward, then another.

Stella could see better now as the mist seemed to move away from an object that was turning out to be the trunk of a thick and twisted tree with only a few stubby branches reaching up towards the gray ceiling of fog. There were no leaves on the tree and it looked like something that had been struck by lightning a century ago, dead and charred and gnarled now. It looked like there was a piece of paper tacked to the tree.

When they moved a little closer Stella realized that it wasn’t a piece of paper, it was a face skinned away from a head and nailed to the trunk of the tree. The face had inches of thickness to it, like a giant sawblade had cut off Juan Carlos’ entire face like a Halloween mask.

“Help me,” Juan Carlos said. His mouth moved with the words, his eyes rolling back and forth wildly. “What happened? Where are we? What is this place?”

At the bottom of the tree was a large heap of shredded flesh and clothing with sharp ends of splintered bone sticking out. It looked like Juan Carlos’ body had been run through a meat grinder and then dumped at the bottom of the tree in a pile.

“Please . . .” Juan Carlos said. He closed his eyes, his mouth drawn down into a frown under his big mustache, the gold tooth in front twinkling just a little in the gray light.

He’s not alive, Stella told herself. No way he’s still alive. That’s the Ancient Enemy in there. The Ancient Enemy is doing this.

As if the Ancient Enemy had heard her thoughts, tentacles poked out of the heaping mound of flesh. The tentacles were small at first, worm-like, slithering over the pile of flesh, blood glistening on the black skin of the tentacles. Two large tentacles erupted from the top of the mound of flesh, one of them snaking up the tree trunk towards Juan Carlos’s face. The thin end of the feeler poked at the large nail that had been driven through the flesh right underneath Juan Carlos’s chin, then it ventured up to the corner of his mouth, probing it, pushing his lips apart.

Other tentacles shot out of the mound of shredded flesh, bits of bloody and slimy meat clinging to them, the stench of rot carried on the misty air.

Cole grabbed Stella, pulling her as they ran.

They ran for what seemed like a few minutes, but in this place it could have been hours or even days. They stopped to catch their breath, trying to locate the dark shapes in the distance and use them as some kind of landmarks.

“That wasn’t real,” Stella said. “The Ancient Enemy can do anything it wants here; it can make us see whatever it wants us to.”

Cole didn’t say anything. He looked like he was going to get sick. His eyes were wide as he looked around. He didn’t have his gun here. He didn’t have his wallet, just the clothes on his back.

“We should stay on the move,” Cole finally said.

“But David—”

“If David can find us, he will. The Ancient Enemy will show him how. Until then, I don’t think we should stay in one place too long.”

Stella nodded. She couldn’t argue with him; she didn’t know what else to do.

A voice called Cole’s name from the mist, the hiss of a whisper, but the sound traveled easily through the fog.

Cole had been about to grab Stella and take off again, but he froze.

And Stella knew why he had stopped; he knew that voice. And she knew it too.

“Cole,” the voice said. It was Trevor’s voice, Cole’s dead brother.


CHAPTER 45

Palmer

Bone Canyon

“What the hell’s that doing there?” Palmer asked as he drove up and over the hill. The trail they were driving on led down into a large valley that stretched all the way to the line of hills miles away. The trail was hard packed dirt, and without any rain for months the dirt was like concrete. Scrub brush, smaller cacti, and other plants dotted the sand and rocky landscape in every direction, the plants somehow clinging to life out here.

After David had found the envelope in Joe Blackhorn’s hogan with the hand drawn map inside, they had jumped into Begay’s truck and followed the directions.

At least they weren’t going to the ghost town, Palmer was happy about that. As much as he wanted to help David finally kill this thing, he wasn’t sure if he could go inside that church again. But who said Bone Canyon was going to be any better than the ghost town?

Bone Canyon wouldn’t be too far away David had told Palmer when they started their drive here, but Palmer had learned that out here in the desert “not too far” could mean several hours of driving. And the going was slow because the trail was rough in some areas and Palmer was trying to take it easy on Begay’s pickup truck.

The day was ending now, the sun hanging low over the mountains in the distance, a bloated, blood-red disc hovering above the jagged peaks. The wind had picked up a little, the air growing colder by the minute. It would drop another twenty degrees when the sun finally disappeared behind the mountains.

David had gotten another text message on the way to Bone Canyon even though Palmer’s cell phone still couldn’t get a signal at all (Palmer had turned his phone off now to save the battery). But David assured him that he didn’t have a signal on his phone either—this message was from the Ancient Enemy.

He had shown Palmer the text message. It read: HeLP me He haS me And Cole HE is hurting mE hElp me DaviD.

The writing was strange, like the use of capital and lowercase letters were a mystery to the Ancient Enemy, like it was struggling to translate a message into the English language.

With each new text message, David got more aggravated and impatient, but Palmer could only drive so fast down this trail. If they wrecked or bent an axle then they weren’t going to get to Bone Canyon, or anywhere else.

But they were here now, and Palmer drove down into the wide valley; it was like a gigantic bowl in the desert, but the land was flat down there at the bottom.

“It’s an airplane,” Palmer said as they drove towards the small aircraft parked in the distance. It was some kind of Cessna or something, Palmer guessed. He parked twenty feet away from the airplane.

David’s attention wasn’t on the airplane sitting in the middle of the desert; he was focused on what looked like a gigantic circle of white rocks around a big hole in the ground.

“Is someone supposed to be meeting us here?” Palmer asked, nodding towards the airplane as he shifted the pickup truck into park.

David shook his head no. He finally looked at the airplane. The windows of the aircraft looked dark and there didn’t seem to be anyone inside. The airplane looked older and a little beat up. There were identification numbers on the back of it.

“Maybe the pilot saw the burial grounds from the air and landed to take a closer look at them,” Palmer said as he turned off the truck’s engine.

David didn’t say anything.

Palmer looked over at the collection of rocks circling the large pit in the ground. The circle was big enough to fit the airplane inside, big enough to fit the plane, the pickup truck, and still have room for more vehicles. “What is the circle of rocks for?” he asked David.

“It’s a medicine wheel that Joe Blackhorn made around the burial site.”

“Joe Blackhorn did that?”

David nodded. “That’s what he drew on the map, a medicine wheel.”

“What’s a medicine wheel?”

“It’s a place of power,” David said.

David didn’t seem like he wanted to explain much more about it, so Palmer left it alone. He looked back at the airplane, staring at it through the windshield. “Maybe that’s a scientist’s plane. Like an archaeologist or something.” He didn’t think it was a police or government plane, but he couldn’t be sure.

David got out of the truck without a word and started walking towards the plane.

Palmer got out, grabbing Begay’s gun and taking it with him. He caught up with David. As he got closer to the plane he was sure it was empty now. He stepped up to the side of the plane and looked in the window—no one inside. He could smell the odor of flesh and blood before he even saw the splatters of blood all over the pilot’s seat, the control wheel, and the instrument panel. A few tiny specks of blood dotted the windshield. There was a handgun on the passenger seat.

Palmer opened the door and grabbed the gun. He knew he shouldn’t be touching anything that could be evidence in an obvious crime here, but this was a different situation. He inspected the gun, a 9mm. He checked the magazine; it was fully loaded.

“In the back seat,” David said. He sounded excited and nervous.

Palmer saw what David had alerted him to, some kind of thin wallets, like a passport or ID, and a crumpled white envelope. He reached in and grabbed the leather wallets and the envelope. He stepped back away from the airplane and opened the passports.

“It’s them, isn’t it?” David said from right beside Palmer. He sounded hopeful that he was wrong, but he also sounded certain that he was right.

One of the passports had a photo of Cole inside but the name was different. The other one was a fake passport for Stella. The crumpled envelope had a few thousand dollars of cash inside, all in American one-hundred-dollar bills.

“Cole and Stella were in this plane,” Palmer said, trying to wrap his mind around that. He stuffed the money back into the envelope and looked around at the desert all around them. “They flew up here from Costa Rica?”

David didn’t answer.

“That’s a long way,” Palmer said. “Where are they now? Did they walk from here?” He looked for signs of footprints on the hard packed dirt, but he didn’t see any.

“They’re not here anymore.”

Palmer looked at David. “What do you mean?”

“The Ancient Enemy has them.”

“Has them where?”

“In the Void. In its world. In its dimension.”

Palmer remembered the hole David had opened up inside the church seven years ago, the spinning black hole that had sucked the Ancient Enemy into it. He didn’t want to think about that so he took the IDs, passports, envelope of cash, and the 9mm back to Begay’s truck. He put the IDs and money in the glove box but kept the gun out.

David had walked back to the truck with Palmer, but when they got to the truck David stared at the medicine wheel and the large hole in the ground in the distance. He started walking towards it.

Palmer followed David, stepping inside the circle of rocks after him. Some of the rocks were about the size of soccer balls, but others were larger than that. He wondered how Joe Blackhorn had constructed this circle of rocks by himself. He wondered if he’d had help.

As Palmer followed David towards the edge of the large pit in the ground, he noticed that there were straight lines of rocks coming from the edge of the circle towards the pit.

“These lines represent the four directions,” David explained as if Palmer had asked him about it. He stood at the edge of the gigantic hole in the ground now.

Palmer stepped up beside David and saw what looked like a homemade wooden ladder standing up at the edge of the pit, the thick rungs lashed together with cordage. “I suppose Joe Blackhorn left that ladder here for you.”

David didn’t answer. He stared down at the pit. Some of the walls of the pit were smooth and Palmer could see the blocks of adobe stacked up on each other. It looked like this pit used to be some kind of underground structure at some point. The floor of the pit was flat and smooth, and in the middle there was a collection of flat rocks stacked up on top of each other about four feet high, it looked like a cairn.

“What do we do now?” Palmer asked.

“I go down there in the burial ground. I summon the doorway to its world. I go into its world and bring Stella and Cole back. And then I’m going to kill the Ancient Enemy.”

“You can do that?” Palmer asked.

There was an anger growing on David’s face that made him look much older than fifteen years old. A power was radiating off of him like heat. “I’ll kill it for what it did to my mother and my father. For what it did to my aunt. For what it did to all of the others.”

In that moment Palmer believed him.


CHAPTER 46

Begay

Hospital – New Mexico

Awenita stood in the darkness of the hospital hallway, just visible in the shadows, her naked body wrapped in plastic, her long black hair spilling down past her shoulders, her throat a gory mess. Blood trickled down the front of plastic shroud, beading on it, dripping down onto the floor, puddling there. Her eyes seemed to be just two dark shadows under her brow. Her mouth was drawn down into a frown, but then her lips moved as she called Begay’s name again. The plastic that clothed her body crinkled again, like she was moving around under there . . . or like other things were moving around.

“It’s not real,” Angie whispered. She was right beside Begay, holding on to him, her fingers digging into his arm.

Awenita took another step forward, her bare feet stepping in the puddles of blood that had dripped down from her throat.

The plastic upside-down triangle above the elevator doors lit up and a bell dinged. Begay’s head snapped towards the doors—they slid open. The elevator car was empty. He looked back at Awenita. She was closer now. How had she gotten so much closer? The fluorescent lights above them were flickering now, about to go out.

“Come on,” Angie hissed. She pulled Begay into the elevator with her. He shuffled along with her, pain shooting through his knee. He used his cane to support him as much as he could. The pain was bad but it felt like something was loose inside of his knee, like he couldn’t trust putting his entire weight down on that knee or it might give out, spilling him down onto the floor.

They were inside the elevator, waiting for the doors to close, but it was taking the doors so long to slide shut.

“Begay,” Awenita whispered from the hallway. She was so close to the elevator doors now, only a few feet away. The plastic sheeting on her body crinkled as she moved and her wet footsteps sounded so loud in the darkness. The lights in the hall right outside the doors flickered again and then went out.

The lights inside the elevator flickered.

The lights are going to go out, Begay thought. It’s going to be dark and Awenita was going to slip inside the elevator with them and then the doors were going to close. And then the elevator wouldn’t work—they would be trapped inside this metal box. Or the cables would snap. This was a trap. They shouldn’t have gone in here.

The doors slid shut on the dark hallway. The lights inside the elevator flickered again, but they stayed on.

Angie punched the button for the first floor, jabbing it with her thumb, tears in her eyes. She was seconds away from a full-blown panic attack.

We’re only three floors up, Begay told himself. Twelve feet to a floor, thirty-six feet altogether. If the cables snapped they could survive a fall like that, couldn’t they?

But then worse thoughts came to Begay’s mind. What if the Ancient Enemy got inside the elevator with them? What if the lights in the elevator went out and then came back on again and Awenita was in the elevator with them, crammed in this little box with them, the wound in her throat opening with a wet, tearing sound as she moved, a second mouth opening up in her throat.

How long was it going to take before this elevator started moving? Was it broken already? Were they already stuck in here? A panic seized Begay, a claustrophobia like he’d never known before. He remembered entering that cave seven years ago, being so deep inside that cave with all of those dead bodies stacked up in front of the ancient city built inside the cavern, a city that stretched out forever into the darkness. He had felt claustrophobia then, but it wasn’t as bad as this. It was worse now because he knew what the Ancient Enemy could do.

“It’s not real. It’s not real. It’s not real.” Angie whispered her mantra over and over to herself, her way of dealing with what she had just seen. But it was going to get worse; Begay knew that—the Ancient Enemy wasn’t going to give up coming after them.

Why isn’t this elevator moving?

Begay held onto Angie, pulling her close to him. He whispered into her ear that it was going to be okay, it was the only comfort he could offer her.

The elevator’s motor came to life and the car dropped smoothly down. Begay stared up at the digital numbers on the display above the metal doors. Three. Two. It seemed to take forever to get from the third floor to the second.

This is it. This is where the elevator stops, where it breaks down.

The lights inside the elevator flickered again, and it felt like the car was moving even slower. Begay was sure that the elevator was going to stop at the second floor. He was sure that someone (or something) had pushed the button for the second floor. He was sure the doors would open to that floor and a horror beyond his imagination would be waiting out there.

But then the digital number changed from two to one, and he felt his stomach lurch a little as the elevator eased to a stop. The lights flickered again as they waited for the doors to open.

If they open.

A thump sounded from above them, like something had just landed on the top of the elevator car. They stared up at the ceiling of the elevator, which was a grid of panels. It sounded like something was up there now, trying to get in. Begay was sure he would see tentacles poking down through those panels in the ceiling any second now.

The elevator doors slid open.

Angie grabbed Begay’s arm, her fingernails digging into his flesh. She had forgotten about his sore knee and she dragged him out of the elevator. Begay did his best to hobble along, still using the cane. He wanted to tell her to wait, to look around, to make sure there wasn’t somebody or something down here waiting for them.

But she kept going, kept pulling at him; a noise was caught in her throat like a moan, like a scream was trapped in there.

He let her lead him down the hall, leaning on his cane for support, the plastic feet stomping onto the floor with each step he took. The pain seemed to go all the way from his knee up to his head now, fiery signals shooting up and down the network of nerves throughout his body. He pushed through the pain, trying to walk as fast as he could.

But he knew he was slowing them down.

They were down the hall now. No one was down here. The lights above them were flickering so Begay knew the Ancient Enemy was close. He let Angie lead the way to the exit doors down the dark hall.

“Go,” he told her. “I’m just slowing you down.”

“No,” she barked and then stopped. “There,” she said. She had spotted a wheelchair by the wall.

Begay hobbled along as Angie darted to the wheelchair, pushing it back to him. Begay sat down in the chair, laying his cane across his lap. Angie was behind him in a flash, pushing him towards the glass doors that led outside to the parking area on this side of the hospital.

He hoped the glass doors were going to slide open. But the lights in the ceiling were already out down here, the hallway lost in murky shadows, the last of the day’s light fading quickly outside.

The glass doors swished open and Begay breathed a sigh of relief as Angie pushed him outside. They were under a covered area with a circular drive beyond it where patients could be dropped off. One of the wings of the hospital rose up into the night sky to the right, three stories high, most of the windows lit up in the evening gloom. He looked up at one of the windows on the third floor. The lights were flickering there and he saw the silhouette of a woman—Awenita.

Did that mean they were safe? Did that mean the Ancient Enemy was still inside the hospital? Did that mean they could get away now?

Angie pushed Begay out into the circular drive, pushing him faster and faster towards the parking lot.

They were going to get away, but Begay was sure that the Ancient Enemy would follow them.


CHAPTER 47

Stella

The Void

“Cole,” Trevor said from the mist.

Cole had stopped, frozen like a deer in the woods that had just sensed a predator.

Stella stood beside Cole, watching the swirling mist, trying to spot Trevor in the grayness. Something was moving around in there, she could see it now—a person taking shape, becoming a human form, walking closer to them but still twenty feet away.

And then Trevor emerged from the fog. He wasn’t cut up into pieces like he’d been at Tom Gordon’s cabin; he was whole again, alive again, wearing the same clothes he’d worn at the cabin, his glasses on, his blond hair slick and combed back.

“Cole,” Trevor said. He stood there smiling, his arms down at his sides, relaxed. “I’m so glad you finally came.”

Cole shook his head no, his mouth a tight line, his dark eyes wide with shock. “No. You’re . . . you’re not Trevor. You’re not my brother. He’s dead. I saw him die. I saw his body on the front porch. I saw him burn up in the fire.”

“I’m not dead, Cole. I’m alive. We’re all alive here. No one dies here. You can be with me now.”

Cole didn’t say anything. He just stared at Trevor.

Stella looked at Cole. She saw him wanting to believe, wanting to rationalize how this could be real.

“There is so much more to this place,” Trevor said, still smiling. But his smile was beginning to falter just a bit. “There’s so much that you don’t understand yet. This is only a small part of this place. There’s so much more to see. So much beauty. So much wonder. You can see it all. We can see it together.”

Cole still didn’t say anything.

“Cole,” Stella said, touching his arm, trying to break the spell that Trevor was casting. “It’s not real. That’s not your brother.”

Cole looked at Stella, locking eyes with her. He seemed to be back for a moment, but she could tell that the spell hadn’t broken completely.

“Look at his smile,” Stella said to Cole, her voice louder now. “Look at the way he tilts his head to the side a little, like he’s listening to something we can’t hear.”

Trevor laughed, shaking his head, dismissing Stella with a wave of his hand. “Don’t listen to her, big brother.” His voice had gotten just a little deeper, and there was a harder edge to it. “You know me. You’ve always looked out for me. Well, I need you now. I need you here with me.”

Cole looked at Trevor again.

Stella still had her arm on Cole, her fingers digging in just a little. She could feel him leaning slightly towards Trevor, wanting to pull away from her and walk to him.

“Hey, remember when we were kids?” Trevor said. “Remember when I got in some trouble with Ronnie Moore and his brothers? They cornered me. Man, I thought I was going to get the shit beat out of me. I was ready to fight even though I knew I was going to lose. But then you showed up out of nowhere like some kind of superhero. And Ronnie backed down. All three of them backed down when they saw you. You remember that, Cole?”

Cole nodded.

“It’s like you knew I was in trouble, like you knew I needed help. And right now I need your help.”

Cole swallowed hard.

“I need your help, big brother.” Trevor reached a hand out towards Cole even though he was still in the same spot, twenty feet away. The mist had parted so Cole could see him clearly. “You still got my back, don’t you, big brother? You tried to help me out with Frank, I know you did. You were going to get me out of that jam with him.”

“It’s the Ancient Enemy,” Stella said. “It’s just spitting out memories it collected from Trevor’s mind when it killed him.” She pulled at his arm, trying to turn him to her, trying to make him face her again, make him see her eyes. “Cole, listen to me. You have to fight this. David will be here. I know it seems like a long time, but he will be here soon.”

Cole looked at Stella, his eyes clearing some. He was coming back to himself.

“Don’t leave me here all alone, Cole,” Trevor begged.

Cole looked at Trevor again.

“Listen to his voice,” Stella snapped. “Don’t look at him, but listen to his voice.”

Cole followed her instructions, looking at her again.

“You can hear it in his voice, can’t you?” she told him. “Remember what Frank sounded like at the cabin? And Jose? Remember what they all sounded like? The same deep voice. The same way they said things. It can’t keep up this charade too much longer.”

“Don’t leave me here, Cole,” Trevor said, and his voice was much deeper now, almost guttural and angry. “Don’t leave me like you left me at the cabin. You failed me. You were supposed to protect me. You were supposed to look out for me. You were supposed to have my back. But you didn’t. You let it take me out through the bathroom window. It hurt, Cole. It hurt so bad.”

Cole looked at Trevor again.

Trevor was still standing in the same spot, the mist still cleared away from him. His head was tilted to the side a little, the strange smile still on his face, his eyes blank behind his glasses.

“I’m sorry,” Cole whispered. Tears slipped out of his eyes. “You’re right. It’s my fault. All my fault. You always followed me around and did what I did. I got into trouble and you did too. I became a criminal and you were right there with me. But I tried to change. I tried to take you back with me. But then you got involved with Frank and his crew when I told you not to. I tried to help you, but it was too late. If I had changed earlier, if I had gotten through to you earlier, you never would have hooked up with Frank and Jose. You never would have been at that bank in Colorado or at that cabin. We never would’ve been there and none of this would have ever happened to us.” He wiped at his tears. “It’s all my fault.”

“Don’t cry, big brother,” Trevor said, but there was no emotion in his voice now. “Come with me and we can be together forever.”

“I lost him,” Cole said to Stella, looking at her now. “I lost him and I’ve had to live with that.” He looked back at Trevor. “But you’re not him. You’re not my brother. You’re not Trevor. I saw him die. I saw him torn to pieces. I saw him put back together again. And then I saw his body burn up in the fire. He’s dead. Gone. His soul is in another place, but it’s not here.”

Trevor was quiet for a moment. He stood motionless as the mist moved back in, swirling around his legs. His expression was still blank, the smile gone now, his head tilted just slightly. His posture reminded Stella of how Frank stood in the snow, his body hollowed out, waiting there like he was listening for instructions from a voice they couldn’t hear, the Ancient Enemy’s voice.

A smile suddenly appeared on Trevor’s face. “You’re wrong, Cole,” he said. “His soul is here. It’s trapped here. And you’ll be trapped here too.” A line appeared on Trevor’s neck, right across his throat, like a crack in an egg. Another crack moved up the side of his face, another one down into the collar of his shirt, another one appeared on each of his hands. A crackling sound came from him as the cracks grew longer and wider, deeper, bloodless red flesh exposed underneath as his skin began to pull apart.

“Run!” Stella yelled at Cole, grabbing him.

The mist flowed over Trevor again as he broke apart into pieces, his body coming apart inside of his clothes. He collapsed down to the ground like an imploded tower.

Stella and Cole ran away, but then they came to a stop when they saw someone else in front of them. The person limped forward out of the mist. It was Jose. He looked just like he had at the cabin, so much of the flesh of his neck missing, only a thin line of vertebrae somehow holding his head up like a balloon, pieces of his face gone. He had an ax in his hands, the same ax from the cabin.

They turned and ran, but Needles’ voice rang out from somewhere in the swirling fog. “You took my eyes, Cole! It hurts! It hurts so fucking bad!”

The voices were coming from all around them now: Trevor, Jose, Needles, and Frank. And there were others that Stella recognized—the man from the Mountainside Inn and Travis who had come to kill them with the gun. She saw Jim Whitefeather standing in the mist when they tried to run in a different direction. She heard Jake’s voice calling to her from the mist. She heard some of the other dead archaeologists. And there were others she didn’t recognize. Dozens of them. Maybe hundreds. She and Cole were surrounded now with nowhere to run, a circle of the dead in the mist, shadows moving around and getting closer.


CHAPTER 48

David

Bone Canyon

David stood inside the medicine wheel at the edge of the burial pit. The sun was down behind the mountains now, but much of the sky was still a light purplish color, those magic minutes of twilight, the barrier between day and true night.

Palmer had parked Begay’s pickup truck thirty yards away from the edge of the medicine wheel right near a rock wall that rose up twenty feet from the valley floor. He had built a campfire in front of that rock wall. David knew Palmer was scared, but the man wasn’t leaving. He had Captain Begay’s gun and now he had Cole’s gun with him. Would it be enough if the Ancient Enemy came? David didn’t know.

David had the letter from Joe Blackhorn folded up in his pocket along with the map. It was a goodbye letter from his teacher, but it was more than that—there were final instructions inside. It was like Joe Blackhorn knew this moment was going to come, like he had seen it.

And now it was time to face the Ancient Enemy.

David climbed down the ladder into the pit. When he was on the hard, smooth floor of the pit, he walked towards the stack of rocks that looked like some kind of cairn. He had the wooden box from the hogan and he set it on top of the stack of flat rocks. He opened the box and took out the contents, laying them out on the flat rock. Most of the contents were immediately familiar to him and he would have known what to do with them even if he wouldn’t have had the letter from Joe Blackhorn. There was the small rattle with feathers and beads on it, the glass jar of owl’s blood, a small paintbrush, and the small black rocks. But the thing that intrigued David the most was the lone eagle feather. David picked up the feather and held it in his fingers, staring at it for a moment. He couldn’t say exactly how he knew, but he was sure this was the same feather Billy Nez had used in Hope’s End, the Billy Nez who had lived over a hundred years ago.

It took David a few minutes to go through a similar ceremony that Blackhorn had performed in the church. He didn’t need to draw a circle around him because the medicine wheel of rocks was the circle of protection now. He opened the jar of owl’s blood and smeared a little of it on each wrist and on his cheeks underneath his eyes. He sang the ancient songs that Joe Blackhorn had taught him by those campfires years ago.

He wore the string of ghost beads that Billy had given him last night, and he still wore the other necklace Billy had given him, the necklace with the silver charm with the lock of hair inside, his own hair from 1891.

This ritual was both a repeat of the original ritual in the ghost town, but also different. David had incorporated some of the things Billy Nez had done in the saloon in Hope’s End. He held the eagle feather in his fingers, waving it back and forth in the air gently, like he was writing the symbols of the ancient language on the air.

As he chanted, he felt the energy inside of him. He pictured that energy as a ball of spinning electricity inside his body, a power trying to escape from him. The dry air around him felt charged with particles now. He felt the fine hairs on his skin standing up—this was the same feeling he got when the Ancient Enemy was near.

He remembered the words Joe Blackhorn had written in the letter: The items in this box may help you re-create the same ritual inside this circle of protection. It may help, but you don’t really need the things inside the box—those are just talismans and they only hold the power you give to them. The power is inside of you and it has always been there.

And now David felt that power. He was truly summoning it on his own. Before today he had always needed to be scared for his power to surface, scared of losing loved ones and friends. But he wasn’t scared now—he was angry. And maybe that anger was fueling his power as much as his fear had before. He saw his parents in his mind, his memories of them before the Ancient Enemy had taken their bodies over and made them tear each other’s faces off. He saw his Aunt Awenita’s dead body on the floor of Captain Begay’s man-cave. He saw Cole and Stella, held captive and used as bait. He saw so many others, so many who had been used by the Ancient Enemy to get to him; some of those people had been guilty, but so many others had been innocent.

It will end here. One way or another, all of this will end tonight.

David opened his eyes. He saw the black sphere in front of him, spinning and growing larger, hovering above the rocky floor of the pit, trapped in this ancient mass grave, trapped even more by the circle of rocks surrounding the pit. The air around the sphere crackled with energy, small bolts of lightning shooting off of it as if it were a Tesla coil. It looked like a spinning black sphere, but now it also looked like a hole in the air, a hole that was pulling him towards it.

It was a doorway, and it was growing larger and larger, big enough for David to step through now. There was nothing but the blackest of darkness beyond the doorway. But David knew there was a world beyond that darkness, a world he had been to before, a world he had escaped from to be here now.

With the eagle feather still in one hand, David stepped through the spinning vortex and into the Void.


CHAPTER 49

Palmer

Bone Canyon

Palmer sat by the fire he’d built on the sand. He’d dug a small pit and surrounded it with rocks earlier while he still had enough daylight to see. He had scrounged for wood, breaking up the small, dry brush and piling it up a few feet away from his campfire. He had used a little bit of the gasoline he’d brought in the five-gallon plastic containers to get the fire going, and to keep it going if he needed to. He would need the rest of that gasoline later in the night—he was sure of that. He hoped he had enough wood and brush to last him through the night because he didn’t want to go looking for more in the desert when the darkness came.

He sat on a blanket that he’d gotten from the backseat of Begay’s truck. He had his jug of water on the blanket and the flashlight he’d bought at the gas station. He had the gun Angie had given to him along with the extra magazine. And he had Cole’s 9mm. He was as prepared as he could be for whatever was going to happen tonight. He even had the crucifix on his necklace tucked down inside his shirt. His mother had given the necklace to him—it had been his grandfather’s necklace. Maybe the crucifix would help him when the evil finally came. Maybe it would keep him safe. It couldn’t hurt.

Now all he could do was sit here and wait. Night was almost here, the last of the daylight was fading over the mountains, the purple sky giving way to the black night sky. The mountains were still a jagged line silhouetted along the horizon. David was down in the pit now. David had told him that he needed to be alone down there when he summoned the doorway. And that was okay with Palmer because he didn’t want to be near that doorway when it was opened again. The moon was rising in the east and it was nearly full. He hoped the full moon would give him some light to see by, but the flickering light of the campfire made the world beyond the fire even darker.

What if this doesn’t work? What if David can’t open the door to the other world, the Void as he called it? What if he can’t get the ritual right? What if his powers aren’t strong enough to stop or even kill the Ancient Enemy?

It will end here. One way or another, all of this will end tonight.

Where had that thought come from? Palmer wasn’t sure. It almost felt like someone else’s voice had just whispered in his mind, a voice both familiar and alien at the same time.

He watched the pit in the distance from beside the fire. The fire was making everything else around him darker, and now he could just make out the line of white rocks that made up part of the medicine wheel’s circle. It felt surreal sitting here in the middle of a place called Bone Canyon while a fifteen-year-old boy tried to summon a doorway to another world. This felt like a dream. Like a nightmare. Part of his mind tried to convince himself that what he’d seen in the ghost town had never happened, that it had been some kind of hallucination brought on by the venom of the rattlesnakes when they had bitten him. But he knew it was true, he knew it had happened. And he knew the demon they called the Ancient Enemy was real, and it was close.

It had been deathly quiet for a while now; the only sound was the crackling fire. But then the wind picked up suddenly, and a moment later a bluish light danced along the top of the pit, the light reflecting off of the rocks of the medicine wheel. The light looked almost like the flickering light from a television set in a dark room. Something was happening down there.

Palmer stood up and walked away from the campfire. He had his gun in one hand and the flashlight in his other hand; he couldn’t really remember grabbing them. He was a few steps beyond the fire now, out in the darkness, watching the blue lights dance along the rim of the pit, spreading out into the desert.

Somewhere a coyote yipped

Another coyote answered the first one; this coyote was much closer.

“Oh God,” Palmer whispered as he stared at the lightshow dancing along the rocks and dirt. It was really happening; David was doing something down there. Palmer wasn’t sure if he should go over to the pit and look down, see if David needed any help. But what could he do to help David? Instead, he stood right where he was on the sand, the campfire behind him, the small airplane a black shadow in the night.

The wind was picking up even more now. Sand was swirling around the protective circle of rocks, whipping around the edges of the pit. The blue lights were more intense now, and there was a rushing noise, like a train coming.

And then it was over in the blink of an eye. The wind had died down. The lights were gone. Everything was quiet and still again.

Palmer stood there for a long moment as another coyote yipped. It sounded like the coyotes were talking to each other out there, making their plans to attack as an army. He felt the urge to get back to the campfire and the safety of the firelight. He had built the campfire in front of the rise of a rock hill, something to protect his back and reflect the firelight. He had parked the truck at the other side of the fire. Even though the truck wasn’t a rock wall, it still felt somewhat like a wall of protection. Now he was leaving the fort he had built, that meager place of protection. But he had to look down into the pit. He had to know for sure that it had worked.

He used the flashlight beam to guide his way to the edge of the circle. Now that he was fifteen yards away from the campfire, he could see better out here in the darkness. The moon had risen in the sky and even the scattering of stars helped provide some light. But he still needed the flashlight.

He stepped over the line of large rocks and inside the medicine wheel. The edge of the pit was only another fifteen feet away. He could see the poles of the wood ladder sticking up just above the edge of the pit. He walked towards the ladder carefully, not wanting to stumble and fall over the edge.

When he was at the edge, he shined his light down into the bottom of the pit.

David wasn’t there. The pit was empty. On the stack of rocks there was the wooden box that David had gotten out of Joe Blackhorn’s hogan—the only sign that David had ever been there. Palmer shined the flashlight beam around the walls of the pit, the light picking up objects sticking out of the dirt sections of the wall. He trained his light on one area, staring at it for a long moment.

Bones. There were human bones sticking out of the dirt. They hadn’t been there before when he had stood at the edge of the pit with David.

He panned the light a little to the right and saw the face of a grinning skull partially exposed from the dirt wall. And there were more skulls, more bones. The bones weren’t white, but brown with age.

A rattlesnake rattled close by, and then another one.

Palmer whipped his flashlight beam out towards the desert beyond the circle of rocks, trying to spot the snakes in the darkness, trying to keep his balance at the edge of the pit.

The desert creatures were coming now.

Palmer hurried back across the desert floor to his campfire and Begay’s pickup truck. The wind had picked up again, gusting through this wide valley, the Darkwind blowing through the night and bringing its evil with it. When he got within a few feet of the fire, Palmer heard something from the pickup truck, a skittering along metal. He shined his flashlight beam at the truck and saw dozens of tarantulas and scorpions crawling all over the side of the truck.

It was here now.

More coyotes yipped and rattlesnakes rattled. They were still far off, but getting closer. Palmer even heard the sound of a mountain lion, a low warning growl from the big cat.

But what scared him the most was the shuffling and shifting sound coming from the pit, like those bones were moving around inside the walls of that pit, pulling themselves out of the dirt and assembling into skeletons.

The campfire was getting low and Palmer added a few more branches and twigs to it. He had the cans of gasoline close so they would be ready when he needed them. When the snakes and spiders got too close, he would create his own protective circle of fire to keep them back.

I’m going to die out here tonight.

If that happened then he was glad he had been able to talk to his daughter one last time earlier when he had called her from the gas station. He was happy he had told her he loved her one last time. He was happy she was doing well with a career and a family of her own. He was proud of his own career in the FBI, and he was proud that he had stopped a killer this morning. He hadn’t gotten there in time to save Billy Nez or David’s aunt, but at least he had helped Captain Begay and his wife, and David. He was happy he had gone the last seven years without a drop of liquor. Yes, he’d led a pretty good life and if tonight was his last night on Earth, then he was satisfied with that.

There were more scuffling noises coming from the pit. Palmer could imagine the skeletons standing up, flesh growing on their bones.

Another coyote yipped in the night, answered by another one. They were even closer now. Palmer remembered the animals at the church, the spiders spilling out of the woman’s face, the birds pecking at the windows and getting inside the church, the coyotes standing guard outside. And of course the rattlesnakes.

He picked up one of the plastic cans of gasoline and poured the gas in a line around him and the campfire. He’d found a large branch earlier, it was about three feet long. He used an extra T-shirt from Begay’s pickup truck, tearing the shirt into strips. He wound one of the strips around the end of the branch, tying it there. He lit the end of the branch and touched it down to the line of gas. The flames whooshed up, creating a ring of fire all around him. In that light he saw the rattlesnakes coiling back, the tarantulas and scorpions skittering back along the sand. The fire would hold them off, but for how long? How long before David defeated this demon (if that was even going to happen)? How long before David was back?

Palmer still had his burning branch in one hand and he had Begay’s gun in the other. He aimed the gun at the rattlesnake closest to the ring of fire, the one venturing the closest despite the heat. He pulled the trigger and the snake’s head blew away in a spray of blood, the body coiling around and around violently.

“Come on, you son-of-a-bitch!” Palmer yelled at the night beyond the fire. “I’m ready to die.”

Any day is a good day for a warrior to die. Again, he didn’t know where that phrase had come from and how it had popped into his mind, but it was there, and it gave him an odd sense of comfort.

Yes, if he had to die tonight, then so be it. But he was going to go out fighting.


CHAPTER 50

Begay

Hospital – New Mexico

Angie pushed Begay in the wheelchair all the way to their car. The parking lot wasn’t even half full, and there wasn’t anyone else wandering around out here under the streetlights. Angie helped Begay out of the wheelchair, trying to guide him to the passenger door of the car.

“I got it,” Begay told her. “Go ahead and get the car started.”

Angie darted around to the driver’s side as Begay opened the passenger door and sank down hard into the seat, trying to keep his leg as straight as he could. His knee was screaming now and his head was throbbing worse than ever. But he managed to get in the car and close the door.

“I don’t see anything out there,” Begay said, already out of breath, as Angie got in the car. “I think we’re good for now.”

Angie started the car. She glanced at him and then looked out the windshield. Begay had seen that same look of shock before on a rookie’s face when he had seen his first murder or suicide victim. He’d seen that same look on an officer who’d been shot and was fighting for his life. It was a look of pure shock, like nothing could be trusted as real anymore. And he didn’t like seeing that expression on his wife’s face.

Angie gripped the steering wheel hard as she pulled out of the well-lit parking lot and onto the road, the darkness taking over now.

“Where are we going?” Angie asked even though she was already speeding down the road.

“Home,” Begay said, but then he wondered if they should go somewhere else. He grabbed his cell phone and dialed Agent Palmer’s number from his contact list. It went right to voicemail. “Agent Palmer, this is Begay. Call me back when you get this.”

Begay tried David’s phone but it did the same thing Palmer’s had, going right to voicemail. He left a message there too.

“It’s a good thing we got out of that hospital when we did,” Begay said after setting his cell phone down in the center console. “You wanted me to stay, remember?”

“The doctors wanted you to stay the night,” she corrected.

“Still, it’s a good thing we left.”

“You’re not trying to take credit for that right now, are you?”

Begay shrugged.

Angie tried to hide her smile. She was still tense, still white-knuckling the steering wheel, but she was beginning to relax just a little. He was doing his best to joke with her and set her at ease a little.

“What are we going to do now?” Angie asked, all business again.

“I don’t know. We should go back home.”

“It will come for us there.”

Begay could see that home was never going to be the same for Angie; it would always be tainted by the monster and the people who had died there, always tainted by the evil that had come knocking at their door.

“We could just drive around for a while,” Angie suggested. “Just stay on the move.”

“How much gas do you have?”

“Almost half a tank,” she said. They were passing the edge of town now, getting out into the desert where they wouldn’t see another building for miles.

“We should go home first,” Begay said. “I’ll get my shotgun. The feds didn’t take that. I’ve got another handgun there we could use.”

Angie shook her head. “I gave that one to Agent Palmer because the feds took his gun.”

Begay nodded. “Well, I’ve got a rifle there.”

Angie still didn’t look too sure about going home.

“I need some kind of weapons,” Begay explained. “I need something to protect us with.”

Angie still didn’t say anything. She drove along the two-lane road into the desert.

“The FBI might still be there,” Begay said. “The police.”

She gave him a hopeful look, and he thought it might be enough to convince her. She needed to take a left up at the next road, which would lead to Iron Springs. But that road would be the most desolate part of their journey home.

“You need to turn up here,” Begay reminded her.

Angie finally nodded and turned left onto the road. The canyons and hills stood in the distance like dark giants.

They drove along in silence for a while.

“We’re okay,” Begay told her. “We’ll be okay.”

“You still want to go find Palmer, don’t you?”

“I want to find out where they are,” he answered. “See if they’re still alive.”

Angie was about to say something, but her words were choked off when their car made a clunking noise. The headlights and all of the lights on the dashboard went out.

“What’s wrong?” Begay asked.

“I don’t know,” Angie said. “Everything just died.”

Begay turned around in his seat and looked out the rear window; sharp pains shot from his neck up into his head and down into his back. He didn’t see any cars on the road behind them. “Just pull over,” he told her. “Shift into neutral.”

Angie shifted into neutral as she steered the car towards the side of the road.

“Try to start it again while it’s still rolling,” he told her.

She twisted the key in the ignition.

Nothing.

She twisted the key again and again until they rolled to a stop on the sand at the side of the road, pebbles and sand crunching under their tires.

“Put it in park and try to start it again,” Begay told her, trying to keep his voice calm, trying not to panic Angie any more than she already was.

Angie shifted into park and twisted the key. The car wouldn’t start.

“I’ll call someone,” Angie said. She tried Begay’s phone and then her own. “No signal,” she said, trying her phone again. She looked at him. “We should still get cell phone reception out here.”

“I know,” Begay said. He turned around and looked out the rear window again, trying to ignore the pain in his head and neck. There were no headlights in either direction on the road, no one coming. This was such a remote area and it could be an hour before they saw another vehicle.

Begay realized now that they shouldn’t have tried to go home. They should have stayed in town. But what good would that have done? If the Ancient Enemy wanted to get them out here or in town, then it would. David wasn’t here to protect them now like he had at the house.

The wind picked up, blowing hard suddenly, rocking their car just a bit.

Angie stared at Begay. “That thing did this, didn’t it?” She watched him like she was searching his eyes for the truth. “It made the car die. It made the cell phones die.”

Begay didn’t answer. He didn’t really think he had to.

“I’m scared,” she whispered.

Begay took her hand into his, giving it a gentle squeeze like she had done to him earlier in the hospital room. He looked back out the rear window of their car.

“Why do you keep looking back there?” Angie asked. She yanked her hand out of his and turned around, her eyes widening with shock. “How . . . how can that be possible?”

Awenita was walking up the road towards their car, her naked body still wrapped in plastic, her skin pale, her throat a gaping wound that looked black in the moonlight. The wind was blowing her dark hair around, some of the loose pieces of plastic whipping around her.

“I want you to go,” Begay told Angie. “Run. I can’t run. Even if my knee wasn’t sprained, I couldn’t run very far.”

“No. I’m not leaving you.”

“I’ll fight her off,” Begay said. He didn’t think he would be able to do that for long, but he would try. He didn’t know what else to do. At least Angie would have a chance. If she stayed in this car, she wouldn’t have a chance at all. “Please, Angie. A truck might come by. You could wave it down.”

“No.”

“Angie . . .”

“I said no,” she snapped.

Awenita was at the rear of their car. Then she was walking past Angie’s window to the front of the car. She stood there at the front, staring at them, her hair flying around in the wind, the plastic around her body rattling and crackling. Something moved underneath the plastic and four black tentacles poked out from the plastic and her body, the ends of the tentacles tapered down to points, the skin of the tentacles shiny and slick with blood and fluids in the moonlight. Two of the tentacles slithered towards the sides of the car, their tapered ends fanning out into smaller offshoots of tentacles, like roots growing from a taproot, creating a web across the windows to the rear of the car. The other two tentacles slithered up the hood of the car to the windshield. One of the tentacles continued up onto the roof, but the other one reared back like a cobra, poking at the glass of the windshield as if it was testing the strength of it.

How big was that thing inside of Awenita? It didn’t even seem to make any sense. The thing seemed to keep growing from itself, like a tree from a seed.

The tentacle tapped at the windshield again, harder this time.

Angie grabbed Begay’s arm, pulling him to her. She had tears in her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

She shook her head no. “I love you,” she told him.

“I love you,” Begay said, holding her, waiting for their death to come.


CHAPTER 51

David

The Void

David was in the Void now. Everything was a contrast here, a collision of opposites. The place felt limitless, an unending sea of grayness. Yet it also felt claustrophobic, like the mist was pushing down on him, the walls of fog closing in all around him. It felt like he’d been here before, but he also couldn’t remember ever being here; it felt foreign yet strangely like home. The memory of dual lives floated around in his mind—his memory here and his memory back in Hope’s End. And now there were memories of other lives, distant lives.

He needed to concentrate—he was here to save Stella and Cole. But he was also here to stop the Ancient Enemy. Could he kill it? He wasn’t sure. Could he even harm it here in its own world? He wasn’t sure about that, either. Joe Blackhorn seemed to think he could defeat the Ancient Enemy, so he would just have to use the confidence his former teacher had in him.

There didn’t seem to be an immediate threat near him now, yet the Ancient Enemy seemed to be all around him. The hairs were standing up on his skin and he felt the electricity buzzing in the air all around him, like static electricity on a dry but stormy day. Every atom around him seemed to be vibrating here, and it seemed like he could hear the frequency, like it was a language he could understand. The world here was malleable, controllable, solid matter could be formed from the mist all around him.

Stella and Cole were here somewhere. They could be a mile away or a million miles away. But distance didn’t matter in this world, and neither did time; none of that existed here in this ever-changing yet never-changing world.

David closed his eyes and concentrated on Stella, listening to her frequency. He held the eagle feather in one hand and touched the ghost beads hanging around his neck with his other hand, and then he touched the silver charm on the necklace. The symbols drawn on his hands were glowing now; he didn’t need to look at them, he could feel the warmth on his skin, the power inside of him. The necklace and the feather might just be talismans, objects with no power as Joe Blackhorn had said in his letter, but David felt like he was drawing even more power and energy from them.

“Stella,” David whispered, calling out to her.

She was close, but he couldn’t hear her yet.

“Stella,” he whispered again, a little louder this time.

She screamed from the mist.

David focused on her scream. He opened his eyes and . . .

. . . he was beside her and Cole now, like he had teleported there. They were surrounded by the dead, ghosts summoned by the Ancient Enemy and solidified into life. David saw the bank robbers from the cabin in Colorado, including Trevor, Cole’s brother. He saw the archaeologists from the dig site, and Jim Whitefeather with his eyes gone. Tom Gordon’s eyes were gone, too; there were just two deep black holes in his frozen face, the ice on his skin and clothing crackling as he moved forward. He saw others from the Mountainside Inn, the salesman who had been crushed up but somehow still alive, the clerk from the front desk, his upper body twisted in a different direction from his lower half. He saw the tall, thin Swede from Hope’s End, his torso naked, his belly bloated as spiders wriggled around inside, his throat swollen with them. He saw the cowboy and Rose, the woman he had gone upstairs with at the saloon, their bodies twisted together like taffy. He saw the others from Hope’s End, the dead townspeople. And there were others he didn’t even recognize. So many of them. Hundreds of them.

But his eyes settled on the man and the woman from the ghost town church, both of them still wearing his parents’ skinned faces. And then he saw his parents right behind them, their faces red masks of gore like chewed raw hamburger.

That’s not them. That’s the Ancient Enemy.

The dead were closing in fast, all of them rushing forward at the same time.

David raised his hands up. Words came out of his mouth without his understanding what they were. Joe Blackhorn had tried to teach him the language of the ancients, but David had never learned much of it, but those words and phrases of power were pouring out of him now, the symbols Billy had drawn on his hands were glowing yellow, then orange, and then a deep red like magma from a volcano. He waved his hands back and forth in front of him like he was erasing a chalkboard, the eagle feather still clenched in his fingers. He spun around in a slow circle, erasing the dead that charged them. Their flesh was wiped away like the mist itself, disappearing like ash blown on the wind, leaving behind the skeletal remains of the Ancient Enemy inside of them. Each structure looked like a human sized and shaped tree with branches for the arms and legs, a network of thinner branches growing out from the bigger ones like a network of vines.

Exposed now, the skeletal membranes that had controlled each of the dead crumbled down to the ground like collapsing buildings, breaking up into smaller creatures that looked like beetles with no legs, scurrying away into the mist to regroup, to collect together again into a monstrous creature—the Ancient Enemy’s true form. Maybe not. Maybe David, Stella, and Cole would never be able to see the true Ancient Enemy; maybe their minds weren’t able to process it, just like this world was only what their own minds could project onto it.

“David,” Stella breathed out. She hugged him.

David hugged her, holding her for a moment.

“I’m sorry,” she said when she pulled away. “We tried to run. We tried to get up here to help you, but it took us into a doorway, into the Void. It used us as bait to get you here.”

“I had to come,” David told her. “I never had a choice. If I don’t stop it now . . .”

Stella just nodded. David could tell that she understood what would happen if the Ancient Enemy won; she had seen in it in her mind, in her dreams. She had seen the tidal wave of death coming. And Cole had seen it, too.

Crackling noises sounded from all around them in the mist. The Ancient Enemy was rebuilding. It was going to come at them again soon.

But David knew something about the Ancient Enemy now; he knew that it was weaker. It had punched itself out in a way just now, like it had at Joe Blackhorn’s house when it had controlled all of those animals and the wind. Now it was regrouping, but taking its time, trying to recharge its power. It was also spread out in too many places. David saw now that it was trying to attack Agent Palmer, Captain Begay, and Angie. David knew he had to attack now, he couldn’t let the Ancient Enemy get its strength back.

David stepped forward, raising his hands up in front of him. He still had the eagle feather in his fingers, and the symbols on his hands and arms glowed even brighter now. But there were more symbols on his flesh now, symbols that Billy Nez hadn’t drawn on his skin; these were new symbols, even more powerful ones creeping up his arms; they were all over his body now, heating it up. But David didn’t feel the pain; all he felt was the anger as the power grew inside of him, ready to blow like a faulty boiler.

“This is for my aunt!” David yelled at the mist and the shadows moving around in it. “This is for my mom and dad!”

David thrust his hands forward and strings of light shot out of him in every direction, shooting into the mist like a web, like threads of light that went on forever, wrapping around those shadows in the mist, wrapping around them like a net, holding them, heating them up, hurting them. He could hear the Ancient Enemy’s screams inside of his mind; he could feel its pain and its fear.

The tentacles shot out from the mist, rushing towards David in one last effort to hurt him, but as they touched him, they withered and died. But they had hurt David; he had felt the pain. He knew he was injured, but he didn’t know how badly.

“Die!” David yelled, still seeing his family in his mind, still seeing Stella and Cole and all of the others that this ancient being had tormented and killed.

More tentacles shot out from the mist, striking him, hurting him.

And then everything went black in David’s mind and he collapsed.


CHAPTER 52

Begay

Western New Mexico

Begay and Angie held onto each other inside of her car, waiting for the death they knew was coming.

The tentacle poked at the windshield one more time, even harder this time, and then it reared back like a snake about to strike, about to punch through the windshield and into them.

The tentacle froze. All of the tentacles froze. Even Awenita beyond the tentacles stood frozen in the night. The tentacle in front of them fell down onto the hood of their car with a thud, and then it began dissolving, turning to ash, blowing away into the wind. All of the tentacles were gone in seconds.

Awenita’s dead body stood in front of their car for a moment, but with nothing inside of her to hold her up anymore, she collapsed onto the ground in front of their car, out of sight now.

“What happened?” Angie asked.

Begay shook his head, and he couldn’t help smiling. “I . . . I think it’s over.”

“Over?”

He looked at Angie. “I think David just defeated the Ancient Enemy. Wherever he is, I think he hurt it or drove it back again to its own world. Maybe he killed it.”

Angie jumped when their car started on its own, the headlights turning on and shining into the darkness and down the edge of the lonely road.

Begay picked up his cell phone, checking to see if he had service.

Angie hugged him, crying harder now, holding him tight. She grabbed the shifter, ready to shift into reverse.

“Wait,” Begay told her.

Angie just stared at him.

There was a signal on his phone, a weak one, but it was there. He dialed the number for the Navajo Tribal Police, a private number he knew well. “Someone needs to take Awenita’s body back to the hospital,” he told her. “We can’t leave her out here in the desert.”

Angie nodded.

Moments later, the arrangements were made. They would wait for the captain to get here. He tried Agent Palmer’s phone again, but he still wasn’t getting through.

They’re going to be okay, Begay told himself. He looked at Angie. “We’re going to be okay.” He stroked her hair. “We’re all going to be okay.”


CHAPTER 53

Palmer

Bone Canyon

Palmer had used up all of the bullets in Begay’s gun and the ones in Cole’s 9mm. He had used up all of the gas in both of the plastic cans. His campfire was getting low now, the pile of brush he had used for fuel almost gone. The pickup truck had tarantulas and scorpions all over the side of it. Coyotes yipped in the darkness, even closer now. There were at least two mountain lions out there. But the rattlesnakes, the creatures that Palmer feared the most, were now slithering towards him.

He should have saved one of those bullets for himself. But he didn’t want to do that. David was somewhere else; he was fighting. And Palmer would fight too. He had his branch with the piece of cloth wrapped around it. He had stuck the end of the branch into the dying campfire, catching it on fire. It wasn’t much, but he would use it to fight off the snakes until there were too many of them.

Five rattlesnakes were slithering towards him, two of them coiling up, ready to strike, the rattles on their tails going crazy. It was like the snakes knew he was out of gasoline and bullets.

Of course they knew.

As the snakes began to slither towards him, Palmer backed up towards the rock wall behind him. He was cornered, trapped. The snakes would be on him in seconds.

But then the snakes stopped. All of them. The tarantulas and scorpion dropped off of the side of Begay’s pickup truck, skittering away into the desert. The snakes seemed to be confused, two of them turning around and slithering away. Palmer had seen the snakes act like this before in the church when David had driven the Ancient Enemy away.

“David,” Palmer whispered.

He stepped forward, waving the fire at the end of his stick at the last three rattlesnakes remaining. They reared back, afraid of the fire, crawling away quickly into the darkness. A few coyotes yipped, but they were farther away now.

The animals were gone now. There were still a few spiders and scorpions, but they were crawling away.

Palmer took a few steps away from the rock wall, closer to his dying fire. He picked up his flashlight and turned it on. He rushed past the campfire towards the medicine wheel and the burial pit inside of it. He got to the edge of the pit, shining the flashlight down into the pit. The stack of flat rocks was still there, and now there were human bones and skulls scattered everywhere along the floor of the pit.

But David wasn’t there. It seemed like the Ancient Enemy was gone, but David still wasn’t back.


CHAPTER 54

Stella

The Void

David had defeated the Ancient Enemy. He had driven it back, but now David was down on the ground. He was out. Maybe dead.

No, he can’t be dead.

She rushed over to him and crouched down beside him. The memory of the cabin in Colorado came back to her, when she had crawled over to him through the snow after he had gotten them out of the cabin. She knew he hadn’t been dead then, just knocked unconscious, but she wasn’t so sure now.

David’s face was covered in cuts. His hands were curled up into fists. The ancient writing and symbols on his skin had faded quite a bit. She shook him, trying to wake him up. She felt his neck for a pulse. There was a pulse, a weak one.

“Is he dead?” Cole asked, standing right beside them.

“No,” Stella said.

David’s eyelids fluttered, and then he opened his eyes.

“David,” Stella said, crying. “You did it. You killed it.”

He closed his eyes again.

She shook him gently again. “David, you need to wake up. We need to get out of here.” She had told David that he had killed the Ancient Enemy, but she couldn’t be sure. What if it was regrouping and getting its strength back? What if it was waiting to strike, knowing that David was hurt and weak now?

A loud crashing noise sounded from the mist, like a wall of rock slamming down. A moment later the ground under their feet vibrated from it.

“What the hell’s that?” Cole asked.

Another crash. This one louder. This one closer.

“I think this place is falling apart,” Stella said. She could picture in her mind that this place wasn’t real, and now that the Ancient Enemy was either destroyed or gone, the place was folding in on itself and dying, going away, collapsing into nothingness.

“David.” She shook him harder. “David, you need to wake up. We have to get out of here.”

The crashing was louder now, and closer. The ground was shaking.

“David!”

His eyes popped open.

“David, this place is collapsing. We have to go!”

He nodded slightly and Stella saw that he understood, he had seen it in his mind. He moaned as he struggled to get to his feet. Cole and Stella helped him. He raised his hands, waving them around lethargically, trying to summon the doorway, but nothing was happening.

The crashing was even closer now, like slabs of rock folding over slabs of rock, compressing and dissolving, mashing into each other, destroying atoms along the way, crushing itself into nothing.

The faded symbols on David’s hands glowed weakly, just a pale yellow. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried again. He whispered, the words coming out quickly.

They weren’t going to make it. David was hurt, too weak to summon the doorway.

Stella took one of David’s hands, lowering it, holding on to it. Then she took Cole’s hand. They held hands. She felt something inside of her, a burning that didn’t hurt, a glowing warmth that wasn’t hot. She realized that she was whispering words that she didn’t understand. Cole was whispering the words too, an ancient language that hadn’t been spoken in centuries. They were helping David, giving him some of their strength, some of their life. They were feeding off of each other, yet strengthening each other.

She opened her eyes and saw a spinning black sphere in front of them, blue lightning crackling off of it. Cole squeezed her hand tighter. He was still whispering, still chanting.

The sphere was getting bigger and bigger, but it was wobbling and the lightning was fading. It was beginning to close.

This was their only chance.

She and Cole took David’s hands, jerking him forward to the black hole, pulling him forward before it collapsed like everything else in this world. She wasn’t sure if they had made it because everything faded away to nothingness.


CHAPTER 55

Palmer

Bone Canyon

Palmer backed away from the pit and then the medicine wheel. He was halfway between the dying campfire and the circle of rocks. Everything was still dark and quiet. There was no wind now and even the coyotes had stopped yipping.

There was nothing.

David still wasn’t back. Was he trapped in the other world now? Was the Ancient Enemy keeping him there? Had the Ancient Enemy actually won?

Just then there was a flash of blue light from the pit, the same flickering blue lights Palmer had seen before when David had opened the doorway down inside the burial pit.

“He’s back,” Palmer whispered. He ran to the medicine wheel, his flashlight beam bobbing around in the darkness. He was at the edge of the pit a few seconds later, right by the old wooden ladder. The blue lights were already gone and the pit was dark.

Maybe it hadn’t worked. Maybe they weren’t back.

But then Palmer heard voices. He shined the flashlight beam down at the other end of the large pit and saw Stella and Cole; they were standing over David who was sprawled out on the floor of the pit. She stared up into the flashlight beam. “David’s hurt.”

Palmer hurried down the ladder and ran to them. Together, he and Cole helped David up the ladder. David’s face was battered and bruised; he was in and out of consciousness, muttering and whispering words Palmer didn’t understand. The symbols that had been painted on his hands and forearms were gone.

Minutes later they were out of the pit and on their way to Begay’s truck.

When they got to the pickup truck, Cole and Stella helped David into the backseat, laying him down with Stella in the back.

“Watch out for spiders and scorpions,” Palmer said as he kicked sand over the embers of the campfire to extinguish it.

“What?” Cole asked, suddenly tense.

“There were some spiders and scorpions on the truck earlier. I think they’re all gone, but . . .” He shrugged like he couldn’t be sure.

Cole climbed into the passenger seat as Palmer got in the driver’s seat. He flipped on the headlights and they shined right on the small airplane in the distance.

“Holy shit,” Cole whispered. “Is that the plane we flew in?”

“Yeah,” Palmer said. “I got your stuff out of it.” He handed the 9mm to Cole. “I used all of the bullets on rattlesnakes.”

Cole nodded. “I saw the dead snakes on the way to the truck.”

“I tried to hold them off as long as I could,” Palmer said as he drove towards the trail. “I didn’t think I was going to make it. Your papers and money are in the glove box.”

Cole didn’t open the glove box to look.

Stella whispered to David. “Hold on, David. We’re going to get you some help.”

“What happened to him?” Palmer asked Cole.

“He fought against the Ancient Enemy, but it struck back at him. It hurt him, but I’m not sure how bad.”

“Is it dead?” Palmer asked. “Did he kill it?”

“I don’t know,” Cole answered. He looked into the backseat at Stella. “I think so.”

“We need to get him to a hospital,” Stella said with tears in her eyes.

“I’ll get there as fast as I can,” Palmer said and picked up his cell phone. He saw the voicemails from Captain Begay, but he still didn’t have enough of a signal to make a call yet. “I’ll call the captain as soon as we have a signal. He’ll direct us to a hospital.”


CHAPTER 56

Stella

Arizona – one week later

Cole drove the car down the highway. Stella was in the passenger seat and David sat in the back. He had his backpack from school beside him on the backseat and the rest of his bags were in the trunk.

Stella’s mind slipped back to a week ago. She remembered rushing through the desert in the middle of the night, trying to get to the closest hospital, which seemed like it was a million miles away.

The next twenty-four hours had been tense. The good news was that David didn’t have any life-threatening injuries. The bad news was that the doctors at the hospital weren’t sure why David was unconscious, and they didn’t seem to be entirely buying the story that David had fallen down the side of a hill and busted himself up.

It had been Cole and Palmer who had come up with the idea of a cover story as they drove to the hospital. Palmer brought it up first, thinking practically. He knew the doctors were going to wonder how David had sustained his injuries. They sure weren’t going to believe that David had entered a different dimension to save everyone on Earth.

Captain Begay and a few of the officers from the Navajo Tribal Police met them at the hospital. Between Begay and the two officers, they convinced the doctors that David hadn’t been abused, no matter how suspicious the story about a fall in the desert sounded.

David regained full consciousness, but he claimed to the doctors that he couldn’t remember the “accident” at all. None of the tests showed any signs of brain damage. He was dehydrated and exhausted, and he had some superficial cuts and bruises on his body, but there were no broken bones or damage to any of his organs. He was released the next day into Captain Begay and Angie’s care since there were no close family members who could (or wanted) to take care of him. When David got back to Begay’s house, he had asked about his Aunt Awenita. He wanted a funeral for her, but it was going to have to wait for a few more days because the FBI was still gathering all of the evidence it could from the bodies.

Palmer had to go back to Denver the day David was released from the hospital. He needed to be with his daughter so they could make their own funeral plans for his ex-wife and her husband. He told Stella before he left that she would no longer be a person of interest in the Dig Site Murders because Cardenelli and the FBI were going to pin all of the murders on Patrick Arthur Curry, whether they had all of the physical evidence or not. Cardenelli wanted this case closed before he retired; he wanted to be remembered as the one in charge when one of America’s worst serial killers was finally stopped. Palmer got some of the credit in the news, but he told Stella that he didn’t want to do any interviews; he just wanted his old life back, and he wanted to repair his relationship with his daughter and her kids.

Captain Begay and Angie tried to pick up the pieces of their life over the next few days. Even though they hadn’t suffered any losses in their family, they had lost friends and members of their community. The town of Iron Springs had suffered so much, but there was also a sense of relief that it was finally over, that the man (and some said the demon inside of him) had finally been stopped. Captain Begay and his wife were considered heroes now. But then again, Captain Begay had always been considered a hero in this town.

Now that Stella was no longer a “person of interest,” she could have her old life back. She had talked about it with Cole because he was still a suspect in the bank robbery and murder in Cody’s Pass, Colorado. But Cole still had his fake ID (which Palmer assured him would pass any sniff test), so he would live under his new name. He had kept out of the way over the last week as the FBI and Navajo Tribal Police continued their investigation. Cole told Stella that he knew they couldn’t go back down to Costa Rica now, not under the names Travis and Melissa, because their Toyota 4x4 was parked at the scene of a horrific murder at the small airport in the jungle. It was all over for them down there. Most of those seven years in Costa Rica had been great, but he was ready to start a new life with Stella.

A lot of David’s family was gone. He had no brothers or sisters. His parents and aunt were dead. David had some distant relatives on the Navajo Reservation, but they didn’t want him because he would never live down the horrors that had happened here; his name would always be associated with the evil spirits that had plagued this town. There would always be some who were still suspicious of him. There would always be some who would still believe that David was behind it all. David would have Captain Begay on his side, and that would carry a lot of weight, but it wouldn’t be enough. David loved his people and his culture, but for now he just wanted to get away from all of the terrible memories of this place.

Three nights ago Stella had talked to Cole in bed about letting David live with them. She wasn’t sure how Cole would react, but it only took him a millisecond to agree that it was a good idea. She loved him for that, along with so many other things.

“Do you think you’d like to stay with us for a while?” Stella had asked David the next morning.

David had looked surprised at her offer, like he’d never considered it. But then a smile appeared on his face and his eyes lit up. “Is it okay with Cole?”

“He would love to have you with us. And so would I. If you want to, that is.”

“Yes,” David said and hugged her. He pulled back from her, staring at her. “For how long?”

“For as long as you want,” she told him. She couldn’t help the tears coming then—tears of happiness and relief. “Until you get tired of us.”

They had spent the week at Captain Begay’s house. Angie seemed to be happy to have all three of them there. Stella saw the haunted look in Angie’s eyes; she recognized that look because she’d seen it on her own face in the mirror so many times over the last seven years.

Even though the Ancient Enemy was gone, Angie still insisted on burning herbs and whispering prayers and songs. Anything to keep the evil spirits away. She felt that if the Ancient Enemy was real, then other demons could be real—there could be other evil spirits out there in the dark.

Over the last two days Stella and Cole had helped David pack up his things in his Aunt Awenita’s house. The house would go to him when he was eighteen years old, but for now David decided to keep most of his aunt’s possessions right where they were. He packed up his room, giving some of his stuff away for donation, and only taking a few bags with him. He kept the books Joe Blackhorn had given him, and the little figures Joe Blackhorn had carved from wood and stone. After he was gone, David wasn’t going to worry about his house. No one was going to go near it. No one would ever buy it; his house would always be a haunted place.

Now they were driving down to Phoenix where they could start over. They still had plenty of cash and Stella could start working again soon, maybe even publishing papers again. She also had some ideas for a novel, but she would take it slow.

They hadn’t officially adopted David, and he was still technically in the care of the Begay family. But they would see how things went, and everything would be up to David. He was going to be eighteen years old in two and a half years, and then he would be able to do whatever he wanted then. But for now he could go to high school in Phoenix, maybe even college afterwards. He had already expressed interest in archaeology, and Stella was happy about that—she would help him in any way she could.

Stella felt good as they drove down the highway, her arm out the window, her hair blowing in the wind. She was sure the nightmares would haunt her over the next few years, but they would fade in time. Things were going to be so much better soon. The Ancient Enemy wouldn’t haunt them anymore, not that demon or any other evil spirits.
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